
Lesson 1 

Muslim women--their dress code and 
other misunderstandings 

Opening ritual: How did the opening ritual of visualizing the circle of learning 

partnes and of introducing yourself affect you? Would it be helpful for you to 

repeat this ritual at the beginning of each session and to silently acknowledge, "I 

am not alone. My co-learners (name each of them slowly, visualizing them as you 

do so) are out there wondering and waiting to see what I will do and say during 

this session. I anticipate interacting with them as I go forward." Embellish this 

ritual and make it your own. If after a few sessions, the ritual seems empty, feel 

free to drop it. If the impact grows on you, continue it and allow the mysterious 

presence of your co-learners to diffuse your studies.  

 

MP3 audio The learning circle is now open. Write down your starting time. 

Tools you will need for this and for all future Lessons: paper and pencil; earphones; 

something to drink; a watch (if there is no wall clock or time noted at the bottom of your 

computer) 

Notice to user: The pdf version of lesson 1 and 2 are removed from the Moodle software; hence, 

the links are broken such that one cannot hear the sounds or recordings, one cannot see the 

pictures and one cannot post responses to the chatroom and to see what other participants have 

posted.  Nonetheless, one can still learn much about the process and mood surrounding 

interactive learning and one can imagine the growing “sense of presence” that surrounds the 

learners who are using the “live version” of these case studies. 

After each lesson, there is a live chat room experience or a face-to-face classroom experience of 

90 minutes.  The rituals and procedures used here expand upon the social interactions and the 

discoveries that have been made during the time of doing the lesson.  Different viewpoints are 

expanded using impromptu role playing and fastspeaks.  Oral readback lines enable the group to  

enter into a partial or full concensus as to what are the key discoveries that have emerged.  This 

is a lively and playful experience. It cannot be imagined; it has to be experienced! 

Aaron Milavec   

Opening thoughts 

You are about to engage in dialogue with Muslim women. You will get to glimpse their joys and 

their sorrows. You will discover what they cherish and what they despise. You will see them 

laugh and hear them cry. 

http://www.catherinecollege.net/music/chime.mp3


Even if you have never had any personal contact with a Muslim, your willingness to make 

contact is enough for you to be here. In fact, given the safe place that we create for each other, 

this would be an ideal place to make one's "first contact."  

Even if you have been a Muslim all your life, your willingness to share your journey is enough 

for you to be here. Be assured that your role is not to speak for all Muslims everywhere. No one 

can do that. Rather, your role is just to be yourself and to speak for yourself.  

Rabbi Jacob Neusner, in a public lecture, said something to his Christian audience that left a 

lasting impression upon me. Neusner said, 'Religious conversations with Christians generally do 

not get beyond the polite exchange of information about our rites, our beliefs, our future hopes.' 

Then the rabbi-scholar continued: 'Nobody is asking me where I struggle with God or where I 

am in pain precisely because I am a Jew. And, I say to you, that no one can know Jacob Neusner 

as a Jew unless they know my pain.' 

Each of us can say this to each other upon entering this course.  

Whether I happen to be a Jew, a Christian, a Muslim, or an atheist does not really matter at this 

point. Wherever I am, wherever I have come from, I sense that I am being led on a spiritual 

journey that is precious to me precisely because it is mine and because it links me to others who 

have trod before me in quest of a cosmic mystery that is partially known and partially beyond all 

comprehension.  

For this to take place, we need to create a safe place for me and for every other member of this 

learning circle. Each of us needs to know that we are in a safe place where we can freely tell our 

own stories (both good and bad), share our confusion, explore our hunches, and reveal our own 

deepest questions (without fear of ridicule). Given my own classroom experience in helping 

"strangers" create a safe place together, I would put forward the following guidelines: 

1. The most important gift that we can give to each other is to create a safe place where 

every member of our learning circle can find her true voice and to express herself freely.  

2. The gift we can offer each other is to nurture a sense of respect and mystery in the 

presence of co-learners struggling to adequate express and make sense out of a spiritual 

path to which they may or may not feel personally called.  

3. Everything posted here, accordingly, will be honored as "confidential." No outsider or 

guest to this website can pry or spy into this, our "sacred space." Meanwhile, each 

participant can be counted upon not to reveal to any outsider what has been posted here.  

What is our starting point? 

Each of us has a unique story to tell. Hence, you are invited to reflect upon and to post your 

response to the following prompts: 

Reflective Questions 1.1<--[Click here when ready to post.] 

1.1a Describe a single dramatic experience that shaped or changed how you 

http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=3276


understand Muslims. [Or, for Muslims: . . . how you understand Christians.] 

1.1b Have you yet had the experience of visiting a mosque? . . . of praying with 

Muslims? . . . of discussing religion with Muslims? If so, describe what has been 

your most significant experience (for better or for worse) in one of these areas. If 

you've had none of these experiences, describe what draws you toward or keeps 

you away from having them. [Or, for Muslims: . . . visiting a church? . . . of 

praying with Christians?] 

How do you share your thoughts with your learning circle?  

1. Begin by clicking on the “Reflective Questions 1.1” that will always be found just prior 

to any questions. (You can also find Reflective Questions 1.1 listed as “1.1” in a table at 

the very bottom of this page. You can, as an alternate, click on this as well.)  

2. Step 1 opens a new window in which you will find the questions repeated. Click on 

"Reply" found in the lower right corner. This opens a blank text box awaiting your 

response.  

3. Type your reflections into this blank message box. Don’t think that you have to do 

research so that your responses are “perfect.” Rather, risk writing spontaneously and 

rapidly about the issues at hand.  

4. Feel free to experiment with the various features of the textbox editor. Be daring! You 

won’t be able to break anything. Feel free to add a JPG picture to embellish your 

response.  

5. Click on "Post to Forum" when finished. You are free to change the subject line if you 

wish and to provide, in its place, an apt title of your own choosing.  

You can always go back and edit your former posts. This is not encouraged, however. Better to 

let your raw self-expression stand. If you are annoyed by what you wrote, add a few lines 

indicating why you are annoyed. Even if your mind has changed, it's better to add a few lines 

saying how your mind has changed and why. Each of us is "a wonderful work in progress."  

The substance of this first lesson 

The clothing that we wear not only adorns the body but it signals to onlookers something of who 

we are. When it comes to Muslim women, this issue is very complex. Look at the following:  



 

All three are Muslim women. The first is wearing a niqab. Is she doing so because she lives in a 

place where women dressing "modestly" means covering themselves from head to foot? Or does 

she wear this to signal her religious identity or religious devotion as a Muslim? Or is this worn 

by both women and men to shield themselves from sudden sandstorms? 

While in Istanbul, I met Muslim students who were arrested and barred from taking classes at the 

university because they wore a hijab (as shown below). They explained their defiance to me as 

follows: "The hijab has always been customary for Muslim women, and we see no valid reason 

why the government should now want to suppress our Muslim identity in a country where 98% 

of the citizens are Muslim." In other places, such as Saudi Arabia, a woman not wearing a burqa 

would be barred from university classes (and from most other public spaces as well). Confusing, 

isn't it. Why should one overwhelmingly Muslim country prohibit the hijab while another 

requires it? Why don't both countries just allow women the freedom to decide these things for 

themselves (as in Egypt, for example)? 

 

 

Reflective Questions 1.2<--[Click here when ready to post. Please limit yourself to six minutes here.] 

1.2a In Denmark the debate about the Muslim hijab has reached a new high. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/pop_ups/05/europe_muslim_veils_and_headscarves/html/1.stm
http://www.prohijab.net/english/turkey-hijab-news.htm
http://www.prohijab.net/english/turkey-hijab-news.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burqa
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=3277


One commentator says: "It seems to me that women in feminist circles are much 

divided on this issue, and so am I. On one hand I completely follow the argument 

that a woman's right to wear a head-scarf for religious reasons is untouchable. 

On the other hand, many a feminist would call the hijab a very powerful symbol 

of the suppression of women." (See image below.) Do you agree that the hijab 

can be "a very powerful symbol of suppression"? Explain. 

1.2b A Muslim woman from Egypt reflects on her experience: "I grew up 

thinking the hijab was the ultimate symbol of oppression. . . . And then 9/11 

happened, and it shifted things for young Arab Muslims. I know many, many 

young women who chose to wear the veil now to assert an identity. A feminist one 

in fact." What could this possibly mean? [Click here for more details should you 

wish.] 

1.2c "When it comes to analyzing Muslim women," Prof. Leila Ahmed cautions, 

"Westerners need to question the most basic assumptions they hold." What 

assumptions do you think Westerners need to question when it comes to wearing 

hijab?  

 

 

Activity #1: Getting to hear Prof. Leila Ahmed (60+ 

minutes) 

"Under the Taliban, certainly women were hideously oppressed," said Leila Ahmed, a professor at Harvard Divinity 

School. "Everyone asks me about this, meanwhile nobody has ever asked me to explain why there have been women 

heads of state in Turkey, Indonesia, Pakistan and Bangladesh. How many European and American women heads of 

state have there been?"  

"The silent majority of Muslims want to find a voice and not to leave the voice of Islam only to 

the conservative, so-called observant Muslims." --Leila Ahmed, Ph.D. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feminism
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/resource/view.php?inpopup=true&id=2439


Now it's time to begin hearing women talk of faith. Get a cup of hot tea/coffee and a piece of 

paper for writing. Get comfortable. You're about to enjoy a remarkable woman-to-woman 

conversation between Krista Tippett ("Speaking of Faith") and Leila Ahmed. As you listen, you 

can stop the exchange whenever you find yourself upset or overjoyed at what is being said. Write 

down the words of Leila Ahmed that make a deep impression on you as you listen. Then 

continue for the full fifty minutes.  

To hear Krista Tippett and Prof. Leila Ahmed, choose one of the following sources [Hint: Use 

earphones to enjoy full fidelity sound and, in public spaces, not to disturb others.]: 

 MP3 audio download.  

Click to hear audio broadcast with RealPlayer. 

Click to read a complete transcript. 

 Click to upload as iTunes or for your iPod (Apple technology). 

My Reflections 1.3 

1.3a What words of Leila Ahmed made a deep impression on you? Paraphrase or 

cite them here in the order of their importance for you (with the most important 

first). 

1.3b How did Leila Ahmed change your mind or allow you to see something in a 

brand new way? Why so?  

1.3c Did she raise new questions for you that you find were not satisfactorily 

answered? How so? Where are you prompted to disagree with Leila Ahmed? 

Why so? [Be daring here. Allow your deep issues to show.] 

How do you respond to what others have posted? 
How do you give readback lines? 

1. Once you post your own reflections, the reflections of one or more of your learning 

partners will appear. Click on them and read them quickly.  

2. When you find something helpful, leave a "thank you" note. If your confused by a 

post, leave a clarifying question. If you resonate with someone's story, link your 

story to theirs. To do this, click on the "Reply" button found at the bottom right of each 

post.  

3. The best and the easiest kind of feedback is to offer readback lines. To do this, click 

on the "Reply" button at the bottom right. Then pick out a phrase or sentence in what 

your co-learner wrote that strikes a resonate cord in you. Highlight it with your mouse 

and copy it (Ctrl-C). Then move you cursor into your reply box and paste it (Ctrl-V). 

Repeat this process a second or third time if you feel so inclined.  

Offering "readback lines" is both the easiest and the most demanding form of feedback. 

In so doing, the reader reveals how her/his internal depths have been mysteriously kissed 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Krista_Tippett
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leila_Ahmed
http://download.publicradio.org/podcast/speakingoffaith/20061207_muslimwomen.mp3
http://publicradio.org/tools/media/player/speakingoffaith/20061207_muslimwomen
http://speakingoffaith.publicradio.org/programs/muslimwomen/transcript.shtml
http://speakingoffaith.publicradio.org/podcast/podcasthelp.shtml
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=3278


awake by the evocative words of the writer. 

 

In our live chatroom on Saturday, 16 Jan 2010, we will be using "readback lines." Hence, 

please make it a practice to offer readback lines for two or more of the postings in 1.3. 

Continue this practice in 1.5 and 1.6 below.  

Responding to feedback received with a sincere “thank you” or “that was helpful” note is 

always rewarding for the one who honored your work enough to puzzle over it. 

Clarifications or expansions can also be asked for when needed. To respond to a 

feedback, click the “Reply” at the bottom right of the feedback box.  

Activity #2: Now let's hear from some Muslim men (15+ 

min.) 

Muslim men do influence their wives and daughters. Needless to say, it would be impossible to 

suggest that all men favor hijab. Some clearly do not. In Turkey and Tunisia, for example, men 

in power favor entirely eliminating hijab from public society. In the West, however, one finds 

many websites arguing strongly in favor of hijab. Click twice on the picture below to view Imam 

Siraj Wahhaj speaking to his "brothers" in Brooklyn, New York. [If video does not load, then 

click on this address or paste it into your browser: 

http://www.islamictube.net/watch/ddfb385ea76b26521ea4/Hijab-Siraj-Wahhaj If you have any 

technical difficulties, click here.] 

 

My Reflections 1.5 

1.5a What appears to be Imam Siraj Wahhaj objective? 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/2008/nov/02/8
http://www.islamtomorrow.com/articles/Hijab_she_wont_wear.asp
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siraj_Wahaj
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siraj_Wahaj
http://www.islamictube.net/watch/ddfb385ea76b26521ea4/Hijab-Siraj-Wahhaj
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/resource/view.php?id=558
http://www.youtube.com/v/wRXm5ttFC_s&hl=en&fs=1
http://www.youtube.com/v/wRXm5ttFC_s&hl=en&fs=1
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=3280


1.5b What valid points does Imam Siraj Wahhaj make by way of achieving his 

objective? What soft spots or flaws are evident? Explain. 

1.5c If you were invited to critique this video, what would be your main talking 

points? [Do a five-minute "fastwrite" on this topic. Directions below.] 

How does one do a fastwrite? 

So what is a five-minute fastwrite? First of all, it lasts only five minutes. Time yourself using a 

watch or the time posted in the lower-right corner of your computer. Second, it means writing a 

train of thought that is raw and spontaneous. Don't fret correct spelling or perfect punctuation. 

Don't even stop to ask whether your ideas are justifiable. Just get it out and down on the page. 

We will be doing fastwrites during the live chatroom; hence, your experience here will be used 

many times in this course. With time, we will discuss the importance of fastwrites. For the 

moment, just give it a try. 

To begin your fastwrite, type 1.5c into the message box. Then click on the horizontal line to the 

left of the anchor found above. This will insert a horizontal line in your text box:  

 
Your fast writing goes below this line. Pick up the intellectual and emotive energy that the 

Imam's message leaves with you. Begin to type like the wind. This is a "fastwrite." 

 

When finished, spend no more than a minute tidying your writing up a bit, give it a short title in 

the subject line/box, and then click on "Save my reply." You are finished! Well done! 

Now here is the fun part. Once you post your fastwrite, the fastwrite explorations of one or 

more of your learning partners will then appear. Read them. Click on the "Reply" button at the 

lower right. If you feel inclined, offer readback lines--that is, just repeat some of her phrases in 

an affirmation that these words have special meaning for you as well.  

I am a Muslim woman 

by Jenn Zaghloul 



I am a Muslim woman 

Feel free to ask me why 

When I walk, 

I walk with dignity 

When I speak 

I do not lie (www) 

Open Forum 1.6 This is the place for open exploration. At the end of this lesson, 

do you have some troublesome questions or experiences? What might they be? 

Are their aspects of hijab that have been overlooked that you want to address. 

Do you want to write a blog and have your learning circle give you feedback?  

 

Give yourself at least ten minutes for open writing. You can, of course, take all 

the time you need. Then, after posting, take at least ten minutes for responding to 

what others have posted. After a day or two, return here, and respond to those 

who responded to you and respond to a few new posts that have come in. 

Remember that readback lines offer a very effective way to signal what words 

have been especially significant for you. 

When finished, take a break. Make some tea for yourself or take a five-minute walk or dance to 

your favorite music.  

Feedback 1.7 Then, coming back refreshed, quickly review your entire 

experience.  

1.7a How many minutes did you use to complete Lesson One? Was this more/less 

time than you had expected? Did you find yourself in a good place (both 

physically and mentally) to be able to work uninterrupted? Offer a few words of 

explanation. What changes can you make on your side to increase the satisfaction 

that you find in this learning circle? 

1.7b Were there any processes, instructions, or phrases in our text that were 

difficult or annoying for you? How about the "readback lines" and the 

"fastwrite"? Are these working for you? Explain. Name any technical difficulties 

encountered. How did you solve them? What help do you require?  

1.7c Overall (on a scale of +1 to +10), what is your satisfaction with Lesson One. 

Is there anything that the Instructional Team should add or remove from this 

lesson?  

Congratulations!  

With this, you have finished your first session. If only a few have posted their writings as of 

yet, return in a few days, meet new members and post your responses to their writing. For 

http://www.soundvision.com/Info/news/hijab/hjb.poem.asp
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=3281
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=3282
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/view.php?id=83


those who want an even richer learning experience here, click on Finding and Enjoying a 

Learning Partner. 

MP3 audio The learning circle is now officially closed.  

Take out 10 minutes during the next few days to do some housekeeping matters found in 

Getting Started #3.  

Further listening, viewing, reading 

I want to offer you an unusually well written student paper by Ms. (or is it Mr.) Jahanshahi at 

Oklahoma State University. I deliberately choose a student's paper here (a) because you will find 

greater liberty to critique a student's work and (b) because some of you will want to write a paper 

during or after this course so as to gain a certificate. I will say more on this later.  

 

The Veil and Veiling (not available without passkey) 
Ms. Jahanshahi 

The study of the veil and veiling is not as simple as whether one veils or does not, whether a 

culture requires a veil or does not, and whether the veil is oppressive or liberating; it 

encompasses so much more. Veiling is a complex tradition that is specific to time and place. 

My paper will be examining the following questions about the veil: 

 -Is veiling always oppressive to Muslim women? 

 -Can the veil be liberating? 

 -Can it be empowering to see without being seen? 

 -Is the veil mandated by the Quran? 

 -Do only women wear veils? 

 -Is there any tradition of veiling in the West?  

Click on the title to view the entire paper. Skip the country by country analysis at the end if 

you see fit. Click here if you want more info on the country by country analysis. 

http://www.catherinecollege.net/music/chime.mp3
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/view.php?id=516
http://tv.muxlim.com/video/wTJ8o36VkhD/Muslim-Women-in-Hijab-You-re-Beautiful/
http://reserves.library.okstate.edu/Soc5950Jahanshahi/Veiling.pdf
http://www.islamonline.net/english/In_Depth/hijab_campaign/articles/01.shtml


1.4a What strengths stand out in Jahanshahi's paper? What weaknesses? 

1.4b How did Jahanshahi change your mind or allow you to see something in a 

brand new way? Why so? 

1.4c How did Jahanshahi explore her topic using an approach/method that 

differed from that of Leila Ahmed? In what areas do their conclusions 

vary/clash? 

Excellent information on the subject of Islam and women can be obtained from the Muslim Women's League. It 

contains, among other things, their position papers and articles, some of which are as follows:  

 An Islamic Perspective on Women's Dress 

 An Identity Reduced to Burka 

 A Request for Modest Clothing 

 Banning of Headscarves in Europe 

 French Ban on Hijab 

 To Veil or Not to Veil, that is the Question 

 Veil Returns in a Surge of Tradition 

 Women's Dress in Dangerous Times 

Recent Interviews & Articles by Leila Ahmed  

Arab Identity and British Colonialism 
(10:24, RealAudio) In this clip not included in the final broadcast, listen to Leila Ahmed discuss 

the creation of Arab identity as a legacy of British colonialism, and the similarities with the 

perception of Muslim identity in our age.  

 

"The Discourse of the Veil" 
Read a fascinating chapter from Leila Ahmed's ground-breaking work, Women and Gender in 

Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate. Here she explores the long story of westerners' 

inclination to interpret the veil as a proof of an innate backwardness in Islam.  

 Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, March 15, 2007, "Conversions unveiled; Appeal of Islam to 

women explored" 

 Newsweek, February 26, 2007,"The Controversial Memoir of a Muslim Woman" 

 Speaking of Faith, December 7, 2006, host Krista Tippett, Muslim Women and Other 

Misunderstanding  

 Washington Post, October 22, 2006, by Farzaneh Milani, Coverings Uncovered  

 Newsweek, December 12, 2005 "Reform: Not Ignorant, Not Helpless; the West is focused 

on the extreme cases of oppression against Muslim women. But there's another world out 

there"  

 Speaking of Faith, October 13, 2005, "The Discourse of the Veil"  

 The Al Franken Show, August 28, 2005 "MP3 audio "  

 The San Francisco Chronicle, August 25, 2005 "Bush Pressured to Protect Rights of Iraqi 

Women"  

 ‘Is the Headscarf Oppressive or Emancipatory?’ Field Notes from the Multicultural 

Debate by SARAH BRACKE AND NADIA FADIL 

From a Muslim review of the current film, Yes Man (PG-13 2008) 

http://www.mwlusa.org/about/about.html
http://www.mwlusa.org/topics/dress/hijab.html
http://www.mwlusa.org/topics/dress/burka.html
http://www.mwlusa.org/topics/dress/modest_clothing_request.htm
http://www.mwlusa.org/topics/dress/banning_of_headscarves_in_europe.htm
http://www.mwlusa.org/topics/dress/french_ban_hijab.htm
http://www.mwlusa.org/topics/dress/veil.htm
http://www.mwlusa.org/topics/dress/veil_tradition.htm
http://www.mwlusa.org/hijab_dangerous_times.htm
http://publicradio.org/tools/media/player/speakingoffaith/20051013_muslimwomen-ahmed
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/course/veildiscourse1.shtml
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/glossary/showentry.php?courseid=22&concept=Gender
http://www.religionandpluralism.org/MediaSummary/PDFs/Mar1Mar312007/Quoted/ConversionsUnveiled031507.pdf
http://www.religionandpluralism.org/MediaSummary/PDFs/Mar1Mar312007/Quoted/ConversionsUnveiled031507.pdf
http://www.religionandpluralism.org/MediaSummary/PDFs/Feb1Feb282007/Quoted/ControversialMemoirOfAMuslim022607.pdf
http://religionandpluralism.org/MediaSummary/PDFs/Dec1Dec312006/Quoted/MuslimWomenAndOtherMisunderstandings120706.pdf
http://religionandpluralism.org/MediaSummary/PDFs/Dec1Dec312006/Quoted/MuslimWomenAndOtherMisunderstandings120706.pdf
http://www.religionandpluralism.org/MediaSummary/PDFs/Oct1Oct312006/CoveringsUncovered10222006.pdf
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/course/MediaSummary/PDFs/Dec1Dec312005/ReformNotIgnorantNotHelpless_Newsweek_121205.pdf
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/course/MediaSummary/PDFs/Dec1Dec312005/ReformNotIgnorantNotHelpless_Newsweek_121205.pdf
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/course/MediaSummary/PDFs/Dec1Dec312005/ReformNotIgnorantNotHelpless_Newsweek_121205.pdf
http://speakingoffaith.publicradio.org/programs/muslimwomen/veildiscourse1.shtml
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/course/GranteeArticles/LeilaAhmedonAlFrankenShow082505.mp3
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/course/GranteeArticles/LeilaAhmed_IraqiWomensRights082505.pdf
http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/course/GranteeArticles/LeilaAhmed_IraqiWomensRights082505.pdf
http://www.religionandgender.org/index.php/rg/article/view/40/895


After Jim Carrey’s character starts saying “yes” to everything, we see him checking his e-mail at 

work and one of the spam messages reads: “Persian Wife Finder.” An Iranian woman wearing a 

pink hijab (headscarf) appears on the screen, while puffy clouds are on time-lapse in the 

background, and says “I am Faranoosh” as if she’s some kind of character you can select from a 

“Tekken” video game. As she rotates her body to make herself look alluring, the wind blows her 

scarf into her face, mocking the way Iranian women supposedly dress and drawing ridiculous 

laughter from the audience. (www) 

For a youtube.com video that explores the fierce battle to bring westernized Muslim women to 

wear hijab, click here. 

For an online discussion wherein hard-liners are challenged by moderate voices regarding the 

hijab, hand-shaking, speaking with men, click here. 

http://islamonmyside.com/wordpress/?p=254
http://www.youtube.com/v/cyoxr7_QDDM&hl=en&fs=1
http://www.paklinks.com/gs/religion-scripture/105878-so-what-should-one-do.html


Lesson Two 

What does one find in the Quran? 

Opening ritual: Repeat the opening ritual of visualizing the circle of women that 

await you. Silently acknowledge, "I am not alone. My co-learners (name each of 

them slowly, visualizing them as you do so) are out there wondering and waiting 

to see what I will do and say during this session. I anticipate interacting with 

them as I go forward." Embellish this ritual and make it your own. If after a few 

sessions, the ritual seems empty, feel free to drop it. If the impact grows on you, 

continue it and allow the mysterious presence of your co-learners to suffuse your 

studies. 

 

Buddhist singing bowl (click to listen) The learning circle is now open.  

Introduction 

In this Second Lesson, our intention is to introduce the Quran. We will do this in three steps. 

First, Aaron Rose-Milavec will summarize something of the mystique surrounding the hearing of 

the Quran that he picked up while living in Tunisia. Second, we will examine a short selection 

from the Quran. Third, Prof. Asma Barlas will offer her synopsis of the Quran as presented to a 

Christian audience. 

1. What is the Quran? 

Muslims regard the Quran as God's revelation: 

The Holy Quran (also transliterated as Qur’ān, Koran, Alcoran or Al-Qur’ān) is the Divine 

Book revealed to Muhammad (peace be on him). The Holy Quran confirms what was revealed to 

earlier messengers of God and serves as the criterion of right and wrong (www).  

Muslims maintain that the Quran is not a new revelation and that Muhammad [PBUH*] did not 

intend to found a new religion. Rather, Muslims hold that God has sent his messengers (the 

prophets) to every people on the face of the earth--each at their appointed time. Thus, in due 

course, God (Allah) sent Muhammad [PBUH*] to preach the universal truth to the polytheists of 

the Arabian peninsula--the same truth that had already been revealed by other prophets (Buddha, 

Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus [PBUH*], etc.) at earlier periods. Thus, Muslims take a certain 

pride in seeing the Quran as "confirming" the revelations found in Buddhism, Judaism, 

Christianity: 

The great characteristic of Islam is that it requires its followers to believe that all the great 

[monotheistic] religions of the world that prevailed before it were revealed by God; and thus 

Islam lays down the basis of peace and harmony among the religions of the world. According to 
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the Holy Quran, there is not one nation in the world in which a prophet has not appeared.... The 

Quran [consequently] renders it necessary that a Muslim should believe in all those prophets 

(2:136, 177, 285), and though the faith of Islam is summed up in two brief sentences, There is no 

god but Allah, and Muhammad is His Apostle, yet the person who confesses belief in 

Muhammad, in so doing, accepts all the prophets of the world, whether their names are 

mentioned in the Quran or not. Islam thus claims a universality to which no other religion can 

aspire, and lays the foundation of a brotherhood as vast as humanity itself (www). 

Reflective Question 2.1a <--Click to post here as in Lesson One. 

2.1a Consider the citation in blue beginning with "The great characteristic. . . ." 

What do you make of this? Do you know of any other religion that makes a 

parallel claim? 

How was the Quran revealed? 

The prophet Muhammad (an Arab and a descendant of Abraham) received these divine 

revelations (The Holy Quran) over a period of 23 years in the seventh century of the Common 

Era (C.E.). Some compare the Quran to the Psalms of David. This is true in so far as (a) the 

Quran is melodic poetry that praises God and (b) Muslims recite memorized sections of the 

Quran in all their prayers. Yet, the Quran is unlike the Psalms in so far as (a) the words of the 

Quran are (historically speaking) Allah's message to the Prophet and (b) the Prophet recited these 

words in the marketplace as a call to his contemporaries to abandon polytheism and to accept 

Allah alone as the ONLY ONE.  

Muhammad (an Arab and a descendant of Abraham) was 40 years of age in 610 C.E. when he 

received his first revelations. Such revelations increased from time to time during the remaining 

22 years of his life. For some time prior to his first revelations, Muhammad was spiritually 

restless and he would go out into the wilderness surrounding Mecca in order to be alone to think 

and to pray. It was there that he received his divine revelations. When later asked about his 

revelations by one of his early disciples, he said this: 

Al-Harith bin Hisham asked God's Apostle "O God's Apostle! How is the Divine Inspiration 

revealed to you?"  

God's Apostle replied, "Sometimes it is (revealed) like the ringing of a bell. This form of 

Inspiration is the hardest of all [to bear] and this state passes away only after I have grasped what 

is being inspired. Sometimes the Angel [Gabriel] comes in the form of a man and talks to me and 

I grasp [immediately] whatever he says." ( Bukhari, Volume 1, Book 1 modified).  

Beyond this, it is important to know that Muhammad lived in a predominantly oral culture and 

was partially or entirely illiterate himself. Thus, the angel Gabriel trained Muhammad to "recite" 

the words of the Quran and to commit them to memory rather than to write a book (Rev 1:3, & 

1:10). Those who accepted Muhammad as God's prophet on the basis of what they "heard," 

likewise memorized for themselves the recitations of Muhammad.  

http://www.muslim.org/islam/relhum.htm
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Note carefully: An oral culture gives credibility and relies in what is spoken; a print culture, like 

our own, gives credibility and relies on what is written. Both Muhammad and Jesus, therefore, 

are intimately in tune with their culture and operate so as to address the masses (and not so much 

the scholars). 

Reflective Question 2.1b <-- Click to post as in Lesson One. 

2.1b Do you regard the revelations given to Muhammad [PBUH*] as divinely 

given and divinely approved? If so, why so? If not, why not?  

 

 

Prof. Keith Ward, Regius Professor of Theology at Oxford, has responded to this 

question as follows: "Christians can see Muhammad as truly inspired by God, as 

called to proclaim a strict monotheistic faith, and as chosen by God for that 

purpose. In seeing him thus, they can place him on the same level as all the 

prophets of Israel and the apostles of the early Christian church. It may even be 

possible to place him, from an authentically Christian viewpoint, on the same 

level as Jesus, insofar as prophet-hood is concerned (remembering that, for 

Christians, Jesus is ‘more than a prophet’). In other words, a Christian can see 

Muhammad as inspired in the same sense as Jewish and Christian prophets, and 

thus accord him the highest honor as a true prophet." (www)  

 

 

Do the conclusions of Prof. Ward shock you or please you? What feedback would 

you want to give Prof. Ward (if he would be asking for your personal feedback)? 

 

Optional 2.1c [Strictly Optional: This contains material refuting the validity of 

Muhammad's revelations. Catherine College does not endorse any of this! Check 

this out only if you have extra time on your hands.] "In the past year, he 

[Muhammad] has been called a 'man of war' by Jerry Falwell, 'a robber' by 

evangelist Pat Robertson, and 'demon-possessed' and 'the first Muslim terrorist' 

by other extremist critics." (www) I need not remind these Evangelists that Jesus 

was called a "drunkard", a "glutton," and "demon-possessed" (Luke 7:33 et al.) 

by some of his own contemporaries. This puts Muhammad in good company, one 

might think. But no, the internet is awash with lectures, bible-studies, and videos 

purporting to expose the lies surrounding Muhammad's revelations. If you wish, 

click here or paste this into your browser: 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i0I7jWTyJTQ When finished, please share 

your feedback (optional also). 

In Tunisia, for example, I discovered that, even today, great importance is given 

to the hearing and the memorization of the Quran. Many men, when they go into retirement, give 

all their free time to this endeavor. A large number manage to memorize the whole of the Quran 

before they die. In one home in which I stayed, the "grandfather" spent four to six hours every 

day in this endeavor. 

A person whose recital repertoire encompasses the whole Qur’an is called a qari', whereas a 

memorizer of the Qur’an is called a hafiz (fem. hafaz) (which translate as "reciter" or "protector," 

respectively). Muhammad is regarded as the first qari' since he was the first to recite it. 

Recitation (tilawa ( .dlrow milsuM eht ni tra enif a si na’ruQ eht fo (لاوة  (wwwت

Only after Muhammad's death was there a concerted attempt to write 

down the Prophet's oral revelations. Thus, for the first time, the "written" Quran emerged. 

Among the earliest meanings of the word "quran" in Arabic refers to the "act of reciting" (www). 

Thus the "oral" Quran existed before the "written" Quran.  

The Quran is divided into 114 chapters (suwar, sing.=surah). They are not set out in the order in 

which they were received by the Prophet. Rather they are generally arranged from the longest 

(Surah 2 which is divided into 286 ayahs/verses) and ending with the shortest (Surah 108 with 

only 3 verses).  

Modern Islamic scholars have carefully studied the historical order of Muhammad's revelations 

and have come to some very revealing insights: 

The revelations [received by Muhammad] changed styles during the 22 years of revelations, 

from more poetic in the beginning to more prosaic later, and in the content, it changed from 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qari%27
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hafiz
http://www.catherinecollege.net/wiki/Tilawa
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qur%27an
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qur%27an


warnings on what was to come to mankind from God if man didn't turn in [the] direction of 

God's will, to regulations on behavior and rules for the society. These changes came parallel to 

changes in the position of Islam in the society [of his day]. In the beginning when only a small 

group of people were Muslims, the need for spreading the message was prevailing. Later, from 

the time when Muhammad moved to Medina and got a leading position in the town, the need for 

rules for a society was the more important. (www) 

The ancient Arabs delighted in hearing poetry recited aloud; hence, it might be helpful to think 

of Muhammad as drawing crowds much in the same way as do sidewalk rappers in our own day. 

The Quran, consequently, has an oral appeal that is lost in its translations.  

Even today, Muslim children learn to recite the Quran. The visual recording you are about to 

hear is by Nusaiba Mohammad, a 14 year-old girl, as she took part in the National Qiraat 

competition of 2006 held in London. Double-click on the icon below to hear this for yourself. 

 

Reflective Question 2.2 

2.2 What was your experience like of hearing Nusaiba's recitation?  

[For Muslims] What was your experience like of hearing and memorizing part of 

the Quran?  

2. Reading the Quran in translation 

The Quran combines praises of Allah, admonitions to unbelievers, guidance for believers, and a 

diverse peppering of religious history. The forthcoming sermon by Prof. Asma Barlas will amply 

illustrate the guidance for believers. Accordingly, I have chosen a small historical selection from 

the Quran wherein the annunciation made to Mary (Maryam in Arabic) is narrated. Within Islam, 

Maryam is a true believer; hence, her portrait illustrates the character of a Musim woman. The 

Arabic text followed by the excellent analytic translation of Muhsin Khan follows. Enjoy! 
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Quran 3:42 @ Muhsin Khan  

And (remember) when the angels said: "O Maryam (Mary)! Verily, Allah 

has chosen you, purified you (from polytheism and disbelief), and chosen 

you above the women of the 'Alamin (mankind and jinns)."  

 

43:  

O Maryam! "Submit yourself with obedience to your Lord (Allah, by 

worshipping none but Him Alone) and prostrate yourself, and Irka'i (bow 

down etc.) along with Ar-Raki'un (those who bow down etc.)."  

 

44:  

(Remember) when the angels said: "O Maryam (Mary)! Verily, Allah 

gives you the glad tidings of a Word ["Be!" - and he was! i.e. 'Iesa (Jesus) 

the son of Maryam (Mary)] from Him, his name will be the Messiah 'Iesa 

(Jesus), the son of Maryam (Mary), held in honour in this world and in the 

Hereafter, and will be one of those who are near to Allah."  

 

46:  

"He will speak to the people in the cradle and in manhood, and he will be 

one of the righteous."  

 

47:  

She said: "O my Lord! How shall I have a son when no man has touched 

me." He said: "So (it will be) for Allah creates what He wills. When He 



has decreed something, He says to it only: "Be!" and it is.  

 

Exploratory Questions 2.3 

2.3a In what way do Muslim women honor Maryam that parallels Luke's 

Gospel? (See below.) 

2.3b What differences stand out for you in the Quran? How might these 

differences be significant for Muslim women? [Don't hesitate to share your 

hunches.] 

Quran Gospel of Luke 

And (remember) when the angels 

said: "O Maryam (Mary)! Verily, 

Allah  

(a) has chosen you,  

(b) purified you (from polytheism 

and disbelief), and 

(c) chosen you above the women 

of the 'Alamin (mankind and 

jinns)."  

1:30 The angel said to her, "Do 

not be afraid, Mary, for you have 

found favor with God.  

"O Maryam!  

(a) Submit yourself with 

obedience to your Lord (Allah, by 

worshipping none but Him Alone) 

and  

(b) prostrate yourself, and  

(c) Irka'i (bow down etc.) along 

with Ar-Raki'un (those who bow 

down etc.)."  

 

(Remember) when the angels 

said: "O Maryam (Mary)! Verily, 

Allah gives you the glad tidings 

of a Word ["Be!" - and he was! 

i.e. 'Iesa (Jesus) the son of 

Maryam (Mary)] from Him, his 

name (a) will be the Messiah 'Iesa 

(Jesus), the son of Maryam 

(Mary), (b) will be held in honour 

1:31 And now, you will conceive 

in your womb and bear a son,  

 

 

 

and you will name him Jesus. 

 

1:32 He will be great, and will be 

called the Son of the Most High, 
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in this world and in the Hereafter, 

and (c) will be one of those who 

are near to Allah."  

and the Lord God will give to him 

the throne of his ancestor David. 

"He will speak to the people in 

the cradle and in manhood, and he 

will be one of the righteous."  

1:33 "He will reign over the 

house of Jacob forever, and of his 

kingdom there will be no end."  

She said: "O my Lord!  

How shall I have a son when no 

man has touched me."  

He said: "So (it will be) for Allah 

creates what He wills. When He 

has decreed something, He says to 

it only: "Be!" and it is.  

1:34 Mary said to the angel, 

"How can this be, since I am a 

virgin?" 

1:35 The angel said to her, "The 

Holy Spirit will come upon you, 

and the power of the Most High 

will overshadow you; therefore 

the child to be born will be holy; 

he will be called Son of God.  

3. A Sermon on the Quran 

This is how I hear the word as a Muslim and this is the word on which, and in which, I dwell in 

the hope that, as the Qur’an promises, “everything reveals its truth in the end.”  

(The Moon, 54:3; ibid., 818) -- Asma Barlas 

Introduction: Not many Muslims get invited to preach a homily within the context of a Christian 

service to a Christian congregation. Prof. Asma Barlas is the exception. She gained a much-

deserved invitation to preach in the context of a Vespers service. What segments of the Quran 

should she bring forward that would be authentic to Islam and important to a Christian audience 

as well? Not an easy choice. Keep a note pad at hand, for I will be asking you to share what lines 

you found most important when you finish. Here is her homily:  

 

I am honored to have been invited to speak at this afternoon’s Vespers service and want to thank 

the Rev. Kenneth Clark for this wonderful opportunity. He has asked that I talk about this 

month’s theme as it relates to my own work and the theme, as you know, is Hearing the Word. . . 

. 

Naturally, I don’t speak on behalf of all Muslims and nor do all Muslims hear the word as I do; 

but, the word exists whether some of us choose to hear it or not. Before I say anything about it, 

however, I want to explain why I’ve chosen to focus on differences at an event that seeks to 

honor human connections.  

There are two main reasons, one political and existential and the other scriptural and theoretical. 

I’m linking them because I believe that encounters with the word are most meaningful when they 



are also relevant to our struggles in the world and that our struggles in the world also help shape 

our encounters with the word.  

The painful political reality is that Muslims and non-Muslims in the U.S. today live in 

disconnected worlds. By this I mean they live alongside each other but also across deep divides 

of suspicion, fear, ignorance, and anger. I know this seems like a huge generalization and one 

that I should perhaps not be making in a chapel, but, I’m thinking of the 2004 poll conducted by 

this very university in which 44% of people said they favored cutting back the civil liberties of 

all Muslims post 9/11.1 [Numbers after a period draw attention to a footnote found below.] A 

Gallop poll two years later found that 34% of people think all U.S. Muslims support al-Qaeda; 

39% want them to carry special ID cards, and one in four doesn’t want a Muslim like myself as 

their neighbor.2  

1 http://www.news.cornell.edu/releases/Dec04/Muslim.Poll.bpf.html 

2 http://www.kuro5hin.org/story/2006/8/14/45330/1632 

So, to be a Muslim today means to live with the burden of collective guilt and the threat of 

collective punishment. It means, in effect, to bear the “mark of the plural,” in the words of the 

famous Tunisian Jewish intellectual, Albert Memmi.3 By this, Memmi meant the European 

colonial practice of treating every colonized person as an aggregate of their entire race, a burden 

of representation that so-called minorities still carry today even though colonialism proper is 

long over. Thus every Muslim is seen as a potential threat and entire peoples—Palestinian, Iraqi, 

Afghani—are being decimated for the crimes of a few. And, for the most part, we blame this 

wanton carnage on Islam by framing global violence either as a Muslim-led jihad or as a Western 

response to so-called Islamic “holy wars.”  

3 Albert Memmi, The Colonizer and the Colonized. Boston: Beacon Press, 1991. 

Individual Muslims are certainly not beyond bigotry or violence and I am not here to defend 

them. I am here simply to bear witness to the fact that, strictly and scripturally speaking, there is 

no holy war concept in Islam. This doesn’t mean that the Qur’an has nothing to say about war 

and violence; it does. But it out-rightly forbids coercion in religion and it never uses the term 

jihad for war. Rather, jihad in the Qur’an refers to an existential struggle against one’s own lesser 

self in order to better submit oneself to God’s word and will. In fact that is the meaning of the 

word Muslim--one who submits to God’s will and it is this other struggle, this other jihad, that I 

want to model today.  

According to scholar John Esposito, Jihad requires Muslims to "struggle in the way of 

God" or "to struggle to improve one's self and/or society."
 [ 3 ] [ 4 ] 

Jihad is directed 

against Satan's inducements, aspects of one's own self, or against a visible enemy.
 [ 1 ] [ 

5 ] 
The four major categories of jihad that are recognized are Jihad against one's self 

(Jihad al-Nafs), Jihad of the tongue (Jihad al-lisan), Jihad of the hand (Jihad al-yad), 

and Jihad of the sword (Jihad as-sayf).
 [ 5 ] 

(www)  
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Also, and more importantly for the purposes of my talk, the Qur’an does not use vocabularies of 

violence to speak about religious differences and nor does it teach that religious difference in and 

of itself should lead us to hate or kill others. Indeed, the Qur’an tells us that God speaks to 

different people in different ways but always with the same intent and that differences in 

themselves are not bad. This is a crucial point because violence often arises in a fear of 

differences. The difference can be racial, or sexual, or cultural, or religious, and sometimes we 

do violence to those who we think are wholly different from ourselves and at other times to those 

who we fear are too much like ourselves (the narcissism of minor differences that Freud speaks 

about). However, whether violence is fuelled by a fear of difference or by the fear of the erasure 

of difference, the point is that we need to understand our own attitudes towards difference if we 

want to make sense of the social and psychological dimensions of violence.  

This is what led me to study the Qur’an’s approach to difference and I felt that it might be 

healing for people who never get to hear certain aspects of the word to know what sort of 

understanding of religious pluralism it opens up for Muslims and what sorts of possibilities it 

offers for peace, understanding, and mutual recognition. So, I have selected 13 short excerpts 

from the Qur’an that deal with four themes: [1] the nature of the word; [2] how believers are 

asked to convey it to others; [3] religious disagreements, and [4] the ethical functions of 

diversity.  

The nature of the Word 

This is a lot of ground to cover in twenty minutes and I want to apologize for sacrificing depth 

and analysis for breadth. I want simply to introduce some themes with a minimalist commentary 

that contextualizes them and draws out some lessons. For the rest, I leave it to you to hear my 

Word/word as you will. Let me begin with the first set of verses that define the “word.”  

Art thou not aware how God sets forth the parable of a good word?4  

[It is] like a good tree, firmly rooted, [reaching out] with its branches towards the sky, yielding 

its fruit at all times by its Sustainer’s leave.  

And [thus it is that] God propounds parables unto [humans], so that they might bethink 

themselves [of the truth].  

And the parable of a corrupt word is that of a corrupted tree, torn up [from its roots] onto the face 

of the earth, wholly unable to endure.  

[Thus,] God grants firmness unto those who have attained to faith through the word that is 

unshakably true in the life of this world as well as in the life to come; but the wrongdoers [God] 

lets go astray5. . .  

Shun every word that is untrue.6. 



Give, then, this glad tiding to [those of] My servants who listen [closely] to all that is said, and 

follow the best of it:[for] it is they whom God has graced with . . . guidance, and it is they who 

are [truly] endowed with insight!7. 

4 See M. Asad who writes that “In its wider meaning, the term kalimah (‘word’) denotes 

any conceptual statement or proposition. Thus, a “good word”. . . implies a call to what is 

good in the moral sense.” Message of the Qur’an, Pakistan, n.d., 376. 

5 Abraham, Quran 14:24-27; ibid., 376-377. 

6 The Pilgrimage, Quran 22:30; ibid., 510. 

7 The Throngs; Quran 39:17-18; ibid., 707. 

As you can tell, then, the Qur’an treats the word in both its literal sense as speech and in its 

metaphorically sense of revelation. Even in its literal sense, though, the word is always also an 

expression of one’s ethical and moral intent. However the Qur’an also makes clear that it is not 

enough to just listen to the word; we also need to follow the best in it and indeed to give it its 

best meanings. And so hermeneutic, or interpretive, choices are necessarily ethical choices.  

How believers are asked to convey it to others 

Now of course we know, and so God must know, that not everyone has the same religious beliefs 

and so when the Qur’an asks us to communicate the word to others it does not compel us to force 

obedience to it or to our own understanding of it. In other words, possessing what one holds to be 

the truth is not a license to be self-righteous or to oppress others. 

And tell my servants that they should speak in the most kindly manner [unto those who do not 

share their beliefs]:verily, Satan is always ready to stir up discord between [humans].8 . . . 

Servants of the Most Gracious are [only] they who walk gently on earth, and who, whenever the 

foolish address them, reply with [words of] peace.9 

 

O Moses . . . I have chosen thee for Mine Own service. Go forth, [then,] thou and thy brother, 

with My messages . . . unto Pharaoh; for, verily, he has transgressed all bounds of equity! But 

speak unto him in a mild manner, so that he might bethink himself or [at least] be filled with 

apprehension.10. 

 

Call thou unto thy Sustainer’s path with wisdom and goodly exhortation, and argue with them in 

the most kindly manner; for, behold, thy Sustainer knows best as to who strays from [God’s] 

path, and best knows . . . as to who are the right-guided. Hence, if you have to respond to an 

attack [in argument], respond only to the extent of the attack leveled against you; but to bear 

yourselves with patience is indeed far better for [God is with] those who are patient in adversity. 

Endure, then, with patience … always remembering that it is none but God who gives thee the 

strength to endure adversity—and do not grieve over them, and neither be distressed by the false 

arguments which they devise; for, verily, God is with those who are conscious of [God] and are 

doers of good.11 

And do not argue with the followers of earlier revelation otherwise than in a most kindly 

manner—unless it be such of them as are bent on evildoing— and say:“We believe in that which 



has been bestowed from on high upon us, as well as that which has been bestowed upon you; for 

our God and your God is one and the same, and it is unto [God] that we [all] surrender 

ourselves.”12 

8 The Night Journey, Quran 17:53; ibid., 426. 

9 The Standard, Quran 25:63; ibid., 557. 

10 O Man, Quran 20:41-42; ibid., 473. 

11 The Bee, Quran 16:125-128; ibid., 416. 

12 The Spider, Quran 29:46; ibid., 613. 

Here again one could say that God knows, and we know, that speaking with one another in a fair 

and gentle way is not enough to iron out mutual differences, specially where it comes to religious 

beliefs.  

Religious disagreements 

So, how, then, are we to live with these differences and the insecurity, pain, or anger that they 

might induce? For those who have never thought of the Qur’an as a pacifist text, the next two 

verses might be truly instructive.  

And if they [try to] argue with thee, say [only]:“God knows best what you are doing. [For, 

indeed,] God will judge between you [all] on Resurrection Day with regard to all on which you 

were wont to differ.13  

 

Say: O ye That reject Faith! I worship not that  

Which ye worship. And I will not worship  

That which ye have been  

Wont to worship.  

Nor will ye worship  

That which I worship.  

To you be your Way,  

And to me mine.14 

13 The Pilgrimage, Quran 22:68-69; ibid., 516. 

14 Al-Kaffirun, 109; from A. Yusuf Ali, The Qur’an, New York, 1988.  

I cannot do an extensive exegesis of these verses but I read them as forbidding both 

exterminating and assimilating the other. They do this by affirming that religious differences do, 

and will, exist and by opening up two possibilities for Muslims to deal with them. One is simply 

to bear witness to the differences since only God can judge between humans regarding whatever 

they differ on. The Qur’an repeats this message in innumerable verses. The other is to learn to 

live with our truth and let others live with theirs even if it means having to go our own separate 

ways. 

 

Here as a believer one runs into a paradox--how do we reconcile a belief in the universality and 

the universal goodness of God’s word with religious diversity or with the fact that many people 



don’t believe in religion at all? To put it another way--how can we believe something to be true 

for everyone and yet not fall into a genocidal self-righteousness? In essence, can universalism of 

any sort —religious or secular—ever be good or liberating?  

 

Entire books can be and have been written on these issues and I’m still struggling with them 

myself so I can’t do more than take a very tiny jab at this problem and I will do that by looking at 

how the Qur’an treats difference itself.  

The ethical functions of diversity 

There are several passages dealing with difference and religious diversity but I picked two: 

And among [God’s] wonders is the creation of the heavens and earth, and the diversity of your 

tongues and colours; for in this, behold, there are messages indeed for all who are possessed of 

[innate] knowledge.15 

Behold, We have created you all out of a male and a female, and have made you into nations and 

tribes, so that you might come to know one another. Verily, the noblest of you in the sight of 

God is the one who is most deeply conscious of [God].16 

15 The Byzantines, Quran 30:22; Asad., 619. 

16 The Private Apartments, Quran 49:13; ibid., 794. 

This is a recurrent theme in the Qur’an--that all sorts of differences, including religious 

differences, exist by God’s will and exemplify the richness and diversity of human life. Indeed, 

differences are the very substance of creation since all that is created is multiple and diverse. 

Only the uncreated God is one. 

Since we can only come to know one another through our differences, one could say that 

differences make possible an ethical engagement with the wor(l)d. That is why trying to wipe 

them out in the name of our own beliefs or, worse, in the name of the divine being who created 

them, is ultimately self-defeating. And so I read the word as teaching that one can be a believer 

and still live with others on the basis of respect and kindness. And, even if as a believer one takes 

the self to be paradigmatic, one does not need to hate or fear the Other. Indeed, in the Qur’anic 

sense, this interface between the Self and the Other is what brings us to a full self-awareness and 

moral consciousness.  

 

To submit to God’s word, or to be a Muslim, then, is to live with our own truths without acting 

in life-denying ways vis-à-vis others and thus to believe in a form of universalism that does not 

have to be oppressive because it treats differences as ontologically given and as making possible 

a politics and a theology of mutual recognition. This is how I hear the word as a Muslim and this 

is the word on which, and in which, I dwell in the hope that, as the Qur’an promises, “everything 

reveals its truth in the end.” (The Moon, Quran 54:3; ibid., 818( 

My Reflections 2.4 

2.4a What words of Asma Barlas made a deep impression on you? Paraphrase or 

http://http/www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=3348


cite them here in the order of their importance for you (with the most important 

first). 

2.4b Notice how Asma Barlas arrives at a program whereby Muslims ought to 

respond to religious differences and to religious adversaries. In the end, what 

authority does Asma Barlas appeal to? Does this mean that all Muslims will 

entirely agree? Explain. 

2.4c Where are you prompted at any point to disagree with Asma Barlas? Why 

so? [Be daring here. Allow your deep questions to show.]  

Open Forum 2.5  

2.5 This is the place for open exploration. At the end of this lesson, do you have 

some troublesome questions or experiences? What might they be? Are their 

aspects of the Quran that have been overlooked? Or, again, maybe you want to 

write a blog and have your learning circle give you feedback?  

 

Give yourself at least ten minutes for writing. You can, of course, take all the 

time you need. Then, after posting, take at least ten minutes for responding to 

what others have posted. After a day or two, return here, and respond to those 

who responded to you and respond to a few new posts that have come in. 

Remember that feedback lines offer a very effective way to signal what words 

have been especially significant for you. 

Ah, congratulations! With this, you have finished your second session. If no one or very few 

have posted their writings as of yet, return in a few days, and post your responses to the 

writings of your learning circle.  

Buddhist singing bowl (click to listen) The learning circle is now officially closed.  

When finished, take a break. Make some tea for yourself or take a five-minute walk or dance to 

your favorite music.  

When finished, take a break. Make some tea for yourself or take a five-minute 

walk or dance to your favorite music. 

Feedback 2.6: Then, coming back refreshed, quickly review your entire 

experience. Share your experience in three parts: 

2.6a How many minutes did you use to complete Lesson Two?  

Was this more/less time than you had expected? Did you find yourself in a good 

place (both physically and mentally) to be able to work uninterrupted? Offer a 

few words of explanation. What changes can you make on your side to increase 

the satisfaction that you find in this learning circle? 

2.6b Were there any processes, instructions, or phrases in our text that were 

http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=3349
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blog
http://www.catherinecollege.net/music/chime.mp3
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http://www.catherinecollege.net/moodle/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=3350


difficult or annoying for you? Explain.  

2.6c Do you have any words of appreciation or challenges for your circle of 

learners?  

Overall (on a scale of +1 to +10), what is your satisfaction with Lesson Two.  

Further Readings  

English translation of the Quran by Muhsin Kahn and five other scholars. This allows for side-

by-side translations and word searches. 

English Translation of the Holy Quran by Maulana Muhammad Ali 

Barlas, Asma. Hearing the Word, as a Muslim:13 passages of the Qur'an and religious 

difference, Cornell University Vespers Service, November 4, 2007. Source for the above. 

Oral variations in the recitation of Muhammad's followers were noticed even during his lifetime.  

Seven Ahruf: The Qur'anic Escape Clause (9 Jan 2009)  

Preservation and Authenticity of the Holy Quran (a pious interpretation) 

Joseph Smith, "The Collation, or Collection of the Qur'anic Text" (1995, a scholarly 

interpretation) 

* PBUH = Peace be upon him. Muslims, in speech and in writing, normally say "Peace be upon 

him" (in Arabic, if possible) whenever they use the name of Muhammad or of Jesus in speaking 

and (sometimes) in writing as well. Without any disrespect meant, I ask Muslim speakers to add 

this quietly for themselves as they read even if I don't, at every turn, remind them of it. 

 
 

http://searchquran.net/
http://aaiil.org/text/hq/trans/ma_list.shtml
http://www.asmabarlas.com/TALKS/Cornell_07.pdf
http://www.asmabarlas.com/TALKS/Cornell_07.pdf
http://www.bismikaallahuma.org/archives/2005/the-ahruf-of-the-quraan/
http://www.answeringmuslims.com/2009/01/seven-ahruf-quranic-escape-clause.html
http://www.islam101.com/quran/preservedQ.htm
http://www.debate.org.uk/topics/history/quran.htm#G

