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Theological Conversation

“QUR’AN IS A DIALOGICAL AND
DIALECTIC CONVERSATION

BETWEEN THE DIVINE AND HUMANITY”

Dr. Adis DUDERIJA
In Conversation with Dr. Victor EDWIN, S.J.

Dr. Adis Duderija <adisduderija@gmail.com> is a faculty member in the School
of Humanities, Languages and Social sciences at the Griffith University, Australia.
He teaches and does research on progressive Islam, Salafism, Islam and gender,
western Muslims’ identity construction, and inter-faith dialogue. He gave the
Victor Courtois 2nd Memorial Lecture at the Indian Social Institute, Delhi (Feb.
2018).  In this conversation with Dr. Victor Edwin SJ
<victoredwinsj@gmail.com>, the director of Vidyajyoti Center for Christian-
Muslim Relations at Vidyajyoti College of Theology, Dr. Duderija discusses
some of the issues in the field of Christian-Muslim Relations.

Some Christian scholars who have deep knowledge
of Islam often point to the insistence of many Muslims that
all solutions to political and social questions come from God
through revealed law as a major obstacle to dialogue with
Muslims. They ask whether it is possible to use our God-
given intelligence to mould our society and our world
according to what we understand God’s desire for His
creation is? 

Yes, the idea of a Sovereign and Legislative God resonates
deeply with many Muslims, past and present, especially those
of puritanical mindset. It has some support in the Qur’an, if
approached from a certain interpretative methodology. It is
usually referred to as and encapsulated in the concept of
hakimiyya (God alone is the law-giver).  The idea also
resonates with Muslims because of a related idea that Muslims
are to try their best to discern what God’s Will is at any point
in time. However, the Islamic tradition also realises that to
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but of societal pressures and norms that weigh down heavily
on individuals that stifles the emergence and rootedness of
sincere belief based on heartfelt conviction rather than external
conformity.

What can a Muslim learn from the way Jesus in presented
in the Gospels? What can a Christian learn from the
Qur’anic Jesus? Is mutual learning possible?

I cannot speak on behalf of all Muslims but I definitely
believe that many Muslims like myself have a great respect
for Jesus from the Gospels as someone who stood for the
rights of the marginalized, the despised and the downtrodden,
as someone who stood for justice and spoke truth to power.
These ideals that Jesus stood for are the timeless characteristics
of what the Divine message is all about.

Similarly, I do think Christians can learn similar lessons
from the Qur’anic Jesus. Qur’an portrays Jesus in a highly
positive light as someone who is a sign from God (21:91;
23:50), someone who was given signs from God and was
strengthened with the Holy Spirit (2:87; 2:253), someone
whom God  taught wisdom (3:48), and someone who was
very righteous (6:85).

In Muslim-Christian dialogue we should always
remember and emphasize what we share in common about
Jesus rather than focus on respective theological differences.
We should also note that, as with Christianity,  within Islam
there are varieties of understanding of many issues pertaining
to the life and legacy of Jesus and that for some Sufi-oriented
Muslims, Jesus is the embodiment of what it means to be
universal ‘perfect’ human.

Can it be said that God is satisfied to remain aloof from the
human situation and merely send warning and directive to
wayward humanity? Does it not place limitations on God to
say that He could not have involved Himself in our history
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discern God’s Will we inevitably engage in interpretation and
that interpretation is not to be equated with God’s Will but is
merely an approximation of it. Different Muslim schools of
thought have developed different methodologies of
interpretation (manahij). Some of them are embedded in a
rationalist Islamic theology and ethics that emphasise the
central role of reason and others adopt heavily textualist
approaches that minimise the role of reason. The former do
believe that reason, common human knowledge and textualist
sources are all from the same Source (God) and are to be
used for  the purpose of human progress and flourishing. In
contemporary times rationalist approaches to Islamic theology
and ethics are still a minority, especially in traditional Islamic
seminaries but outside of this context there is  a greater
emphasis on and receptivity to  re/uncovering rationalist
Islamic theology and ethics among reformist minded
intellectuals, clergy and lay Muslims.

Are there good grounds for believing that we can bring about
justice and truth in society by using coercion and power to
enforce law? Does this not lead at best to external
conformism while leaving untouched the human heart
which rebels against mere directive and law?

I think history of all religions testifies to the contrary.
Enforcing theological and/or legal uniformity even within one
religious tradition has always backfired and at times caused
a lot of harm, including physical harm. This is also the reason
why, for example, some Muslims who defend apostasy laws
enunciated in the classical era of Islam must rethink these
laws. Another example would be enforcing very strict dress
codes for women in Muslim majority contexts. Faith without
sincere conviction is not much more than hypocrisy and
freedom to believe or not is absolutely essential for genuine
faith. It should be noted that often it is not a question of law
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Finally, the Prophet’s religious experience, unlike that of
the hermit, was dialogical in the sense that it was gradually
forged in the crucible of the society/community in which he
was fully partaking by means of dialectical interaction and
dialogue.1 Based on these three elements of the Prophet’s
experience, Soroush asserts:

Islam is not a book or an aggregate of words; it is a historical
movement and the history-incarnate of a mission. It is the
historical extension of a gradually-realized prophetic
experience. The Prophet’s personality is the core; it is
everything that God has granted to the Muslim community.
Religion is woven through and through with this personality. . .
Religion is the Prophet’s inward and outward experience . . .
Religion, then, is the Prophet’s spiritual and social experience,
and it is therefore subject to him. And since these experiences
are not arbitrary, but are founded on the Prophet’s holy and
divinely- sanctioned personality, it becomes binding on all
his followers, as well as on the Prophet himself.2

Importantly, Soroush’ s theory postulates that because the path
to Prophetic religious experience is open to all of his followers
who can further expand and perpetuate it both inwardly (in
the form of mystic thought) and outwardly in the arena of
public social experiences (in the form of legal thought),
religion can be enriched and continually perfected.3 Soroush
insists that in today’s world Muslims, if they are to stay true
to revelation and the nature of Prophetic religious experience,
need to develop a dynamic, non-dogmatic view of religion
(including not only fiqh but also religious knowledge and
experience) and engage it in the light of contemporary reality.
This reality must be conceptualized as “a vital element of
1Abdolkarim Soroush, The Expansion of Prophetic Experience: Essays on
Historicity, Contingencyand Plurality in Religion. Leiden: Brill, 2009, 3-16.
2Ibid., 16.
3Ibid., 21.
4Ibid., 21–23.
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out of the greatness of His compassion and the
comprehensiveness of His forgiveness? 

The idea that God plays an active role in the evolution of
human consciousness/history is something that makes a lot
of sense to me. I am not an expert on this aspect of Islamic
theology but I think that as Abdolkarim Soroush has pointed
out the theory of prophethood in Islam and the nature of God
and God’s spirit is not well understood by Muslims and that
there is much more scope for Muslims and Christians to
explore the many commonalities (and potential differences)
that exist between them on these issues. Soroush argues that
it is possible to talk about the expansion of prophetic
experience because the nature of prophetic experience is
experiential, evolutionary, and dialogical. Let me explain this
theory in some detail as it is not well known both among
Muslims and non-Muslims.

As to the first element of the nature of Prophethood, its
experiential nature, Soroush forms the view that Prophetic
experience is a special kind of religious experience or
illumination that transcends the boundaries of personal (and
mystic) religious experience. Unlike the latter, Prophet’s
religious experience has an element of ‘mission’ characterized
by an unselfish and principled sacrifice and resolute conviction
to transform the world for the better by following Divine
commandments and injunctions. Although this type of
prophetic religious experience ends with the death of the
Prophet, the path to this prophetic experience remains open
to all his followers.

The Prophet’s religious experience was also evolutionary
in the sense that it was subject to further expansion and
progression in terms of its excellence reaching the stage where
the Prophet’s persona became increasingly God-like and
whose experiences are permeated with divinity and endorsed
by God.
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religious experience” just as the reality of the original
revelatory event was.4

I think that the above described theory of the nature of
Prophetic experience can help Muslims develop a more
dynamic and organic view of God and revelation.

Muslims point out that revelation is the work of God without
any human participation.  With regard to the human
dimension of revelation, do the involvement of the mind
and heart of the prophet and his struggles to come to terms
with the demands of God and the human situation which
he faced diminish the prophetic and divine nature of his
message and thus make it less worthy of our attention and
obedience?

That is what is today considered a mainstream view. There
are, however, progressive Muslim scholars like Fazrul
Rahman (d.1988), Abdolkarim Soroush and Nasr Abu Zayd
(d. 2010) who have emphasised the idea that Qur’an as form
of revelation (wahy) is closely intertwined with the mind and
the phenomenological experience of Prophet Muhammad and
yet they still uphold that Qur’an is  ontologically divine . This,
indeed, as you suggest, does not necessarily diminish the
nature of the Islamic message but helps us interpret it more
contextually and more faithfully. It helps us understand the
very nature of the Qur’an, the nature and the scope of God’s
guidance, better. It means that the Qur’an is a dialogical and
dialectic conversation between the Divine and humanity that
reminds us of our very own divine-like potential rather than
a legal code to be rigidly applied in a contextual vacuum.
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