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FOUR

The Role of Religion in
the Giilen Movement

Zeki Saritoprak

THE CORRUPTION SCANDALS OF 2013 and 2014 in Turkey and the
swift and heavy-handed response by then—prime minister Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and the ruling AKP party to them have put an ever-increasing glo-
bal spotlight on the Hizmet movement or what is colloquially known as the
Giilen movement. From its origins in Turkey, this movement has grown
large and complex, with followers and sympathizers around the world. In
this chapter, I will examine the nature of the movement, placing it within
the context of a social civic movement, and then explore the often-over-
looked role that Islam plays in it. The importance of religion in the life of
Turks remains strong despite attempts to marginalize it, and as such it is a
major player in the shape and nature of the Giilen movement.

This chapter will also elaborate on the undefeatable nature of Islam and
how it functions to transform the lives of individuals, as is evident in the
case of the Giilen movement. I argue that the spiritual and mystical dimen-
sions of Islam—and particularly Sufism—have been engines in the work-
ings of the movement. These spiritual foundations have been among the
least discussed aspects of the Giilen movement in academia. I have elsewhere

Of course, the Hizmet movement is, at its heart, religious in character. Fethullah Giilen, its
leader, is most devoted to Sufi Islam, and he uses this commitment to study and expound on
Sufism, Islam at large, and the world of religions. The question that prompts this chapter by
Zeki Saritoprak, who teaches at John Carroll University, a Jesuit-based school in Cleveland,
is: How is it religious? He guides readers through features that mark many religions, and he
shows how Hizmet addresses each. These include “sacrifice, eschatology, sincerity, living for
others, meditation on the sacred texts, and prayer.” The non-Muslim public, which tends to
hear mostly about the political aspects of the movement, will understand Hizmet better if
these specifically religious themes are clear.
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explored the spirituality of Fethullah Giilen, the eponymous “founder” of
the movement, and discussed whether he could be a Sufi in a classical sense.!
My contention is that he is not, strictly speaking, a Sufi but that he success-
fully combines the principles of Sufism with modern life. Because, in prac-
tice, he applies all Sufi principles in his life and suggests that his disciples
should do the same, I consider this spiritual dimension to be a part of what
are called the “nonattached” Sufi traditions—that is, those that are not
related to one of the major Sufi orders. According to these traditions, which
are essential to the Quran as well, this world is transient and temporal,
whereas the hereafter is eternal. An important element of such traditions is
drawing on spiritual strength in a variety of forms. Giilen himself finds and
uses truth wherever possible. For instance, in one of his famous books,
Beyan, which can be translated as “Clear Speech,” he uses the first stanza of
Rene Francois Armand Prudhomme’s (d. 1907) poem “In This World” for
its eloquent explanation of the nature of this worldly life:

In this world all the flow’rs wither,
The sweet songs of the birds are brief;
I dream of summers that will last
Always!?

He finds great strength in this way. Spirituality and strength seem to be
divergent. The movement is full of such combinations, one of which, the
bringing together of piety and tolerance, will receive special treatment since
the movement’s successful promotion of these two seemingly enigmatic
forces accounts for a large measure of its success and influence.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Although it is clear that the movement is an Islamic one, based on the
Qur’an and the Hadith (sayings of the Prophet), knowledge of the basic out-
lines of twentieth-century Turkish cultural history is important to fully
understand it. The movement emerged within the secular milieu of the
modern Turkish republic yet is rooted in the religious and intellectual life of
the Ottoman Empire. The last period of the Ottoman state, the period of
decline, saw a tremendous upswing of intellectual debates regarding the
future of the state, its identity, and its relation to religion. Broadly, we can
place the interlocutors into three main camps. First was a group that claimed
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that Islamism was the remedy for the sickness of the empire. This group
advocated for the application of Islamic law and the establishment of a pan-
Islamic empire or caliphate. The political Islam movement of the Turkish
republic is the inheritor of this approach. A second group advocated for an
Ottomanism focused on the revival of the Ottoman state and integration of
all Ottoman-affiliated nations. The third and ultimately politically success-
ful group claimed that Turkish nationalism was the solution. Turkish
nationalists wanted to bring all Turks together under one flag. Amid these
heated debates, the catastrophe of World War I erupted. After the defeat of
the German and Ottoman alliance, the Ottoman Empire officially came to
an end in 1920. On the ashes of the Ottoman state, the Republic of Turkey
republic was declared an independent state on October 29, 1923.”

The modern republic was established on the principles of Turkish nation-
alism, and the leaders of the newly established state attempted to gradually
replace Turks’ religious and cultural identities with a unified secular Turkish
identity. Even great scholars of Islam were praised because they were Turkish,
not because they were scholars of Islam. Despite the new republican govern-
ment’s open hostility toward the vestiges of the Ottoman state and the sul-
tanate, the religion of Islam remained enshrined in the Constitution of
1924. Despite this and other actions, such as the opening of the first session
of parliament with a recitation from the Qur’an, readings from the sayings
of the Prophet, and the inclusion of Islamic scholars in the parliament, the
new government’s original tolerant approach toward Islam was just a politi-
cal tactic. In 1928, the constitutional clause maintaining Islam as the religion
of the state was formally removed, and the secular system was enshrined.
The new establishment aimed to direct human energy from the idea of eter-
nal salvation to the security and comfort of worldly life; physical well-being
was more important than spiritual well-being. This new policy was under
the influence of materialistic philosophy and the French concept of lzicizé, a
form of secularism somewhat different from that in the United States.

Under this new approach to religion, the secularism of the state was no
longer simple neutrality between religion and non-religion; rather, the state
itself established religious institutions to control religion. Loyalty to the
state became more important than loyalty to God. Any possible religious
development out of the state’s control was prohibited. Despite this prohibi-
tion, it was naturally impossible for the state to control all religious develop-
ments, and a dichotomy developed between religiosity by the state and
religiosity by the public. Many people would go to the mosques for Friday

THE ROLE OF RELIGION IN THE GULEN MOVEMENT - 59

This content downloaded from
143.105.208.105 on Mon, 19 Feb 2024 15:23:41 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



prayer but afterward ridicule the content of the sermon dictated by the
Directorate of Religious Affairs, the highest governmental religious institu-
tion. Today, the state still sanctions the Friday sermons, and though local
imams have more control over the their content, the state still has the final
say in appraising the appropriateness of those sermons.

Despite such official constraints placed on Islam, the religiosity of the
people has never been eclipsed in the modern Turkish republic. If people did
not want to go to the mosques due to some concern over government poli-
cies, they would perform their prayers and other religious obligations pri-
vately rather than in congregation. Religion has always been an essential
need of any society, and Turkish society is no exception. The powerful role of
Islam in the communal and individual life of the Turkish people, generally
speaking, is indefatigable. As John Locke (d. 1704) rightly said, “Man’s [sic]
first care should be of his soul.” And again, “nothing belonging to this mor-
tal condition is in any way comparable with eternity.”*

Since my goal in this chapter is to focus on the role of Islam, particularly
its spiritual dimension, in the Giilen movement, I will not delve into the
establishment of the movement itself; its history is discussed and elaborated
upon in other chapters. Suffice it to say here that the movement can be
described as a civic, religious, and social movement named after the founder,
Fethullah Giilen—though, evidently due to his humility, he claims no role
in its founding. The multidimensional nature of the Giilen movement shows
that it was inspired by religious, national, and universal values. In fact, it can
be argued that these inspirations are what give it strength.

The movement is most famously dedicated to education but also works
on social issues, such as advocacy for democracy and human rights. It also
devotes time, effort, and financial resources to disaster relief aid as well as
health institutions, both in Turkey and around the world. The movement is
highly involved in interfaith dialogue with adherents of other religions,
most notably Christianity and Judaism, but members of the movement also
participate in dialogues with Hindus, Buddhists, and others. Another
dimension of the movement is that, through education, it contributes to
peace building in many regions of conflicts, such as the Balkans, Philippines,
northern Iraq, and some African countries such as Nigeria. As indicated by
scholars of sociology and social movements, “the practical concerns of a
movement, and the human problems it is trying to solve[,] have a major
impact in motivating people to become engaged not only in a movement but
also specifically in the work of culture making.”
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The exact number of people affiliated with the movement is impossible to
identify because it is loosely knitted and has no policy regarding registration
or membership, but it is estimated that the movement’s supporters number
around eight million in Turkey alone. One of the largest and most effective
organizations affiliated with the Giilen movement is the Turkish Con-
federation of Businessmen and Industrialists (TUSKON), which, according
to an interview with its president published in 2013, has roughly 46,000
members who, combined, own 120,000 companies.6 In May 2011, an article
in Le Monde Diplomatigue stated that TUSKON has over 29,000 members
and includes representatives from over 100 of the soo biggest businesses in
Turkey.” From a practical point of view, the presence of a large number of
participants in the movement from the business world is of great importance
because the movement is well financed and has significant financial resources
at its disposal. As is well known, Islam makes obligatory upon those who
have enough wealth to give away at least 2.5 percent of their income, which is
known as zakat. Throughout Islamic history, Muslims have been using the
proceeds from zakat for various purposes. It is given, for example, to the
poor, the destitute, and those who are unable to pay off their loans or debts.
Traditionally, Muslims also use this resource to build mosques and schools.
For much of the twentieth century, the understanding of charity among
most people in Turkey was to put a small amount of money after their Friday
prayer in a charity box. Giilen has done much to change the idea of charity
in contemporary Turkish culture. He suggested to his admirers from the
business community that they give more and participate in the establish-
ment of dormitories and schools. Hence, not only do they give the obliga-
tory 2.5 percent but some also give between 10 and 20 percent of their wealth
for those purposes. It can be argued that the motivation behind this strong
support is not worldliness; it is grounded in the Islamic spiritual life that
contributes to such a sacrifice.

Although the witchhunt begun by Prime Minister Erdogan in 2014 has
exposed deep divisions within Turkish society, this is not something new. In
fact, Giilen has been the subject of constant criticism from government offi-
cials dating back to the days of the military dictatorship, whose leadership
suspected that one day he might try to usurp their political power. In addi-
tion, there have been religious zealots who think Giilen is too flexible about
Islam to the extent that he has established good relationships and dialogue
with Christians and Jews since the 1990s. His most pointed critics have gone
so far as to claim that he is a secret cardinal in the Catholic Church because
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he had a meeting with Pope John Paul IT at the Vatican. Though these cri-
tiques continue, Giilen and the movement are always positive and seck dia-
logue, even with those who criticize them. On one occasion, Giilen spoke of
a columnist, Hikmet Cetinkaya, who had been criticizing him in print for
many years. Instead of having hatred toward him and cursing him, Giilen
prayed that both he and the columnist would be in paradise, hand in hand.

The broad nature of the movement again is influenced by the all-
encompassing nature of Islam. The Qurian strongly emphasizes the impor-
tance of giving charity for the sake of God and without expecting anything
in return in this worldly life. The reward, instead, is in the afterlife. This
aspect of belief in the afterlife is absent in many contemporary social move-
ments. However, giving charity just to help other human beings may still
have some religious implications, since human beings are regarded as the
most precious creatures of God in the universe. To protect and take care of
such an addressee of God is Islamic. In fact, Muslim mystics would argue
that it is even more Islamic to give charity just for the sake of God without
expectation of reward even in the afterlife.

There is no doubt that ideas of eschatology and life after death play an
important role in the movement’s actions and perhaps may be counted as the
most powerful source of motivation. As the Qur’an says, the consequence of
every action, good or bad, will be seen in the afterlife, no matter how small
or large (99:7-8). There is great trust in God’s decision, and, therefore, one is
hopeful about the reward of God, yet there is no guarantee. One of the say-
ings of the Prophet is considered a very good reference concerning positive
deeds in this worldly life: according to a hadith, once a person dies, the
account that records his or her deeds is closed, with the exception of some
groups of people. These groups are those who teach and disseminate knowl-
edge, those who help with raising a child of good character, those who leave
a copy of the Qur’an for someone to benefit, those who build a mosque or a
house for travelers so that they can rest during their journey, those who open
channels for a river or who provide wells and fountains to bring water to the
needy, and those who give charity from their own wealth while they are alive
and healthy. For these people, their accounts remain open and their good
deeds continue to increase even after death. It can be argued that this sense
of eschatology and selfless dedication to education has some roots in a cer-
tain type of the saying of the Prophet, which inspired both Giilen and his
community. In many of his recent talks, Giilen has said something similar to
what he told an interviewer in 2012: “If you go to help others, God will help
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you. Help is both spiritual and material.”® According to Giilen, this is the
way of all prophets. His philosophy can be summed up as: This world is not
a place of reward but is darul hizmet, the abode of service. The place of
reward is the afterlife.

Scholars of social movement theory argue that, for a movement to be
effective, it needs to have a shared identity as well as a large number of par-
ticipants. As the sociologist Christian Smith, in a volume on the role of
religion in social movements, rightly puts it, “The larger the numbers of par-
ticipants, the better, for larger numbers of grassroots activists helps to spread
work out, reduce the expected costs of high-risk activism, and boost activ-
ists’ perceptions of political efficacy.”” By providing this strength to any
movement—and, in our case, to the Giilen movement—religion plays a key
role. It seems to me that one thing distinguishing the Giilen movement from
many other social movements is that the Giilen movement prefers to be
proactive, not reactionary.It also prefers to avoid disruption and considers
itself to be pro social order. As a philosophy, the movement avoids any physi-
cal confrontation. It speaks out against injustice yet with no violence.
Traditionally, sacred sources share a strong criticism of social injustice, or, as
Smith puts it, “[R]eligion’s very sacred transcendence—with its conservative
inclinations—also contains within itself the seeds of radical social criticism
and disruption.”" However, it can be argued that, in the essence of Islam,
the protection of innocents comes first, which is part of the Islamic under-
standing of absolute justice. Therefore, applying justice should not cause
another injustice. The movement avoids disruption because of possible
transgressions on the rights of innocents like women and children who have
nothing to do with that injustice.

The Giilen movement is considered an apolitical movement, yet it has
contributed to the development of a democracy and multiparty system in
Turkey by encouraging political participation. For example, in the 2011 gen-
eral election and the 2010 constitutional referendum in Turkey, the move-
ment, particularly through its women’s platform for democracy, reached out
to more than one hundred thousand houscholds to encourage them to vote.
These two elections were highly significant in preventing possible military
intervention into Turkey’s democratic system. Such political contributions
by the movement are generally limited to Turkey and only occur when there
is a significant need for direct political action.

The core of the Giilen movement lies elsewhere. Particularly, it has made
important and lasting contributions to education on a global scale. To date,
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the movement has established educational institutions from elementary
schools to universities in more than 160 countries around the world. These
institutions are established as secular education systems and follow the cur-
riculum of the host country. Students receive a high-quality education, espe-
cially in math and science. Even though religion is not taught formally,
educators act as role models for their students, and a general ethic of moral-
ity is an important element of the curriculum. Parents and students might
not even know the religion of the educators, but what they surely know is
the morality of the educators and the quality education being provided.

THE ROLE OF RELIGION

With this background in the wide-ranging efforts of the Giilen movement,
we can now turn to the role of religion in its principles. To begin, let us look
at the environment in which Giilen grew up and received his education.
According to available official records, he was born on April 27, 1941."" His
first teacher was his mother, and the first thing he learned from her was the
Qur’an. He grew up hearing the chanting of the divine names, the recitation
of the Qur’an, and frequently hearing verses from various poems. He him-
self memorized the Quran and learned many sayings of the Prophet as well
as many poems. On one occasion, during an interview with Giilen in 2004,
I learned that he could recite over one thousand couplets by heart; I asked if
it took much effort to memorize all of these, and he replied, “I learned them
from the cultural environment and the overall milieu of my generation.”
The environment in which he grew up was a mystical one. His father, a
self-educated farmer who later became an imam, was a mystic and lover of
the Prophet and his companions. Other scholars and mystics, particularly
the Nagshbandi Sufi master Muhammad Lutfi (d. 1956) and one of the first
great modern Muslim intellectuals, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi (d. 1960), had
great influence on Giilen’s spiritual life. Both Lutfi and Nursi were well
versed in Islamic mysticism. The first was a great poet, and the latter was a
great author of over one hundred treatises that were commentaries on verses
of the Qur'an. Although Giilen was, and still is, curious about Western lit-
erature and has read many Western philosophers, such as Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (d. 1778) and Emile Zola (d. 1902), the real religious influence that
he received was from Muslim mystics. He is well versed in the commentary
of the Qur’an, in the sayings of the Prophet, and in the history of Islam,
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particularly the era of the Prophet known in Islamic history as the era of
bliss. There is no doubt that this Islamic mystical environment shaped
Giilen’s understanding of religion. Although the entirety of Giilen’s life
could be usefully examined, in the current context we must limit our analy-
sis to a few highly salient fragments.

He was a preacher and an imam by training. He led the prayer in the
mosque to which he was appointed by the Directorate of Religious Affairs,
and he preached regularly on Fridays. His highly moving and influential
sermons and lessons attracted thousands to the mosque. He commented on
the Quranic verses, elaborated on the companions of the Prophet, spoke on
the exemplary life of the Prophet Muhammad and prophets before Islam,
and taught Muslims to be self-critical. Giilen has been an important exam-
ple of a charismatic leader as defined by Robin Theobald: “The leader has a
mission or message which in some way harmonizes with the basic needs,
hopes, desires, ambitions or fears of his followers.”'*

We do not know if Giilen had envisioned such a large movement when he
emerged as a leader in the 1980s. Nevertheless, it is evident that the princi-
ples and mystical elements of Islam have contributed to the growth of the
founder as well as to the movement. Religion in general and certain particu-
lar elements of religion, such as sincerity, have functioned as an engine for
the movement. In other words, as Nursi said when criticizing young Turks
for their apathy toward religion, “Religion is the life of the life, both its spirit
and its foundation.””® We should note that sincerity in the Islamic mystical
tradition is the spirit of religion—that is, one must act with good intention,
only for the sake of God, with no personal advantages. Giilen describes such
people as “sacrificing souls,” those who live for others rather than for them-
selves. It seems to me that this Islamic principle has been at the heart of
many of the movement’s achievements. I shall detail these in the following
paragraphs.

It is believed that all social movements confront the problem of motivat-
ing their participants to make and maintain a commitment to a collective
cause. One can argue in the case of the Giilen movement that this problem is
minimized. The participants are greatly motivated to sacrifice their time,
their comfort, and even their financial resources. There is no doubt that
Islam plays an important role in such sacrifices. It is true that material ben-
efits may motivate people to a certain extent, yet spiritual gains, such as the
pleasing of God, are a much greater motivating factor. The power of this
motivation is well accepted by scholars of social movements: “Perhaps the
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most potent motivational leverage that a social-movement can enjoy is the
alignment of its cause with the ultimacy and sacredness associated with
God’s will, eternal truth, and the absolute moral structure of the universe.”"
This well describes the participants’ motivation in the Giilen movement.

This power of motivation is clearly seen when one makes a comparison
between teacher participants in the schools that are run by the Giilen move-
ment and schools that are run by the Republic of Turkey in Central Asia.
Teachers and professors employed by the government receive a generous sal-
ary, but those who are employed by the Giilen movement receive a very mod-
est stipend. Both groups are assigned to teach in poverty-stricken areas, but
it is noteworthy that those teachers who are well-paid government employ-
ees will ask for transfers and leave their teaching posts rather quickly because
of the difhicult conditions of life in the region.” The Giilen movement teach-
ers, who see their jobs as a sacrifice and aim at the service of people, which
eventually leads to the pleasing of God, stay and thrive in their positions.
Such motivation contributes to the success of the schools even though the
teachers are paid a minimal salary and suffer through the same poverty they
find around them. Such commitment has been one of the greatest accom-
plishments of the movement, not only in Central Asia but also throughout
the world. This idea is captured by Martin Luther, who is purported to have
said at the Diet of Worms, “My conscience is captive to the Word of God. . . .
Here I stand. I cannot do otherwise.” In other words, people who act for the
sake of God and make pleasing God the goal of their actions will see worldly
rewards to be minor compared to their high aspirations. This encompassing
approach, rooted in the pleasing of God, includes respect, compassion, and
service to all creatures of God. Giilen often repeats a saying of the Prophet,
“God bestows His mercy to His servants who are merciful.” This is also
stated in Giilen’s definition of religion, which is considerably different from
some classical definitions. According to Giilen, “Religion is the title of a
deep relationship and love toward all creation in God’s name.” It is evident
that love and compassion, which are deeply rooted in the religion of Islam,
are the foundation of any successful movement, and the Giilen movement is
no exception.

At this juncture, a question may arise. Why would a movement rooted in
the religion of Islam be so interested in such diverse areas of activism? There
are two primary answers. First, the elements of the movement’s activism are
related to its understanding of the broad nature of Islam. The second is
related to the universality of Islam, which considers human beings to be the
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supervisors of the universe. Therefore, any activism that relates to the better-
ment of humanity is included in the area of interest of the movement. A
quote from Giilen gives a sense of the importance of human beings to the
movement: “To love and respect human beings only because they are human
beings is an expression of love and respect for the Creator. If one loves only
those who agree with him or her, then that is not considered a real love and
respect. On the contrary, it is selfishness and idolizing one’s self.”"” One can
argue that the people in the Giilen movement are propelled by religious con-
victions and that, whatever they do, they are expected to do it for the sake of
God. As Nursi says, “Work for God, act for God, meet each other for God,
then the minutes of your life will become years.”"® Religion helps to institute
the very substance of the movement, including its philosophy, identity, strat-
egy, and even its approach to current issues.

The terminology employed by the Giilen movement has strong theologi-
cal implications in Islam. For example, a Quranic verse speaks of Satan as
the enemy of human beings: “Lo, devil is an enemy for you, so treat him as
an enemy” (35:6). This Qur’anic concept of enemy, which is equated with the
devil, is employed by the movement for some social problems such as igno-
rance, poverty, and disunity. The movement sees these problems as enemies
just as the devil is an enemy in the Qurian. The struggle against these ene-
mies should, of course, be appropriate to the nature of the enemy. Therefore,
a struggle against ignorance is to be fought with knowledge through educa-
tional institutions. A struggle against poverty is to be fought with the arts,
which include technology, agriculture, and trade. A struggle against disu-
nity is to be fought by improving unity and harmony within the community.
All of these enemies are addressed in the Qurian. For example, to overcome
ignorance, the Qur'an commands, “Read” (96:1). To overcome poverty, the
Qur’an commands, “Give charity” (2:43, 83, 177, and s:55). To overcome dis-
unity, the Qur'an reminds human beings that they are all created from one
male and one female, with no superiority of one over the other. They are
created to know each other rather than to fight each other (49:13).

Several other religious factors that contributed to the activism of the
movement can be cited in this context. It can be argued that the most impor-
tant factor frequently emphasized and understood as an essential ingredient
of the movement is sincerity. A short work on sincerity, taken from the writ-
ings of Nursi, is expected to be read at least once a fortnight; in it, the pur-
pose of actions is described as “only to have the pleasing of God.” If God
wills, He will make others pleased with your actions as well. Therefore, all
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actions should be done sincerely for the sake of God. Another religious fac-
tor is a strong devotion to God, which connects the people of the movement
and brings them to a shared value. Perhaps this is the engine of persistent
activism, emphasized by Giilen when he says, “I have devoted myself to this
cause, I have forbidden to myself to think anything other than this. I know
this is not objective, not for everybody, but this is my way. [ am a weak per-
son, I cannot carry two things on my shoulder, I am carrying only one thing,
which is my cause to serve God through serving humanity.””

Another important religious factor in the movement is the emphasis on
quality human beings. Throughout the writings of Giilen, one can see
descriptions of the type of people he wants in his movement. He believes
that, without them, success is impossible. Summarizing the importance of
these factors, sincerity and quality human beings, Giilen says:

When the basic elements of sincere friendship penetrate the outer and inner
senses and faculties of heroes of nearness to God, they save such people from
partial thoughts about things and events, causing them to reach the horizon
of unity in all their sensations, impressions, perceptions, considerations, logi-
cal or rational comments, and evaluations. These heroes are raised, each
according to their own capacity, to a comprehensive observation of things
with their reason, mind, senses, consciousness, hearts, and secrets [another
inner faculty], and this causes them to observe through the telescope of their
outer and inner senses indescribable scenes, multifarious but one within the
other, and bearing the stamp of the same One Maker.*’

Sociologists generally agree with Giilen’s focus on having quality people in
the movement and the importance of their values on a movement’s success.
Stephen Hart says, “These [values and views of reality] are appropriated,
transformed, and then used by movements to guide their activities and
also to articulate movement purposes and garner support.”* People in the
Giilen movement allow the values most important to them to guide and
grow the movement, which is one reason for its popularity and significant
achievements.

In talking about the role of religion in the Giilen movement, it is neces-
sary to examine the powerful role that the sacred text, the Holy Qur’an,
plays. The Qur’an is the eternal message of God—for the past, for today, and
for tomorrow. Unlike some other books of Divine revelation, its audience is
not limited to one group of people, nor is its inspiration limited to a certain
period of time. Such sacred transcendence is a source of devotion as well as
motivation. The Qur’an connects its readers to the realm of the unseen, the
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realm of eternity. Therefore, there is a world beyond this material world that
is the real destination of all human beings, emphasized in about one third of
the Qur'an. By implementing such faith in the heart of individuals, the
Qur’an helps with the rectification of the character. This contributes to the
growth of quality human beings, who are essential elements for the success
of the movement. This faith in the afterlife and in the transcendent sacred
source is what some scholars of social movements refer to when they speak of
timeless truths, which are “believed to exist above and beyond the temporal,
mundane, material world that we observe empirically.”** The Qur’an,
through its recitation and contemplation, has a powerful role in mobilizing
people to do good works. For example, it addresses all human beings when it
says, “Vie with one another in good works” (2:148).

The Qur’an also provides a daily inspirational source against any possible
hopelessness or frustration. Many principles of the Giilen movement, such
as the principle of working for justice and nonviolence, are inspired by the
teachings of the Qur’an, emphasized in the verse “Peace is better” (4:128).
Despite the fact that Giilen himself was imprisoned and persecuted, he
never sought retaliation but instead promoted peace. It can be argued that
this practice was taken from the Qur’an. For Giilen, the Qur’anic verse “No
soul shall bear another’s guilt” (6:164) closes all doors of violence and consti-
tutes a central principle for the movement’s philosophy of nonviolence. This
is because violence cannot usually be limited to the criminal; many inno-
cents are also affected by actions of violence. Theologically speaking, an
individual may be a criminal, but his or her close relatives may be perfectly
innocent. Therefore, any violence might transgress on the rights of those
innocents.

The Qur’an inspires creative thinking, as well. To give one example, dur-
ing the military coup of 1980 the government tried to take control of all
private foundations in Turkey. For Giilen, this meant that many of his
schools and dormitories, which were nonprofit institutions, would be taken
over and run by the government. This was troubling him but, while reciting
the Qur’an, he became inspired. In Sura 18 is a story about Moses and a
friend, Khidr, who were traveling on a ship. Khidr bored a hole in the boat,
an act that upset Moses. When asked why he had vandalized the boat, Khidr
replied that the oppressive ruler of their destination confiscated all perfect
ships. The hole in the boat, therefore, saved the ship from being confiscated
by the ruler, and the poor people who owned the boat were able to keep it.
Inspired by this story, Giilen decided to start construction next to each of
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his schools and dormitories. When the government officials saw the con-
struction and realized that taking them over meant paying for the construc-
tion, they let Giilen keep them.

Like the Quranic texts, powerful narratives about the Prophet and his
companions are some other religious factors that play a great role in the
movement. These narratives are often presented in the form of poems and
songs. Generally, devotion and spiritual strength are emphasized. For exam-
ple, Giilen’s famous poem, known as “The Rose of Medina” (Medine'nin
Giilii), is repeatedly recited and has been widely spread through social media.
To give a sense of Giilen’s emotional and powerful narratives, here is a stanza

of his poem in which he addresses the Prophet:

I wish I could sit with your love and stand up with your love constantly.

I wish I could rise like a spirit and wander in your horizon

So that I could find a way to flow into your heart

I wish I could sit with your love and stand up with your love constantly.”

This type of imaginative narrative provides at least two things. One is soli-
darity in the community at a macro level by creating a shared identity for
those who love the Prophet. Second, it provides a spiritual strength at a
micro level. Many individuals, including some famous Turkish musicians,
have used these narratives as part of their music.** This unifying strength at
the micro and macro levels turns into social actions through the sacrifice of
individuals. Giilen describes these people as those who prefer the comfort of
others over their own comfort and those who live to make others live well.
In both his poems and his prose, Giilen uses powerful, mystical terminol-
ogy such as “heart,” “passion,” “burning,” and “separation.” All these terms
have been frequently used by Sufi masters when they complain about their
separation from the beloved. The beloved can be the Sufi master, sometimes
the Prophet, and occasionally God. For the Prophet, Giilen uses the phrase,
“The rose of my heart.” As an example of his emotional prose narratives, one
may refer to Giilen’s famous Friday sermons as well as sermons on the occa-
sion of the feast of the end of Ramadan, Fid al-Fitr, and the feast of sacrifice,
Eid al-Adha. Although Giilen no longer gives these sermons, in the 1980s he
used the pulpit very powerfully but also wisely. Through the large crowds his
sermons attracted, he helped to create a level of peace and unity between
conflicting political groups in the country, namely nationalists and commu-
nists. He strongly advised his admirers to calm tensions between these
groups. These spiritual ingredients of the movement are missing from many
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political movements of our time. Due to the lack of this spiritual dimension,
political demonstrations and protests become more important than activi-
ties designed to strengthen individuals spiritually. Political movements that
do not involve spiritual elements may be more inclined to violence. It can be
argued that Giilen’s early sermons were the seeds for today’s flourishing
Hizmet movement and its peace-building efforts.

A brief analysis of one of Giilen’s speeches to his inner circle that recently
became available on his official website shows us how Giilen takes inspira-
tion from the spiritual tradition of Islam.” The speech is entitled “Black
Clouds and a Call for Collective Prayer.” In this forty-minute speech, Giilen
invites people to pray for peace and asks for a collective prayer to end con-
flicts around the world and in his home country, Turkey. He refers to the
traditional prayer to end drought, a prayer well documented in the manuals
of Islamic jurisprudence as an inspiration for the prayer to end conflicts.
According to Islamic tradition, when a region or country has a drought, all
members of the community go out and open their hands to God with the
utmost level of humility, asking God for rain. The Prophet Muhammad
humbled himself in this way, and sometimes even before the Prophet low-
ered his hands the rain would come. Giilen suggests that Muslims should be
inspired by this prophetic tradition and use the same prayer to end violence
and conflicts in their regions and around the world collectively. It is well
known in the Islamic mystical tradition that, when any prayer becomes a
collective expression, it receives greater recognition from the Divine. This is
not to say that Giilen neglects strategic planning developed by think tanks
and scholars of sociology, psychology, and political science to find solutions
to certain conflicts. Indeed, the two go together—prayer and planning.

In conclusion, the religion of Islam, with its great spiritual strength,
includes many parts. In the Giilen movement, these parts—sacrifice, escha-
tology, sincerity, living for others, meditation on the sacred texts, and
prayer—are connected and function together like the engine of a machine.
The movement’s apolitical understanding of religion, which is considerably
different from modern political Islamic movements, is the compass that
directs its activities and goals. All the dimensions discussed above with
regard to the motivation of the Giilen movement invalidate the criticisms of
those who say that the movement looks for materialistic benefits and politi-
cal positions. Working for material benefits instead of spiritual fulfillment
would be—for people of the movement—like choosing tin over gold. On
one occasion, some opponents of the movement claimed that if Giilen
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declared his candidacy for the Turkish presidency he would be elected.
When Giilen heard of this, he responded, in regard to the effect it would

have on his spiritual life, by saying: “That would be a demotion for me.”
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1. See, e.g., Zeki Saritoprak, “Fethullah Giilen: A Sufi in His Own Way,” in
Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Giilen Movement, edited by M. Hakan
Yavuz and John L. Esposito, 156-69 (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press,
2003).

2. Fethullah Giilen, Beyan (Izmir: Nil Yayinlari, 2012), 83.

3. See Yusuf Akgura, Uy Tarz-1 Siyaset, edited by Enver Ziya Karal (Ankara:
Turk Tarih Kurumu, 1976). Numerous books on the late Ottoman period have
been written. The best concise introduction to this period is M. Sukru Hanioglu, 4
Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 2008).

4. John Locke, Epistola de Tolerantia: A Letter on Toleration, Latin text edited
by Raymond Klibansky, translated by J.W. Gough (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1968), 131, 125.

5. Stephen Hart, “The Cultural Dimension of Social Movements: A Theoretical
Reassessment and Literature Review,” Sociology of Religion 57, no. 1 (1996): 99.

6. Unal Tanik, “TUSKON, kadin hareketi baslattyor,” RotaHaber (Feb. 20,
2013), http://haber.rotahaber.com/tuskon-kadin-hareketi-baslatiyor_346090.html.
An abbreviated translation of this article was published as “An In-depth Interview
with TUSKON President Meral” (Feb 20, 2013), http://hizmetmovement.blogspot
.com/2013/02/interview-with-tuskon-president-meral.heml.

7. Wendy Kristianasen, “Turkey’s Growing Trade Network,” Le Monde
Diplomatique, English Edition (May 2011), http://mondediplo.com/2011/05
/ogturkeytrade.

8. Abu Abdillah Muhammad bin Yazid al-Qazwini ibn Maja, A/-Sunan, edited
by Muhammad Fuad Abd al-Baqi (Beirut: Dar Ihya al-Turath al-Arabi, 1975).

9. Christian Smith, “Correcting a Curious Neglect, or Bringing Religion Back
In,” in Disruptive Religion: The Force of Faith in Social-Movement Activism, edited
by Christian Smith (New York: Routledge, 1996), 14.

ro. Ibid., 6.

11. However, there is some dispute about the actual date and year of his birth.
For more discussion of this, see Marcia Hermansen’s chapter in this volume.

12. Robin Theobald, “The Role of Charisma in the Development of Social
Movements,” Archives de Sciences Socials des Religion 49, no. 1 (Jan.—Mar. 1980): 8s.

13. Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, “Sozler,” in Risale-i Nur Kulliyati (Istanbul: Yeni
Asya Yayinlari, 1996): 1: 328.

14. Smith, “Correcting a Curious Neglect, or Bringing Religion Back In,” 9.

72 ¢« ZEKI SARITOPRAK

This content downloaded from
143.105.208.105 on Mon, 19 Feb 2024 15:23:41 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


http://haber.rotahaber.com/tuskon-kadin-hareketi-baslatiyor_346090.html
http://hizmetmovement.blogspot.com/2013/02/interview-with-tuskon-president-meral.html
http://mondediplo.com/2011/05/09turkeytrade
http://hizmetmovement.blogspot.com/2013/02/interview-with-tuskon-president-meral.html
http://mondediplo.com/2011/05/09turkeytrade

15. Mahmut Akpinar, “Yurt disindaki devlet okullar1,” Millez (Jan. 27, 2015).

16. Fethullah Giilen, Olen Veya Yoldaki Isiklar (Criteria or Road Signs)
(Istanbul: Nil Yayinlari, 2001), 27.

17. Fethullah Giilen, Cag ve Nesi/ I (Istanbul: Nil Yayinlari, 2011), 43.

18. Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, Lemzalar (Istanbul: Sézler Yayinevi, 1997), 23.

19. See http://tr.fgulen.com/content/view/20956/11 (my translation; accessed
June 4, 2015).

20. See http://fgulen.com/en/fethullah-gulens-works/sufism/key-concepts-in-
the-practice-of-sufism-3/265 49-sincere-friendship (accessed June 4, 2015).

21. Hart, “Cultural Dimension of Social Movements,” 88.

22. Smith, “Correcting a Curious Neglect, or Bringing Religion Back In,” 6.

23. Fethullah Giilen, Krik Mizrap (Izmir: Nil Yayinlari, 2011), 347-48; my
translation.

24. See, e.g., Sami Ozer, “Fame in This World Is Nothing; May God Give Us
Fame in the Next,” Sunday’s Zaman interview with the Turkish musician Sami
Ozer in Today’s Zaman (Aug. s, 2012), http://www.todayszaman.com/ramadan_
fame-in-this-world-is-nothing-may-god-give-us-fame-in-the-next_288611.html
(accessed June 4, 2015).

25. See  http://www.herkul.org/index.php/bamteli/bamteli-arsiv/9800-kara-
bulutlar-ve-dua-seferberligine-cagr.

THE ROLE OF RELIGION IN THE GULEN MOVEMENT - 73

This content downloaded from
143.105.208.105 on Mon, 19 Feb 2024 15:23:41 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


http://tr.fgulen.com/content/view/20956/11
http://fgulen.com/en/fethullah-gulens-works/sufism/key-concepts-inthe-practice-of-sufism-3/26549-sincere-friendship
http://www.todayszaman.com/ramadan_fame-in-this-world-is-nothing-may-god-give-us-fame-in-the-next_288611.html
http://www.herkul.org/index.php/bamteli/bamteli-arsiv/9800-kara-bulutlar-ve-dua-seferberligine-cagr
http://www.herkul.org/index.php/bamteli/bamteli-arsiv/9800-kara-bulutlar-ve-dua-seferberligine-cagr
http://fgulen.com/en/fethullah-gulens-works/sufism/key-concepts-inthe-practice-of-sufism-3/26549-sincere-friendship
http://www.todayszaman.com/ramadan_fame-in-this-world-is-nothing-may-god-give-us-fame-in-the-next_288611.html

