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“Our trust defi cit is, to a large extent, the result of asymmetries in our 
world. The fact that so many are taking the trust be-stowed on them for 
granted explains countless of these asym-metries. People in positions 
of authority abuse trust and break the rules, with no consequences. 
The deep sense of in-justice that many feel, the sentiment of being 
excluded and not having the same opportunities as others, drives 
mistrust. And mistrust is one of the underlying factors that lead to ex-
tremism, terror and other expressions of frustration.
 
If we do not honestly address the lack of trust as a basic driver of 
violence, we miss the point. We risk spiraling in the wrong direction 
when we respond to violence with more vio-lence. By bombing those 
who have attacked us, we do not solve the problem but exacerbate it. 
This is what we need to correct now, because our future is at stake.

We need to rebuild trust through legitimate leadership, justice and 
accountability so we all have institutions, systems and pro-cesses we 
can trust. We need to re-build trust in individu-als so that they feel they 
belong to our community, that they make a difference and that they 
matter. This is the fundamen-tal step toward creating the necessary 
virtuous circle where trust leads to responsibility and response.”
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Preface: Overcoming terrorism needs all on board 

How do we speak of peace after the series of brutal attacks in Leb-
anon, Egypt, France, Turkey, Nigeria, Israel, and Pales-tine - not to 
mention the daily bloodshed in Syria? In the face of these atroci-
ties, an immediate definition comes to mind: peace is more than the 
absence of war. 

Peace is deeply personal. It is not easily defined, nor ex-plained. 
For some, peace is the freedom of movement, to at-tend football 
matches, concerts, and moments of pleasure without fear. For oth-
ers, it is access to quality education, de-cent work, and effective 
justice systems. Or, it can be com-mitting to a sustainable and safe 
planet for future generations.  

Peace comes in many forms, shapes, and meanings, all based on 
individual perceptions, backgrounds, and experiences. For this rea-
son, building and maintaining peace is complex and multi-faceted, 
especially as we face new threats – such as ter-rorism, violent ex-
tremism, climate change, epidemics, hunger, prolonged conflict, or 
finding a response to the world's mounting refugee crisis.  

I have close friends and colleagues in Paris and Lebanon. Clearly 
shaken by the events that transpired last year, they are nevertheless 
determined to not let violence interrupt their daily lives. Their reac-
tion to the attacks has been a fierce de-fense of peace. The UN 
Climate Summit in Paris at the end of November and the 2030 
Agreement on Sustainable Develop-ment Goals in New York last 
September showed what can be achieved if all understand the need 
for resilient solutions. I am optimistic that the Secretary Generals 
Plan of Action to Prevent Violent Extremism, launched on Jan 15 
in New York, and the Initiave by the Grandmufti of Egypt, an-
nounced on January 20 in Davos and reaffirmed at the United Na-
tions in Geneva, are sending a clear message: we are all united in 
our efforts and desire to end violence. But for this to happen the 
willingness to open up and reinstal trust is a sine qua non. 

Trust binds our world together, from the trust between family 
members and the trust between neighbors in a community to the 
trust between customers and enterprises and the trust be-tween au-
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thorities and citizens. But many have lost trust in their leaders, in 
political systems, in religious institutions and in the very notion 
that we are all in this world together and share a common future. 

This is a problem, because trust is the essential element that allows 
us to build a world of agreed-upon rules, with a level playing field 
for all. We need trust in our religious establish-ments, govern-
ments, police and legal systems. As individuals, we need to trust 
our schools, our doctors our media and one another.  

Our trust deficit is, to a large extent, the result of asymmetries in 
our world. The fact that so many are taking the trust be-stowed on 
them for granted explains countless of these asymmetries. People 
in positions of authority abuse trust and break the rules, with no 
consequences. The deep sense of in-justice that many feel, the sen-
timent of being excluded and not having the same opportunities as 
others, drives mistrust. And mistrust is one of the underlying fac-
tors that lead to ex-tremism, terror and other expressions of frustra-
tion.  

If we do not honestly address the lack of trust as a basic driver of 
violence, we miss the point. We risk spiraling in the wrong direc-
tion when we respond to violence with more vio-lence. By bomb-
ing those who have attacked us, we do not solve the problem but 
exacerbate it. This is what we need to correct now, because our fu-
ture is at stake. 

We need to rebuild trust through legitimate leadership, justice and 
accountability so we all have institutions, systems and processes 
we can trust. We need to re-build trust in individu-als so that they 
feel they belong to our community, that they make a difference and 
that they matter. This is the fundamen-tal step toward creating the 
necessary virtuous circle where trust leads to responsibility and re-
sponse. 

Creating trust is at the heart of what the United Nations does: from 
building trust between nations to building trust between people and 
their leaders, from building trust in public health and education 
programs to building trust in international trea-ties. Above all, the 
United Nations is the embodiment of the world's collective trust 
that we can all come together to ad-dress our biggest challenges.  
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Peace is a big word for all of us in Geneva. It is at the core of the 
work that we do and at the heart of the United Nations' mandate. 
We work every day around the globe to translate peace into, food, 
shelter, water, healthcare, education, decent work, as well as free-
dom, rights, and equality. In Geneva, or-ganizations contribute to 
peace in all its different shapes and forms.  

In light of the current events and given the initiatives by our Secre-
tary-General and the Grandmufti, Dr. Shawky Allam, I am con-
vinced that our work to promote peace is more rele-vant than ever. 
I feel hope knowing that there are far more people working for 
peace than the opposite.  

Geneva, January 10, 2016 – Michael Møller 
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1. Muslim Countries Should Lead by Example 
by Shawki Allam 

 

Violent extremists, acting in the name of Islam, have struck many 
parts of the world and the recent Paris shooting and the tragic 
events of the 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington are only a 
few examples. Western and eastern officials as well wonder, 
“Where are the moderates?” Many world leaders, seeing only the 
extremism perpetrated by a radical few, despair of finding progres-
sive and peaceful partners of standing in the Muslim world. 

We therefore are extremely grateful to Secretary General Ban Ki-
moon and his team, who have initiated just last Friday the Plan of 
Action to Prevent Violent Extremism at the General Assembly in 
New York. This Plan of Action and our proposal can work hand in 
hand in order to underline the fact, that the majorities around the 
globe, within the Muslim world as well from all other religions are 
part of the solution once they stand up and make sure, their opinion 
and respect to principles, standards and law are heard well above 
the awareness threshold. 

Islamic renewal and reform is a process dating back to the 19th 
century, when centuries-old dynamics began to address the chal-
lenges of Western colonialism as well as the promise and perils of 
industrialization, economic development, and the Western nation 
state as a new post-imperial model for the organization and gov-
ernance of Muslim societies.  

At the Dar al Iftaa, Egypt's supreme body for Islamic legal edicts 
over which I preside, we wrestle constantly with the issue of Is-
lam’s critical engagement with modernity, much in the same way 
that the Roman Catholic Church underwent and is still immersed in 
this process. We issue thousands of fatwas or authoritative legal 
edicts – affirming women’s rights to dignity, education and em-
ployment, holding political office, and condemning religiously mo-
tivated violence and terror. We have upheld the right of freedom of 
conscience and of freedom of expression within the bounds of hu-
man dignity. We have promoted the common history and beliefs 
that exists between Islam, Christianity, Judaism and other eastern 
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religions. We have underscored that governance must be based on 
justice and popular sovereignty. We are committed to human liber-
ty and Islamic law. Nonetheless, we must make more tangible pro-
gress deepening understanding of Islam.  

Since my appointment as the Grand Mufti of Egypt, Islamic lead-
ers have made it a point to reach out to the whole world to promote 
peaceful coexistence and to build bridges of understanding and co-
operation. To all of us it was a real pleasure to see the world com-
munity coming together to meet the challenges of global climate 
change, most recently in Paris to reduce emissions and to work to-
ward the 17 Sustainable Development Goals that the international 
community debated for years among leaders involving the repre-
sentatives from all religions. Islam has and must continue to play a 
key role in advocating human flourishing, something that ought to 
be a source of hope within Muslim-majority societies as well as 
those societies in which Muslims are minorities invited to contrib-
ute their many gifts for the sake of the common good.  

The Muslim world today in both the east and the west is at the cen-
ter of international debate, and I believe the time is ripe for further 
practical steps in order to build on recent successes to continue to 
build a sustained relationship of mutual trust and respect among 
world religions.  

My message in Davos on behalf of the Muslim world is that Mus-
lims are important participants in the Davos-started C100 initiative 
that has established the C1 Foundation back in 2008 in London 
with the support and guidance by their founders Prince Ghazi of 
Jordan and Roland Schatz, founder of Media Tenor, both co-chairs, 
the Bishop of London and the former Grand Mufti of Egypt, Dr. 
Ali Gomaa as well as all the thought leaders from academia such as 
Prof. John Esposito from Georgetown University, Prof. Miroslav 
Wolf from Yale and Prof. David Ford from Cambridge University, 
politicians such as Tony Blair and media leaders like the former 
Director of Al Arabia, Nakhle El Hage and the Editor in Chief of 
Europe’s largest tabloid newspaper BILD, Kai Diekmann. 

Muslim religious leaders, who have spent our lives in careful and 
intense study of our tradition, are charged with re-establishing the 
authority of our qualified religious leaders whose lives are dedicat-
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ed to understanding, knowledge and expositing the truth of Islam 
as a way of life oriented toward peace and justice in the human 
family above all else. I have set out to publish an authoritative pic-
ture of Islam which, I hope, will give the world a better under-
standing of Islam and the Muslim world. That understanding will 
help us all to live together in peace, tranquility, and mutual cooper-
ation. 

As the American Muslim scholar and jurist Khaled Abou el-Fadl 
has pointed out, religious authority in Islam and other faith tradi-
tions is always threatened by authoritarian interpreters who have 
far less interest in preserving the integrity and vitality of traditional 
religious teaching than they do in using religion as a basis for their 
legitimizing and popularizing their claim to power. The most dan-
gerous subset of these authoritarian interpreters is the violent ex-
tremists.  

In both Islam and other religions we are witnessing a phenomenon 
in which extremists without a sound foundation in religious learn-
ing have asserted themselves as religious authorities, even though 
they lack scholarly qualifications for making valid interpretations 
of religious law and morality. It is this unfounded rebellious pre-
tention towards religion that opens the way for extremist interpre-
tations of Islam that have no basis in the Muslim faith. 

Furthermore, and this is very important, extremists have, for the 
most part, not been educated in genuine centers of Islamic learning. 
Rather, the vast majority are young men and women who have 
been raised in troubled environments in which many of them have 
themselves been the victims of the violence of militarism, both 
domestic and foreign, and in which an even greater number have 
witnessed gross injustices perpetrated against relatively helpless 
and voiceless civilian populations. As a result, these young people 
fall to distorted and misguided interpretations of Islam that have no 
basis in traditional Islamic doctrine and are aimed at enlisting them 
in a crass political agenda wrapped in the thin veneer of so-called 
religious virtue. Such extremism creates havoc and chaos in the 
lives of these young people, in their societies, and in the lives of an 
increasing number of innocent people – first and foremost fellow 
Muslims, but increasingly encompassing non-Muslims living in the 
Muslim majority world and in Western societies.  
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Terrorist groups audaciously misinterpret Islam, citing from the 
Quran selectively to suit their own agendas and add a so-called 
“authoritative” dressing to their views. These deviant ideologies 
need to be fought by intellectual responses which debunk their er-
roneous ideologies. The international media as well as academic 
scholars are called to publish and broadcast the voices of authentic 
Muslim scholars who deconstruct the false claims and warped un-
derstanding of the Quranic exegesis. 

We have to remember, however, that an ultimate defeat of violent 
extremists and terrorists cannot happen without revival and renew-
al, not only within Islam, but within the other major religious tradi-
tions of the world as they seek to be more faithful to their core 
teachings of peace and justice in a world suffering from the ills of 
materialism, militarism, poverty, and disease.  

As a Muslim religious leader, my responsibility is to call for Mus-
lim religious leaders to revisit with fidelity to traditional learning 
and openness to sound theories of modern critical analysis, the in-
credibly rich Islamic intellectual heritage. I also call for a renewed 
appreciation of the tremendous intellectual diversity in Islamic 
thought and recognition that the development and dissemination of 
Islamic thought has suffered a troubled history as a consequence of 
global political developments. This exchange of understanding Is-
lam needs all of us to rededicate ourselves to creating a better 
world: in mosques, churches, synagogues, in politics, in schools, 
media, companies, sports and all walks of life. We will not reach 
this goal of understanding by excluding anyone.  

It cannot be stated strongly enough that violent extremism, whether 
perpetrated by non-state actors, recognized nation states, or unrec-
ognized “states’ such as Da’esh, is opposed to everything Islamic 
law stands for. Islamic law is a sophisticated and humane system 
which mandates very precise rules that are designed to safeguard 
and advance core human dignity.  

The purpose of Islamic Law is not to establish theocracies, to sub-
jugate non-believers or to subject people to capital punishment. Ra-
ther, the Shari’ah, as God’s will for the flourishing of His human 
creation, aims to facilitate a believer's attainment of God's grace, 
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secure human wellbeing in this life and attain human salvation in 
the hereafter – ideals common to all Abrahamic faiths.  

The sensationalism over so-called “Shari'ah law” that we see time 
and again, is uninformed fear mongering. Islamophobic extremists 
who spread hate are completely ignorant of the fact that U.S. 
American Muslims, for example, practice the core tenets of the 
Shari’ah every day when they operate soup kitchens, donate their 
time to community service, marry, practice professions, run busi-
nesses, have children, visit the sick, and respect human dignity.  

Unfortunately, some media outlets report only the speech and ac-
tions of a small, but highly visible and disruptive minority of peo-
ple within the Muslim world. They imply, by the disproportionate 
coverage of Muslim extremism, that this speech and these actions 
represent the belief and practice of the majority of Muslims. They 
also either imply or expressly state that Islam has been a violent re-
ligion from its beginning. This view is unfortunately reinforced 
through the presentation of Islam in the wider mass media.  

The findings from the C1 World Dialogue Foundation, published 
in the Annual Dialogue Reports 2009, 2011 and 2015, demonstrate 
our efforts to overcome stereotypes that are predominant obstacles 
blocking acceptance of tolerance and respect for human dignity as 
we share this world together. 

Allow me to be clear – authentic Islam is utterly against extrem-
ism. We must understand the underlying factors that provide a ra-
tionalization for terrorism and extremism in order to eradicate this 
scourge. It is imperative that we understand and address the under-
lying causes of extremism and terrorism in order to build a better 
future that can bring an end to this grave situation that is inflaming 
the world. 

Finally, Muslim leaders need to present Islam in a deeper and more 
comprehensive manner. Islam needs to enlist supporters to correct 
the lack of understanding and return from bias to objectivity in 
both the media and in academia, especially in non-Muslim coun-
tries. And Muslim countries have to let the world see how the Is-
lam is grounded in diversity and mutual respect. 
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On my recent visits to many countries across the globe, I called for 
the promotion of scholarly cooperation, building bridges of coop-
eration and understanding and supporting the existing and ongoing 
efforts of the Muslim community towards positive integration.  

Although I believe that these recommendations were met with ap-
proval, I find it necessary to repeat them again today in the hope 
that you will assist me in making them a reality. There is no more 
powerful a weapon against extremism than truthful education.  

I wish to tap the “Spirit of Davos” to create concrete steps towards 
a world in peace defined by respect for human dignity and wellbe-
ing.  

We are able to achieve peace in the beauty of God’s creation. We 
can ask our friends in the United Nations to take a leadership role 
to help build bridges. Here in Switzerland, in Geneva – an im-
portant UN locus genui – is the institutional base to prove that the 
desire for peace is more than only wishful thinking. 
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2. Who Can Adequately Represent Muslims? 
by Ibrahim Negm 

 

One of the most important questions that has been raised repeated-
ly is what role religion and religious forces will play in the still 
emerging political scene in the MENA region. Because MENA 
remains a profoundly religious, the burning question is who can 
adequately represent the religious interests of the masses, and di-
rect them towards peaceful and productive democratic ends? These 
are critical question. Both their number and significance under-
score the very large challenges ahead in this important region.  

The Muslim world has been particularly successful at creating in-
stitutions and bodies whose long-standing service to the communi-
ty confer upon them legitimacy that cannot be had simply by 
someone with access to modern media. This is no time to abandon 
that example, for it is the only vehicle by which a humane under-
standing of Islam – opposed to terrorism, violence and discrimina-
tion – is possible. This understanding I speak of, and its attendant 
imperative to engage with the modern world, is not a new phenom-
enon. Rather it is part of the treasures of the cultural heritage of 
Arabs and Muslims.  

This spirit of moderation, tolerance and flexibility is well reflected 
in the paradigm of al-Azhar university which has long served not 
only the Egyptian people but the Muslim world at large, by not on-
ly producing first-rate scholars, thinkers and intellectuals, but also 
by providing educational opportunities for men and women, instil-
ling in them an ethic of integrity, leadership and service and devot-
ing itself to spreading a balanced vision of Islam based on recog-
nized and orthodox ideals infused with spiritual depth. We are con-
fident in this great institution’s ability to restore its status as a his-
torical giant, and exert its influence on the articulation of Islam in 
Egypt and throughout the Muslim world. Now is the time to sup-
port institutions that seek to articulate an Islam suitable to the 
modern world, with impeccable scholarly credentials, and the 
worldwide prestige necessary to succeed in creating a better world. 



8 Annual Dialogue Report 2016 

In the modern context, the significance of the Azhar has been dif-
fused into a variety of institutions. In addition to the University and 
the many informal teacher-student relationships that form amongst 
Azhari students and professors, the Azhari mission is supported by 
the Ministry of Endowments and Islamic Affairs, which adminis-
ters more than 120,000 mosques throughout the country staffed by 
more than 80,000 Imams, all graduates of the Azhar. Equally cru-
cial to the administering of the Azhari paradigm is the Dar al-Ifta, 
the authoritative voice of Islamic legal interpretation in Egypt and 
the larger Sunni Islamic world. It has served for over a century as 
the premier body in Egypt tasked with the responsibility of re-
sponding to the many and often complicated matters (about half a 
million edicts issued per year in 10 different languages) confront-
ing contemporary Muslims in terms of their religious responsibili-
ties. 

What is the Azhari methodology? Whence did it originate, and 
what is it composed of? Through an extensive analysis of its out-
put, we are able to articulate some conclusions about the essential 
features of the Azhari aproach. These features are representative of 
the spirit that inheres in the scholarly activities of its 'ulama, their 
works and scholarly positions. Below, we summarize and explain 
these features so as to delineate what constitutes a specifically 
Azhari approach, in contradistinction especially to Islamism and 
Salafism, the two other religious currents noticeable in Egypt and 
the MENA regions. 

To say that this is a specifically Azhari approach is merely to 
acknowledge the superior standing accorded to the Azhar in the 
field of religious education and interpretation by the ‘ulama them-
selves. This does not detract, however, from the fact that this ap-
proach is spread throughout the Muslim world, forming a truly au-
thentic and traditional worldview. Indeed, we discover that these 
very elements are common, widespread and current in the curricula 
of the great learning centres like the University of Zaytuna in Tu-
nis; the Ottoman School in Tripoli (the Uthman Pasha Madrassa); 
the University of AI-Qarawiyyin in Fez; the Umayyad Mosque in 
Damascus; Fatih University in Istanbul; the great learning centres 
such as those in Hadramawt, Sana‘a, India, Mauritania; as well as 
the secondary schools and institutions that have developed from 
these primary ones. 
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FIRST FEATURE 

The first component is for one to have a continuous and un-
broken sanad (chain) with respect to transmission, cognitive 
understanding, and spiritual purification. 

Amongst the special features of the Azhari approach is that its sci-
ences and knowledge disciplines are passed down and transmitted 
from generation to generation, and which constitute a continuous 
and unbroken chain of religious scholars and practitioners. Every 
generation receives from the generation preceding it with a contin-
uous chain and uninterrupted understanding. None of the students 
who follow this approach will venture to take up leading positions 
except after receiving knowledge and keeping long company with 
scholars until they grant him permission or a formal license in 
transmitting (especially hadith narrations), teaching, writing, and 
imparting knowledge. Should you enquire from one of them as to 
his teachers, he will mention a number of them, and should you ask 
him how long he has spent in the company of his teacher or teach-
ers, he will say that he has spent a long time in their company until 
he understood and comprehended from them the methodology of 
understanding and the entries to knowledge. 

This is contrary to other approaches which are broken and inter-
rupted and in which a student will take a leading position without 
keeping company with the scholars. And should you ask one of 
them how much time did he spend in the company of his teacher, 
he will tell you that he had only met him once, or that he has only 
spent a limited number of hours with him. How is it possible for 
him to have obtained knowledge, and how can his understanding 
be trusted? 

This feature underscores the importance of authority to the Azhari 
approach. Western observers have repeatedly commented that 
among the difficulties in restoring a sense of stability to the Mus-
lim world is the fractured nature of religious authority. They deem 
this to be integral to Islamic tradition itself, arguing that because 
Islam has no conception of a central authority akin to a pope, that 
authoritativeness is alien to Islam. This is a far cry from the long-
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standing structure of Islamic tradition found throughout the Mus-
lim world for centuries before it was penetrated by Salafi and Is-
lamist thought. In this traditional approach, the leading ‘ulama act-
ed as something of a magisterium who measured the intellectual 
output of Muslims against the welfare and interests of the Muslim 
community at large. This approach makes way for a capacity to re-
form, controlled by the judgment of leading men of learning, and 
neither lesser lights nor any unaccredited autodidact. 

 

SECOND FEATURE 

The second component is giving due care and importance to 
obtaining a mastery of the auxiliary sciences. 

Furthermore, it is an approach that is concerned with the education 
and training of its students on the basis of mastering anddeveloping 
a firm grasp of the auxiliary sciences such as: nahw(syntax); sarf 
(morphology); ishtiqaq (etymology and derivation);balagha (rheto-
ric and eloquence) in its three parts; usul al-fiqh(principles of Is-
lamic legal theory); 'ulum al-hadith (sciences of hadith); as well as 
other auxiliary sciences and disciplines that assist the learner, de-
velop in him the relevant capacities, and enable him to engage in a 
nuanced, contextual and humane reading of the Qur'an and the 
Prophetic Tradition, the Sunna, on the basis of knowledge, under-
standing and keen insight-while at the same time proceeding in the 
learning of all these sciences and disciplines on an approved meth-
odology through which the student Is able to rise from preliminar-
ies to finer and subtle details. 

It is as if the first feature – spending a lengthy portion of time in 
the company of religious scholars – is the one from which the sec-
ond feature stems, since holding extended company with the 'ulama 
will enhance the learning of the sciences. 
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THIRD FEATURE 

The third feature is having a thorough understanding of the 
higher objectives and purposes of the Shari'a 

One of the outcomes of keeping prolonged company with the'ula-
ma and obtaining knowledge of the auxiliary sciences, is the open-
ing up, and development, of a keen insight into the understanding 
of the higher objectives and purposes of the Noble Shari'a, and the 
understanding that the religion (din) came to realize the following 
objectives: worshipping God; spiritual purification and growth; 
properhabitation of the earth; guiding nations to the good; inherit-
ing knowledge from the Prophets; building the human being on 
godliness; spiritual insight; turning towards the Final Abode; ob-
taining honorable character traits; building civilization; producing 
spiritual revival until the Umma of Muhammad (peace and bless-
ings be upon him) is itself a mercy Unto the worlds, just as the 
Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings be upon him) is a mercy 
unto the worlds. 

When a portion of the understanding of the Shari’a’s higher objec-
tives and purposes is made available to and placed within the reach 
of the student, his understanding of the religion is thereby broad-
ened and enhanced and his insight into Islamic legal matters is 
thereby illuminated. Such training will enable him to avoid rigidity 
and harshness, teach those that lack knowledge or make mistakes 
with gentleness, and shape his character and personality according 
to the noble Prophetic model. 

Other modern approaches often do not demonstrate any knowledge 
of and acquaintance with the higher objectives and purposes of the 
Shari'a. There is no mention of higher objectives and purposes in 
their discourse, nor is it manifest in their understanding and appli-
cation. 
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FOURTH FEATURE 

The fourth feature is the correct understanding of the Holy 
Qur'an, i.e. using Qur'anic verses in their appropriate and 
proper contexts. 

One very important effect that results from prolonged company 
with the 'ulama, knowledge of the auxiliary sciences, and under-
standing of the higher objectives and purposes of the Shari'a is that 
the proponent and practitioner of this approach becomes grounded 
in the reading of the Qur'an, and is able to use and apply Qur'anic 
verses in their proper and appropriate contexts. He does not go to a 
verse that was revealed in response to a specific circumstance and 
apply it indiscriminately as we see today. Likewise, he does not 
take a verse that has been revealed concerning a general issue and 
then apply it to a specific issue, nor a verse that has been revealed 
concerning a specific issue and then apply it to a general issue, and 
so on and so forth. 

Rather, he ensures that he has sound understanding of the Holy 
Qur'an and is able to properly apply the Qur'an to particular con-
texts without ambiguity and confusion, unlike many other method-
ologies in current fashion which delve into Qur'an without the most 
basic of understandings and which often lead to distorted and 
warped interpretations. The intellectual honesty, rigor and con-
sistency of the Azhari approach is surprisingly well-known to even 
the most average Egyptian, whose genuine religious sensibilities 
often lead him to understand the political opportunism with which 
Islamists and Salafists approach primary texts. 

 

FIFTH FEATURE 

The fifth feature is a genuine regard for the affairs of Muslim 
community. 

One of the results of what has been explained above is that the stu-
dent of knowledge realizes how serious his responsibility is to his 
co-religionist Muslims., and that the umma (Islamic nation) is in 
factthe repository of Islam itself, and that it is an umma of 
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knowledge, guidance, tolerance and mercy, and not one of destruc-
tion, violence and terrorism. He thus realizes that it is incumbent to 
participate and contribute to the production of the global culture 
and civilization in a way that is beneficial, effective and sophisti-
cated. This is to be accomplished by way of human cultural output 
in all its forms:sciences, arts and crafts, and the promotion of the 
values of knowledgeand learning in the various fields of the hu-
man, empirical and rational sciences. 

 

SIXTH FEATURE 

The sixth feature is carrying a concern for all creation.  

When the student has thoroughly acquainted himself with the 
above, his attention will be turned to the fact that the Prophetic ex-
amplewas so deeply concerned with the entire creation (including 
all of humanity and nature). This is manifested by a complete ea-
gerness, tenderness and compassion for all of God's creation. Of 
the most significant features of the Azhari approach is that it culti-
vates this sublime meaning in the hearts of its students, unlike oth-
er approaches which do not have in their discourse any reference to 
the rights that other nations and nature have over us. 

  

SEVENTH FEATURE 

The seventh feature concerns the holistic nature of knowledge. 

Throughout centuries of educating its students, the Azhari ap-
proach has maintained that knowledge is composed of three ele-
ments: the first is sources and proofs in the form of the Qur'an, 
Sunnah (Prophetic Practice), scholarly consensus, and analogical 
reasoning; the second is the approved and rigorous method of un-
derstanding the religious texts, the manner of analyzing them and 
extrapolating their meaning and significance; and the third is quali-
fications, attributes, competencies, skills and intellectual endow-
ments, which must be present in the person becoming knowledgea-
ble, learned and grounded in the Islamic religious sciences. The 



14 Annual Dialogue Report 2016 

sources alone do not constitute knowledge nor guidance unless it is 
accompanied, approved, andendorsed by a method of interpretation 
carried out by a competent and qualified individual. 

Other approaches tend to tear knowledge apart and reduce it to 
fragments. Proponents of these methodologies do not understand 
what knowledge is but for the simplistic term dalil (proof or evi-
dence). They demonstrate no knowledge of 'wajh al-dalala' (angle 
of signification), that is to say, the more refined question of how 
the dalil signifies what it signifies and how it makes the particular 
point that it makes; nor of the method of compiling the disparate 
proofs on each issue, and the method of integrating, interpreting 
and analyzing them. Nor does it account for the state or condition 
of the person engaged in the interpretive process and the necessity 
to ensure that his intellectual capacities, skills and competencies 
are all suited for the task at hand. This results in a reductionist 
reading of Islamic sources, which in turn gives rise to a myopic 
worldview unable to interact with the modern world 

Also, among the fullness of the elements of knowledge is that its 
bearer must be conversant with, and combine within himself, both 
thetransmitted religious sciences (i.e. sciences that are primarily 
based onrevelation, transmission and narration) and rational sci-
ences (i.e. sciences that are primarily based on reason), such that he 
is able to interact with, understand and comprehend epistemologi-
cal models of which the current state of global knowledge is com-
posed, and he is thereby in a position to convey the salient and 
characteristic features of our religion to the world at large. 

 

EIGHTH FEATURE 

The eighth feature is deriving benefit from the tradition of the 
Umma, opening oneself up to it, maintaining contact with it, 
and building on it 

Among the most salient features of the Azhari way is that it is an 
approach that embraces the tradition of the umma (the Muslim 
world) with respect to the sciences and its fields, and interacts and 
engages with that tradition. It is an approach that acknowledges 
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this tradition's authentic nature and value and knows how to ex-
trapolate and extractfrom it everything that is beneficial, meritori-
ous and sublime. It also knows how to build on this tradition and 
how to add to it-contrary to other approaches that seek to abandon 
the tradition of the Muslim Umma and sever relations with it. 

This is well-known to Muslims around the world, and is the reason 
why the tradition of the ‘ulama is thought to be the most authentic, 
and connects them with the past in a way that is respectful of the 
positions of previous scholarship, while willing to engage with it in 
an acknowledgement that this engagement itself is in the best tradi-
tions of the Islamic scholarly tradition. 

 

Conclusion 

The Azhar has been blessed throughout the centuries to have met 
with the acceptance of the masses of Muslims, the umma or the 
Global Muslim Community at large. In addition, its central loca-
tion between the Muslim East and West, and North and South has 
meant that many delegations of the Muslim world have passed 
through it. This has resulted in a cosmopolitan outlook, open-
minded and respectful of the various particularities of Muslim 
scholarship in its various geographical areas, and thereby the ex-
pansion of the circle of knowledge at the Azhar. In this way, the 
teaching methodologies at al-Azhar became more refined, and its 
horizons expanded. This resulted in a very important outcome: em-
bracing and accommodating the other, since students from all over 
the Muslim world set out to the al-Azhar. This is well-known, but 
what is less well understood is that non-Muslim students journeyed 
to al-Azhar to study, and the scholars of al-Azhar embraced and 
accommodated them as their own. 

As a result, the Azhar has long demonstrated a capacity and will-
ingness to monitor developments taking place in the worlds of 
people, events, ideas and things. In this way, al-Azhar was more 
perceptive of reality and the real world, and more conversant with 
the change that occurs in the domain in which Islamic legal rulings 
apply and which results in the particular legal ruling changing in its 
wake. One important outcome that occurred from this is the appli-
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cation of the doctrine of juristic choice, or discretion, through 
which the scholars of al-Azhar would highlight the detailed manner 
in which Islam expands to accommodate the states and conditions 
of all its adherents. It can hardly be lost on anyone conversant with 
the current state of the Muslim world that this is precisely the sorts 
of commitments that are necessary for Islamic authorities to en-
gage the modern world – not as rejectionist reactionaries but as in-
telligent and involved participants. 

The events of the past few years in the Middle East and North Af-
rica, though they have presented their own challenges, are reasons 
for optimism and hope. And indeed every good believer not God 
must remain hopeful, and maintain an attitude of optimism towards 
both humanity and the Divine. 

In order to achieve this, however, we must confront the problems 
that we encounter with a sense of purpose and determination. It is 
with this in mind that the institution of the Dar al-Ifta, the premiere 
institution for Islamic Legal Interpretation in the Sunni Muslim 
world, feels a responsibility towards articulating the place of reli-
gion in the face of the new challenges developments. This has be-
come especially important as in the past few years we have wit-
nessed flare-ups of sectarian sentiment and indeed violence – both 
of which are deeply regrettable and run counter to the very notion 
of religious cooperation that both the Muslim and Christian faith 
encourage, uphold and indeed mandate. 

It has long been the policy of the Dar al-Ifta and the office of the 
Grand Mufti that Egypt contains within itself a specific approach to 
the role of Islam in the current events which draws upon a centu-
ries old tradition indigenous to our lands, expressed most clearly in 
what we may call the Azhar paradigm. 

In contrast to the political parties who seek to invoke religion in 
order to engage in party politics, the Azhar paradigm envisions a 
very different, moderate and reasonable view on this topic. There is 
no doubt that Egyptians are a deeply spiritual people, marked by a 
profound sense of religiosity. But far from being a problem, this is 
a characteristic in which they should take pride. In the face of the 
way Islamic social and political participation is often thought of in 
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today’s world, the Egyptian experience with Islam has been one of 
great tolerance and inclusion. 

Our understanding of the role Islam is to play in Egypt is that of a 
custodian and advocate of the religious and social welfare of all 
Egyptians, and a representative of the Muslim community at large 
by acting as the moral conscience of political decision makers. 

I mentioned earlier that the constant engagement with the world is 
a characteristic of a true Islamic vision. Indeed, the process of issu-
ing fatwas – the primary role of the Dar al-Ifta – has long been un-
derstood to be integral to this process of engagement with the 
modern world. Flexibility is an integral part of the Islamic legal 
tradition; in fact, you could say it is one of the defining characteris-
tics of Islamic law. Many in the Western world have come to iden-
tify the fatwa with some unfortunate pronouncements of political 
or self-appointed religious leaders. But fatwa-giving is in fact one 
of the most important institutions in the endeavor to properly un-
derstand the relationship between Islam and the modern world. In 
an attempt to provide Muslims with authoritative guidance about 
their religion, muftis look not only to the vast legal tradition, but 
must also conduct a proper examination of the lived reality of Mus-
lims, in order to provide them with relevant rulings. In effect, fat-
was and Muftis represent the bridge between the long-standing in-
tellectual-legal tradition of Islam and the contemporary world in 
which we live. They are the link between the past and the present, 
the absolute and the relative, the transcendent and the contingent, 
the theoretical and the practical. 

It is only when this deep awareness is lacking that this link is sev-
ered, and we witness the sorts of extremism we are witnessing to-
day. When each and every person's unqualified opinion is consid-
ered a fatwa we lose a crucial tool in our capacities to reign in ex-
tremism and preserve balanced understandings of Islam. We may 
point to any number of declarations posing as fatwas from extrem-
ists and terrorists as examples of how grave the consequences are 
of not following the historical Islamic example of differentiating 
between those with scholarly standing and authority and those 
without. 
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Annual Dialogue Report 2016 167 

Shawki Allam in the nineteenth and the cur-
rent Grand Mufti of Egypt since March 4th, 
2013. 
Shawki Allam was born in the Nile Delta 
governorate of Beheira. He received his PhD 
in 1996 from the Al-azhar University in Juris-
prudence and Sharia law. Prior to his ap-
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served as the chairman of the Department of Jurisprudence at the 
School of Sharia at Al-Azhar University’s Tanta branch. 
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the first and primary source of religious authority, is seen as the 
symbolic religious representative of the whole state, and issues 
fatwas on religious matters. His office, the Dar al Ifta (literally, the 
house of fatwas), an agency charged with issuing religious legal 
opinions on any question to Muslims who ask for them, issues 
some half a million fatwas a year in ten different languages, includ-
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and the more routine ones handled via phone and Internet by a 
dozen or so subordinate muftis. 
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ment, Criminal justice, codification of Islamic Law, religious mi-
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ing the 1989 fall of the Berlin Wall, the end of the Cold War, unifi-
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Treaty Organization security policy and expanded NATO member-
ship, and German national security from 1972 to 2002. He intro-
duced and promoted American Foreign Direct Investment in the 
Eastern states of Germany after unification in 1990 that made the 
United States the largest foreign investor in the five new German 
federal States. The Wall Street Journal profiled him on its front 
page as acting U.S. ambassador in Germany leading a business 
friendly U.S. Embassy. 
He served as deputy and acting U.S. Ambassador in East Germany 
(1889-1990) and in United Germany (1994-1997). He was ap-
pointed by President Bill Clinton in 1999 as U.S. Ambassador and 
Special Envoy for Holocaust Issues, was Special U.S. Negotiator 
for "Conflict Diamonds", and was Vice President of the Chicago 
Council on Global Affairs and at DePaul University. Bindenagel 
also served as President of the Japan America Society of Chicago. 
Prior to his diplomatic career he was assigned to the U.S. Army’s 
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He holds an MA in Public Administration and an AB in Political 
Science from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 
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tionary of Islam, The Islamic World: Past and Present, the six-
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Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality?, Islam and Politics, Political Is-
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(with J. Voll) and Women in Muslim Family Law. His writings 
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dent of the Middle East Studies Association of North America and 
the American Council for the Study of Islamic Societies, he was a 
member of the World Economic Forum’s Council of 100 Leaders, 
and is also on the High Level Group of the U.N. Alliance of Civili-
zations and President of the Executive Scientific Committee for La 
Maison de la Mediterranee’s 2005-2010 project, “The Mediterra-
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the Study of Wisdom in World Reli-
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as one of the world’s leading figures in 
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gious leadership. He is both a theoretician and activist, setting 
trends and precedents in the global interfaith arena. He is the 
founder and director of the Elijah Interfaith Institute (formerly the 
Elijah School for the Study of Wisdom in World Religions), and its 
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University and has served as director of the Center for the Study of 
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rabbi in 1977, he received his Ph.D. from Hebrew University of Je-
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such scholarly journals as Harvard Theological Review, Journal for 
the Study of Judaism, Journal of Literature and Theology, Journal 
of Jewish Thought and Philosophy, Ecumenism, and Studies in In-
terreligious Dialogue. 
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