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 Since the era of the Enlightenment, religion has become a center of tension in the 

West.  In the Islamic world, religion remained a dominant power, despite the great influence of 

modernity.  The tension between religion on one side and secularism and materialism on the 

other side continued in the West as well as in the Islamic world.  Debates were going on to 

determine whether religion was the source of stagnation in comparison to modern technology, or 

the source of violence in comparison to peace.  These debates have not yet ceased; they are still 

going on.  We have witnessed two world wars that cost the lives of almost 1/4th of humanity.  The 

statistics suggest that over 100 million people lost their lives.  Such devastating, catastrophic 

events can be called a collective suicide of Europe. 

 The world wars have brought devastating calamities to the Muslim world in particular 

and the world in general. The two disasters came in a time when many Muslim nations were 

under the colonization of European countries.  Muslim scholars have attempted to reconcile the 

principles of Islam with modernity.  In the mean time, an unequivocal reaction to colonizing 

Western powers was continually growing among Muslims.  In some places, these resulted in 

armed conflicts between colonized countries and colonizers, such as Indonesia, who lost 

thousands of lives in their wars with the Dutch, Algeria, against France, etc. In fact, the Qur’an 

strongly promotes the importance of knowledge, sciences, and technology, and therefore, 

Muslims had no problem accepting them.  However, these were coming from nations that were 



colonizing them; so naturally, they would have some hesitation to whether or not there are some 

other intentions beyond the promotion of modernity.   

 These caused great mistrust on the part of Islamic world in the sincerity of the European 

countries when they dealt with the Islamic world.  This mistrust showed itself in a variety of 

forms on various levels, and this continued until 9/11, the catastrophic terrorist attack of 

2001.  In this paper, I will not delve into the reasons and main factors behind the terrorist event 

of 9/11.  One thing should be noted: that 9/11 has made Islam to be blamed for violence and 

bloodshed in the Muslim world, as well as in the Western world.  Western media, in particular, 

played an important role in this trend.  Individuals who act wrongly or commit crimes are 

immediately affiliated with their religious affiliation, especially if this religion is Islam.  Is Islam 

a religion of violence?  Today, if you go on the Internet, there are over 100 websites that promote 

Islam as a violent religion.  The terrorist activities of Muslims are affiliated with Islam. Al-Azhar 

says, no, Islamic Scholars cry out that those people have nothing to do with Islam, yet, our media 

in the West has labeled them as Islamic.  

 To be clear, there is no doubt that modern-day Muslims are influenced by modern 

ideologies, such as socialism, communism, capitalism, and some other philosophies.  From my 

personal experience, when I was in high school in Turkey, I was introduced to socialism, 

Leninism, Maoism, and many other contemporary ideologies.  I rejected all of these, but there 

were some people who accepted them.  Therefore, it is very possible that many young Muslims 

have been introduced to these modern ideologies. That is why in the era of the Cold War, many 

Muslim countries were allies of the US, while some were proud to be allies of the Soviet Union, 

and even China.  Making a connection between some Muslims’ actions and their religions does 



not sound fair.  Here I will make some references to the holy book of Islam and the messenger of 

Islam. 

 Islam as a word comes from the same root that salam, or peace, comes.  The prophet of 

Islam was known as a peacemaker.  The Qur’an, at the very beginning of its revelation, 

promoted the power of words or intellectual debate, rather than the power of swords, mere 

physical power.  For example, the Qur’anic revelation challenged the people of Arabia to bring 

words/chapters similar to what the Qur’an had.  It said, “If you are in doubt of this revelation, 

bring a similar chapter like it.”  Great poets and people of literature in Arabia were asked to 

imitate the Qur’an and bring an example of it, but they failed.  Famous Jahiz says, “Arabs were 

unable to fight the qur’an with words (huruf), so they preferred to fight it with swords 

(suyuf)”  So the Qur’an never accepted initiation of violence as a way of victory.  The life of the 

prophet is an example. The prophet Muhammad was persecuted by his own people because of 

his uncompromising monotheism.  The idol worshippers of Mecca rejected Muhammad’s new 

religion, tortured him, and eventually attempted to kill him.  The prophet migrated from his 

home town to prevent bloodshed and found refuge in the northern city of Medina. Violence was 

not his method of struggle.   

When the prophet migrated to Medina, tribal conflicts had been going for centuries. The 

prophet brought peace to the city through his remarkable peacemaking skill.  In fact, a few years 

later, when the followers of the prophet grew, he and his followers went to perform a pilgrimage 

to Mecca, which was still under the control of idol worshippers, and he was not allowed to 

enter.  Again, the prophet found a peaceful solution; the famous Hudaybiyya Agreement was 

signed, despite the fact that it contained negative articles against Muslims.  The goal of the 

prophet, however, was to create peace and not shed blood. He achieved that thoroughly.  Later, 



Medina was conquered peacefully, and the prophet forgave those who persecuted him.  It is 

narrated that the prophet said the following to them: “Today, I am saying what the prophet 

Joseph said to his brothers: no blame upon you, you all are forgiven.”  Muhammad was 

victorious, and based on the tribal traditions, the victorious were supposed to put all men of the 

defeated tribe at sword and enslave their children and women.  But Muhammad did not do any of 

these; he forgave them.  Making peace holds an important place in both legal and mystical 

schools of Islam.  

 The Qur’an itself was also revealed with peace.  Chapter 97 of the Qur’an speaks of the 

revelation of the Book and the coming of angels from heaven in the night of power with 

peace.  The verse says: “Surely we have revealed the Qur’an on the night of power…the night of 

power is better than a thousand months.  The angels and the spirit descend in this night by the 

permission of their Lord with all decrees.  That night is full of peace until the rising of the dawn” 

(97:1-5).  The Qur’an clearly suggests that the peace is ideal, and this precious night of power 

has peace in it.  So, all things should be related to peace.  Describing Muslims the prophet of 

Islam says, “A Muslim is one whose fellow brothers are safe from the harm of his tongue and 

hands.”  For this reason, he became an extraordinary example of peace, mercy, and forgiveness.   

 With this regard, a famous story in the life of the prophet is frequently referenced. When 

a man came closer to him, slyly, and raised his sword to kill the prophet, he said, “Muhammad, 

who will protect you from me?”  The prophet said, “Allah.”  Miraculously the man’s sword was 

fallen, and the prophet took his sword, and said, “Now, who will protect you from me?”  The 

man asked the prophet for forgiveness, and the prophet forgave him and sent him back to his 

tribe.  When they asked the man what happened, he said, “I am now coming from the presence of 



the best of men.”  As we see here, the prophet did not seek revenge and instructed his community 

to do the same; to forgive, instead of seek vengeance.   

 Peace is essential not only in society, but also in other disputes, such as family 

disputes.  The Qur’an uses the term with this regard, and says “peace is better” 

(4:128).  Although the verse refers to family disputes, the term used here suggests that peace is 

always superior, in all aspects of life. 

 Even in the time of war, the Qur’an says “If the enemy inclines to peace, incline you also 

to it, and trust in God.  If they try to deceive you, God is sufficient for you.  He will support you 

with His help, and with the believers” (8:61-62).  In the Qur’anic terminology, peace or al-Salam 

is also one of the names of God, so God is the source of peace.  The harmony that is dominant in 

the entire universe is a reflection of the divine name al-Salam (the giver of peace).  It is a 

common of way of greeting among Muslims around the world: when they meet each other, they 

say al-Salam alaikum (peace be with you).  Also, after daily prayers, it is recommended that one 

says the following prayer “Lord, You are peace, peace comes from you and make us live in 

peace.” 

 Is there any place for the use of force in Islam? The answer is yes, but with certain 

conditions. If there is oppression against innocents and an Islamic state has the power to prevent 

it, it is the obligation of the Islamic authority to do so.  So basically, in the Islamic teaching, you 

are required to stand up for justice and do something to prevent injustice against any human 

being.  But there are details, conditions, and principles on how one should apply this notion of 

force for justice.  

 First of all, to prevent an evil action, the action of preventing should not cause a greater 

evil.  This is a principle in the Islamic theology; even Mu’tazila, who made Justice and a 



principle for their theological doctrine, agrees on this.  Therefore, the goal of such an action 

should not be heroism, financial benefits or worldly fame, but it should be protecting the 

innocent and preventing oppression and injustice.  In reference to this principle the Qur’anic 

verse says, “You are the best community that has been raised up for mankind.  It is your duty to 

enjoin right conduct and forbid indecency” (3:110).   

 In the modern day, due to the lack of knowledge of the Islamic principles, some extremist 

Muslims unfortunately misinterpret these kinds of verses, and therefore, they sometimes justify 

their violence based on similar verses. They either take them out of the context, or misquote the 

verses.  In Turkish culture, Bektashis are known as mystics.  This particular Bektashi was a lax 

mystic.  He was not praying five times a day.  When they asked him why he did not pray, he 

said, “because God says in the Qur’an, don’t pray.”  They said, “Why don’t you read the rest of 

the verse in the Qur’an?”  Bektashi said “I have not memorized the entire Qur’an.”  In fact, the 

rest of the verse says, “Do not pray when you are drunk.” 

 The prophet of Islam, in one of his hadith, says, “When you see an indecency (munkar), 

remove it with your hand.  If you cannot do it with your hand, speak against it; use your 

tongue.  If you cannot speak against it, hate it in your heart.  This is the weakest of faith.”  As 

indicated in this saying of the prophet, the use of the hand is not always a way to prevent 

indecency.  In some cases, one can use his or her tongue or the use of pen, a letter to the editor, 

or just dislike.  In fact, in most cases, the hand or force is to be used only by authority.  The 

Islamic authority is in a position to prevent such an indecency in society.  Individuals have no 

right to do so, since this will cause anarchy and disorder in society.  

  In the Qur’anic teaching, both on local and international levels, there is always a space 

for diplomacy.  For example, the Qur’an speaks of the story of Moses and Adam, who were 



asked to go and convey the message of God to Pharaoh.  Pharaoh was a cruel dictator who did 

not have any mercy in his heart for anyone.  The Qur’anic verse clearly mentions that Moses and 

Adam were asked to speak to Pharaoh in a soft tone, so that he might listen to their words: “Go, 

both of you, unto Pharaoh, and speak unto him a gentle word, that He may heed” (20:44).   

 The story of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba is another great example in the Qur’an that 

peace should always be preferred.  According to the story, Solomon sends a message to the 

Queen of Sheba and invites her to come to the true religion, the islam of the time.  When the 

Queen receives the letter, she gathers her associates and they say, “We are lords of might and 

lords of great prowess” (27:33), indicating that they were able to fight if the Queen 

commanded.  But the Queen so wisely prefers diplomacy.  The famous Turkish commentator, 

Elmalil, makes a distinction here, and he says, “Even the associates did not indicate ‘we should 

fight against Solomon’, they indicate ‘we can fight’”.  There is a great difference between “can” 

and “should” (Tafsir 3096).  The Qur’anic language in this story always prefers peaceful 

solutions, as seen in the statements in the Queen of Sheba, when she refers to the distractions that 

may result from war.  The Qur’an narrates that she said the following: “When kings enter a 

township, they ruin it and humiliate the dignitaries of the town, and thus will they do” 

(27:34).  She never preferred to fight, but rather, the Qur’an suggests, she sent a gift and waited 

for the response of Solomon.  She realized that this man was not a regular king, and she 

eventually accepted Solomon’s invitation and entered the religion of Solomon. 

Another Qur’anic verse invites all believers, and it says, “O those who believe, enter peace, all 

together, and do not follow the steps of Satan” (2:208).   

 In Islam, even on the battlefield, there are certain conditions for war.  Muslims are not 

allowed to kill children, women, elders, religious leaders, livestock, grass, or cut trees, and this 



has been a tradition in early Islam that continues throughout Islamic history.  In fact, Islam 

brought regulations to the warfare of the time and made it as humane as possible. 

 Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali, one of the most influential Muslim scholars and thinkers in the 

eleventh century who is still widely read by millions of Muslims, strongly opposes any kind of 

anarchy and disorder in society.  After speaking of the importance of a leader, or the head of 

state, who brings order to society, he says, “The worldly order is necessary for the order of 

religion, and the order of religion is necessary for eternal bliss, which is the goal of all 

messengers of God” (al-Ghazzali al-Iqtisad 237).  He goes on to say: 

The order of religion can be attained through knowledge and worship, and one cannot 

attain  these two unless he has a healthy body and life, and has his needs of clothing, 

shelter, and food.  A deficit in security is the greatest calamity.  Religion cannot be in 

order unless security of these necessities is provided, and that is safety of soul of all 

human beings and their bodies, their properties, their shelters, and their foods (al-

Ghazzali al-Iqtisad 235). 

Therefore, according to al-Ghazzali, the order of society is necessary and the authority is 

expected to provide all of these.  Otherwise, al-Ghazzali asks, “how will someone who spends 

his entire time on protecting his life from the swords of tormentors and his food from being taken 

by oppressors find time for knowledge and worship, which are essential for eternal bliss?  The 

worldly order is a foundational condition for the order of religion” (al-Ghazzali al-Iqtisad 235-

6). 

 Ghazzali became an icon in Muslim theology who promoted tolerance and order against 

extremism and anarchy.  He views that when anarchy and trials dominate societies, not only does 

worldly life become endangered, but eternal life becomes threatened.  When people are unable to 



perform their prayer safely and seek knowledge, they may not be able to attain eternal bliss of 

the afterlife, which is the goal of life in Islam.  Even if people are in disagreement with authority, 

they should always look for peaceful changes. This is concurrent with what we do in the modern 

day: if we do not like leaders, we wait for the next elections.   

 Ghazzali set an example for later Muslim theologians and mystics. The history of Islam is 

full of such mystics and theologians.  Here I would like to elaborate on two important 

contemporary personalities.   One of my examples is Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, the prominent 

Turkish mystic and scholar of Islam, whose writings are the most widespread in modern-day 

Turkey.  After witnessing the two world wars and the destruction that occurred during the time 

of these wars, Nursi strongly advocated for the concepts of peace and justice.  In reference to the 

Qur’anic verse, “no one bears the burden of others”.  Nursi complains of the modern philosophy 

that burns an entire village for the sake of two criminals.  In his understanding, this is a cruel 

practice that is also followed by modern-day terrorists.  According to Islamic law, just because 

an individual is a criminal, his children, his wife, his parents, and his villagers are not 

criminals.  An attack without distinguishing the innocent from the criminals, for Nursi, is anti-

Qur’anic verse.  He brings this famous Islamic principle of justice when he says, “If there are 

nine criminals and one innocent in a ship, this ship cannot be sunk”.  To him, first the innocent 

should be rescued and protected, and then the criminals should be punished.   

 In the modern conflicts of today, this verse is entirely ignored, and it can arguably be said 

that because of this ignorance, humanity suffers from vicious circles of violence.  The rights of 

the innocent are the most important things to be aware of, in Nursi’s understanding.  When he 

was imprisoned by the extreme secularists of the time and wrongly tortured, he never allowed his 

students to use violence against the torturers because the orders of society would be violated. He 



did make oral defenses in court. That would cause anarchy, and anarchy would cause the losses 

of life and property of the innocent.   

 He would say, “Patience.  You will always refer to patience toward calamities, and you 

will struggle in a non-violent way. On another occasion, when a prominent figure in 

southeastern Anatolia sent a letter to Nursi for uprising against the central government, for the 

same reason, Nursi rejected it.  He suggested instead that even if there is injustice on the part of 

the government, there is still no reason for uprising, to Nursi, since that would cost many 

lives.  Instead of uprising, he preferred to write for justice, and to defend justice through those 

writings.  He believed that this way was much more successful and harmless. 

 Another prominent contemporary Islamic scholar who has dedicated himself to educating 

people is Mr. Fethullah Gülen, known affectionately as Hoja Efendi.  In a time of turmoil he 

created friendship, and asked his students to be patient and avoid any possible violence.  He 

believed that peace could not happen without some effort and sacrifice, so restlessly, he worked 

to establish a network of people, those who would be dedicating themselves to education.  For 

the future of humanity, he says, “We need to establish islands of peace.”  This would be done in 

hopes that people will see the possibility of peace in a certain part of the world, and this is 

possible through educating people and increasing the number of those who believe in peace.   

 Today, over one thousand educational institutions, including high schools, middle 

schools, elementary schools, and universities, have been established through the encouragements 

of Mr. Gülen.  These schools are mostly in areas where conflicts are going on, such as in Iraq, 

Balkan, and in Asia.  Professor Thomas Michel mentions that he had a great experience finding 

such a school in the Philippines, where Muslims, Christians, and Filipino children studied 

together peacefully under one roof, in an area where kidnapping and violence were dominant.  I 



personally had a chance to visit one of these schools in Macedonia, and I was greatly impressed 

when I was told that during the Civil War in the region, children of different ethnic groups were 

taken by their families to the school where they were learning together peacefully in this safe 

haven while their families were fighting and killing each other.   

 I am hopeful that these efforts will increase and overcome modern-day terrorism, which 

pollutes the pristine face of Islam, and the image of Muslims all around the world.   

 

 


