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GÜLEN AND HIS GLOBAL CONTRIBUTION TO PEACE­
BUILDING

Zeki Saritoprak

Abstract

Fethullah Gülen is one of the most infl uential scholars and thinkers in the contemporary 
Islamic world, particularly in Turkey. Although recent studies have put forward Gülen’s ideas 
on various topics, Gülen’s approach to peace building is one of the less studied. Given the 
contemporary reality of wars and ethnic/religious strife, this is a neglect that needs to be 
corrected. Fethullah Gülen stands up for peace and for the prevention of any clash of civilisa-
tions, not only through his speeches and writing, but through his actions as well. This paper 
examines the concept of peace building through Gülen’s writings and activities with refer-
ence to the main sources of Islam and Gülen’s commentary on them.  In focusing on Gülen’s 
activities, the paper emphasises certain American institutions, notably the Washington D.C. 
based Rumi Forum for Interfaith Dialogue (of which Gülen is the honorary president), and 
its contribution to peace-building through interfaith activities.
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“O Lord, you are peace and peace comes from you.  
Give us, our Lord, a life full of peace.” (Prophet 
Muhammad (pbuH))

Our world has become a global village, where people are more interconnected than ever.  
Technological progress continues in an amazing speed.  The emergence of human beings’ 
awareness of their place in the universe increases human sharing in one another’s happiness 
and sorrow; this consciousness is unique to our time and carries risks as well as benefi ts. 
No nation or ethnicity in the world can claim complete isolation, even the most primitive of 
societies. As a result of increased interaction and access to faster channels of communica-
tion, human beings have greater need than ever for the maturity of mind and spirit to coexist 
peacefully. In contrast to the high speed of technological development, the building of human 
relationships appears to be slower than ever. Where greater communication should foster real 
relationship between members of the human family; today’s world instead faces conditions in 
which two-thirds of the world’s population suffers from interpersonal violence and war.  

In this paper, I will examine a sampling of Fethullah Gülen’s views on peace and peace build-
ing, and the roots of these views in the Qur’an. This does not claim to be an exhaustive study 
of Gülen’s writings on peace.  

Building peace among human beings is the most important task, though one of the most 
diffi cult of all tasks required of the human family. Peace is one of the names of God (al-
Salam). Many Muslims carry the name Abd al-Salam (the Servant of Peace). Humans must 
live peacefully in order to refl ect the divine name, Peace.  

The Qur’an makes hundreds of references to peace. The root word for peace is s-l-m, which 
carries connotations of both “peace” and “submission.” The words “Islam,” “Muslim,” 
“Muslimun” (plural), and “Salam” all come from this same root. The word “Salam” is men-
tioned many times in the Qur’an, for example, when describing the quality of the servants of 
God, who are defi ned by their peaceful response: “The servants of God are those who walk 
on the earth modestly, and when certain foolish people address them, their answer is “salam” 
(25:63). Another Qur’anic verse says, “When the servants of God pass near negative behav-
ior, they pass by with dignity and kindness” (25:72). 

Considering the violence in today’s world, and the proliferation of weapons capable of ren-
dering the human species extinct several times over, it is urgent that both Muslims and non-
Muslims must follow the instructions of the Qur’an for human relationship: “Peace is better” 
(4:128). Even in the midst of war, on the battlefi eld, if there is an opportunity for peace, the 
Qur’anic injunction is “if the enemy inclines towards peace, you should incline toward it 
too” (8:61).  

The very beginnings of Islam were marked by successful peaceful resolutions to ongoing 
confl icts. The Prophet was known for his peaceful response to violence and persecution in 
Mecca. His peace building skills were so well known that he and his followers were invited 
by the leaders of Medina to build peace among rival tribes that had been fi ghting for centu-
ries. Under his leadership, a peaceful society was successfully established in Medina, and 
later, even Mecca.  

Islamic civilization is based on two essential principles: mutual cooperation, and the lov-
ing interrelatedness of creation. In the fi rst principle, the planet depends upon all creatures 
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helping one another: rain helps grass to grow; grass helps animals to grow; and animals help 
human beings to grow. In the second principle, all members of creation are considered broth-
ers and sisters. This principle requires all human beings to reject anything that does damage 
to this essential relationship; in Islam all forms of chauvinism (including racism and national-
ism) are unacceptable.  

The Islamic view of human society is based on the principles of harmony and peace: wars 
and violent actions, while part of the history of every major world religion, have no place in 
the essence of Islam. The ideal society described in the Qur’an is Paradise, Dar al-Salam (the 
Abode of Peace). It is required of believers that they make this world as similar as possible 
to this ideal society.   

The Qur’an acknowledges the reality of human nature and the possible confl icts that may 
arise between peoples. However, it constantly encourages believers to incline towards peace 
in any situation of dispute. First of all, all human beings should assume the responsibility of 
making peace, in accordance with the divine principles: “be fearful of God and make peace 
among yourselves” (8:1). A similar Qur’anic verse speaks of the responsibility of political 
authorities to make peace and stop violence if it occurs: when fi ghting occurs between two 
rival groups, it is incumbent upon the Islamic authority to make peace between the two.  

If two groups of believers fi ght against each other, make peace between them. If one party does 
wrong to the other, you fi ght that which does wrong until it return to the ordinance of God. If it 
returns, make peace between them justly, and act equitably; God loves the just. (49:9)

Since God has put no limitations on the devastating capacity for human anger, building peace 
is one of the most diffi cult tasks for human beings. It requires steadfastness, resolve and pa-
tience. It is a long process, and may take generations in order to build a worldwide peace. The 
Qur’an encourages peace-builders in this struggle by reminding them of the eternal rewards 
they will receive. Even if they are not fully successful, still they will be rewarded for their 
works, and therefore they should not be lose hope in the work of peace: even the angels in 
paradise will greet such peacemakers with joy. “Peace be with you,” they will say, “because 
of your patience in the life of the world” (13:24). 

Peace is such a central notion to Islam that the very greeting among the people of para-
dise is “Peace,” or Salam (10:10). The righteous will be told, “enter paradise peacefully and 
safely forever” (15:46). Muslims in their daily greetings use the same language: as-Salamu 
Alaikum, “peace be with you.”  

Some scholars suggest that the fi ve pillars of Islam have a direct relationship with the work 
of peace building and non-violent action. Obeying God and the Prophet (and disobeying oth-
ers if needed); discipline through daily prayer; social solidarity thorough compulsory charity 
(zakat); self-sacrifi ce, suffering, and patience through fasting; and fi nally unity and friend-
ship through pilgrimage are all elements through which one is prepared to make peace and 
to accept peace.1

The Prophet himself dealt with building peace between tribes as well as individuals. One 
example of the Prophet’s peace-building is the famous story of the black stone, in which he 
solved a dispute among several Arab tribal leaders in such a way that all were able to equita-
bly share in the honor of placing the sacred stone. On another occasion, the reconciliation of 

1  See Abu-Nimer, Non-violence and Peace Building in Islam: Theory and practice, p. 45. Also see Chaiwat Satha-
Anand, “Core Values for Peacemaking in Islam: the Prophet’s practice as paradigm” in Building Peace in the Middle 
East, ed. Elise Boulden, (Boulder: Lynnne Rinner, 1993). 
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two individuals took precedence over even the Prophet’s prescribed daily prayer; this occa-
sion is recorded in certain Islamic references which indicate that Abu Bakr led the prayer in 
the Prophet’s absence. Sahih al-Bukhari, the most authentic collection of the sayings of the 
Prophet, contains an entire book on the Prophet’s sayings about peace-building, or reconcili-
ation (sulh). 

Nowadays, the majority of the world’s population is suffering the effects of global confl icts 
and wars. The victims are mainly the vulnerable: children, women and the elderly. The world 
experienced one of its most devastating wars just decades ago, and there is fear that history 
may repeat itself. The very building in which this conference is being held was, only 60 years 
ago, in the midst of intense bombing. According to one account, as many as 35 million peo-
ple were killed during World War II, which can be considered a collective suicide of Europe. 
Enlightenment and civilization did not help prevent the civilized world from engaging in 
such destruction.

When describing the effects of the two World Wars, the world agrees, “never again.” 
However, the current trend of our world is unfortunately not peace-oriented; every indication 
is that we are headed for much more horrible destruction. Therefore, Muslims, Christians, 
Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, and adherents of all other religions should make all efforts for the 
dominion of peace. 

In the Islamic world one can see some important efforts in this direction. The focus of this 
paper will be on the efforts of Fethullah Gülen (b. 1941- ), as one of the most infl uential per-
sonalities of our time. As elaborating on Gülen’s biography is beyond the scope of this paper, 
suffi ce it to say that Gülen’s passionate pursuit of peace began at a young age, in a time when 
anarchy and chaos were dominating Turkish society. In the 1970s, college students, teach-
ers, and even some professors were highly infl uenced by Marxism. Marxist and nationalist 
groups were in armed confl ict with one another. More than 10,000 people in Turkey were 
killed in two decades in these clashes. Even families were not immune to this violence and 
tragedy; members of the same family could be found fi ghting on opposite sides. Gülen made 
all efforts to extinguish the fi re of confl ict amidst this chaos, and made great impact in build-
ing peace. Gülen in one of his statements narrates the following: 

My admirers know that when anarchy was everywhere in our country, I called for calmness and 
controlling of anger. I had received death threats, yet, I called upon my admirers to continue 
working for peace, ‘If I am assassinated, despite all your anger, I ask you to bury my body and 
seek order, peace and love in our society.’ Regardless of what happens, we believers should be 
representatives of love and security. I continue saying the same today.2

Gülen’s efforts were mainly educational. It can be argued that he did not directly stop the 
armed confl ict, but his efforts equipped young people with values that prevented them from 
engaging in such confl icts. Gülen believes that the new generation should be equipped with 
qualities such as wisdom, compassion, and knowledge. As an inspired Muslim scholar, he 
has spiritually infl uenced thousands of people through his educational efforts as well as his 
public speeches. He continues to infl uence millions in Turkey and around the world.  

It is a tradition among Turkish intellectuals to work for the creation of an “ideal gener-
ation.” For example, Mehmet Akif, the writer of the Turkish National Anthem, spoke of 
a generation that he named the “Generation of Asim” (Asim’in Nesli). Bediüzzaman Said 
Nursi spoke of the “New Generation” (Nasl-i Jadeed, in Turkish: Nesl-i Cedid). Necip Fazil, 

2  Hurriyet daily, 4.21.2004 (an interview given to Safa Kaplan).
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another prominent Turkish poet and author, idealized his generation as the “Faithful-Youth 
Generation” (Imanli Genclik). Gülen, having read the work of his predecessors, looked for 
his own generation and found the lack of proper education to be the essence of the problems 
they faced. Through his writings and educational institutions, he has attempted to create such 
a generation, which he has coined the “The Golden Generation” (Altin Nesil). The aim of the 
Golden Generation is to provide a perfect education for a perfect generation in order to obtain 
a perfect society. The Golden Generation also requires the young people of the community to 
show a great respect for religious and national values.3  Gülen hopes that a lasting peace can 
be achieved through the work of a generation which is peaceful, made up of individuals who 
are living examples of peace, who will build bridges of dialogue and mutual understanding 
to make peace among people. To Gülen, the Golden Generation has certain specifi c quali-
ties: knowledge, faith, love, idealism, altruism, and action.4  In the last decade, when some 
political scientists spoke of a “clash of civilizations,” Gülen ardently urged the building of 
“wave-breakers” in order to prevent such a clash. 

It is not an exaggeration to assert that the endeavors of Gülen have, and will continue to 
have, a global impact on building peace. Gülen’s philosophy of peace and his efforts are not 
considered isolated instances in Islam; in fact, as briefl y mentioned above, the entire heritage 
of Islam is considered to be the foundation of Gülen’s understanding of peace. He counts 
among his role models, certainly, mystics such as Hasan al-Basri, and Abu-Talib al-Makki; 
scholars and mystics such as Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali, Jalal al-Din Rumi, Ahmet Sarhandi, 
and Bediüzzaman Said Nursi; and most importantly, the companions of the Prophet. One can 
argue that if any of these Muslim personalities had lived in our time, they would be involved 
in the same work as Gülen.  

Contemporary scholars of peace-building have elaborated on certain elements that are es-
sential for making peace in any part of the world. Two of these elements are education and 
knowledge. There is no doubt that Gülen’s greatest efforts and contributions are related to 
these two fi elds. Bediüzzaman Said Nursi, in the beginning of the twentieth century, stated 
that “there are three major enemies of Muslims:  ignorance, poverty, and internal division.”5  
If we take a closer look at our modern world, we can easily understand the importance of edu-
cation, particularly for Muslims, who constitute 22% of the world’s population. Population 
growth is faster among Muslims than any other population, while literacy rates remain sig-
nifi cantly low.6  Gülen considers lack of education to be a disease requiring a cure; he wants 
to cure the diseases that were diagnosed by Nursi. Education, according to Gülen, will result 
in peace. 

Today in Turkey, Central Asia and many other parts of the world, the educational institu-
tions that were established by admirers of Gülen have continued to contribute greatly to the 
education of people of different religions and ethnicities. In fact, his Golden Generation has 
already contributed, through educational endeavors, to the building of peace in many areas of 
confl ict, including the Balkans, northern Iraq, Northern Ireland, and the Philippines.  

Thomas Michel, in his article on Gülen, speaks of a school established by the admirers of 
Gülen on the Philippine island of Mindanao, which he visited in 1995. Michel visited an area 

3  Bayram Balci “Fethullah Gülen’s Missionary Schools in Central Asia and their Role in the Spreading of Turkism 
and Islam.” Religion, State & Society. 31:2, 2003. pp 151-169.
4  Begim Agai, The Muslim World, 2003, Vol. 57
5  Nursi, Hutbe-i Samiye, in Risalei Nur, II, p. 1976.
6  Akbar Ahmed, Islam Under Siege:  From Clash to Dialogue of Civilisations, p5.
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of the island where kidnapping, guerrilla warfare, and armed confl ict was constant between 
Moro separatists and the state. Michel states, “The school [which is named the Philippine-
Turkish School of Tolerance] offers Muslim and Christian Filipino children an excellent 
education and a more positive way of living and relating to each other.”7  Michel found, in 
this school, students from all backgrounds, and described it as a “heaven of peace” in this 
area of confl ict.8  

Another example comes from my own experience, when I visited Skopje, Macedonia in the 
summer of 2004. I had a chance to visit a school established by some Turkish businessmen 
who were supporters of the Gülen movement. I was told that when civil war was going on in 
the region, members of different ethnicities were sending their children to this school. Their 
parents were fi ghting, but the children were living peacefully under the roof of the same 
school.  

In order to contextualize Gülen’s peace building philosophy, I would like to draw upon the 
famous Muslim sociologist Ibn Khaldun’s understanding of building peace. In Ibn Khaldun’s 
philosophy, individual efforts and sacrifi ces remain essential. He says, “peace in society is 
possible through willingness of an individual to subordinate [the individual self] to the group. 
Without this, peace and social development are not possible.”9  

Ibn Khaldun addresses the development of urban society in the term Asabiyya, or “group 
solidarity,” in a way which he empties of its original connotations of racism and nation-
alism, both of which are prohibited in Islam. I would like to borrow this term from Ibn 
Khaldun to indicate solidarity around a value or an idea that is shared by members of society. 
Gülen’s “Golden Generation” exemplifi es Ibn Khaldun’s idea of the establishment of peace 
in society.  

Gülen believes in the integrity of the individual; his approach to social restoration and peace 
building, therefore, is one of “bottom-up” social change. It should be noted that Ibn Khaldun’s 
concept of Asabiyya carries its own risks of an excessive group loyalty, which can be danger-
ous for a harmonious society. Ahmad Akbar points to such a danger. Gülen solves this prob-
lem by emphasizing the quality of individuals, since his ideal Golden Generation is based, 
not on ethnicity, but on moral and ethical dimensions. Gülen describes his Golden Generation 
as “selfl ess people, sincerely thinking of others rather than themselves.” He says:  

Who knows? Maybe in the near future some selfl ess people, who sacrifi ce themselves to make 
others live, will unite hearts and minds through their efforts. The conscience and logic will become 
two different, deeply rooted dimensions of their lives that will complete each other. Physics and 
metaphysics will abandon the fi ght between themselves: in order to give the opportunity for the 
beauty of everything to express itself in its own language, each will return to its own fi eld. These 
selfl ess people will discover the interconnectedness of the divine command and the laws of nature. 
People will repent for their previous meaningless fi ghts with one another. An atmosphere of seren-
ity will be built and be felt in homes and in schools. No dignity will be stepped on. The hearts will 
be full of respect to the extent that no one will trespass on the properties or the dignities of others. 
The powerful will act justly so that the weak and the poor will have a chance to live humanely. No 
one will be arrested just because of an assumption. No one’s house or business will be attacked. No 
innocent’s blood will be shed. No oppressed person will cry out. Everyone will love human beings 
as a duty towards God. It is exactly this time when the world, which is a corridor to Paradise, will 

7  Thomas Michel. “Fethullah Gülen as Educator.” Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement. Ed. 
M Hakan Yavuz and John L. Esposito. Syra Cruz, Syra Cruz University Press, 2003. pp 69-84. 
8  Ibid.
9  Ibn Khaldun, The Muqqadimah



638   | P a g e

become a paradise-like place that will always be enjoyed.10  

He strongly advocates selfl essness and living for others as the most essential qualities of the 
builders of peace. He calls them “sacrifi ced souls” (adanmış ruhlar). By living for others, 
he says, an individual should always prefer the advantages of others over his/her own. This 
is in fact a description of the believers in early Islam, namely the companions of the Prophet 
as the Qur’an speaks of them. The verse says:  “They prefer others over themselves even if 
they are in need.” Without a generation with such qualities, Gülen, like Ibn Khaldun, argues 
that peace would not be possible. This is why he constantly asserts the need for faithful and 
selfl ess individuals to dedicate themselves to the establishment of peace. Educational institu-
tions should serve to bring up such individuals from the realm of imagination to the realm of 
realization. All of Gülen’s educational efforts work towards this realization.  

Despite the overwhelmingly negative and violent state of the world, Gülen remains hopeful 
about the future of humanity. He believes that the efforts of building peace in the world and 
attempting to create a harmonious society will bear fruit. This great hope is exemplifi ed in 
the following statement:  

Once upon a time, despite intercontinental obstacles, through the teaching of the Qur’an, a 
permanent love, respect, and dialogue was achieved. These days, I have full faith that through 
the efforts of these holy people a new atmosphere, new understandings and dialogue will be 
achieved. Even now, through the immigrants who carry this idea around the world, the rivers 
of love have started to fl ow. Now they are heard in every corner of the planet. The breezes of 
tranquility and happiness have started to be felt. And in every corner of the world, they are 
creating islands of peace for stability and harmony.11  

According to Gülen, his ideal Golden Generation will always think of positive steps to build 
peace. His Golden Generation will not be distracted by historical mistakes. He would say, 
despite some negative historical experiences like the Crusades and colonization, 

We are resolved not to remember those events and not to give an opportunity for the rebirth of 
animosity. We strongly encourage the constraint of historical mistakes within the limits of the his-
tory books so as not to resurrect the feelings of animosity among people.12

Describing his ideal generation further, Gülen says: 

there is no bullying, no greed, no quarrelling, no distrust, no lies, no oppression, and no deception. 
On the contrary, there is chivalry, tenderness, the efforts of revival, the love for life, kindness and 
dialogue, respect for truth, trust, acknowledgement of kindness and generosity, the spirit of right-
eousness, justice, and the following of the straight path.13  

To Gülen, the Golden Generation can be an important instrument for establishing such a 
world of peace where “people love love and hate hatred.” Gülen compares hatred to a de-
structive fl ood which destroys trust among segments of society. This hatred brings baseless 
accusations against the people who strive for peace. Through hatred, words can be taken out 
of their context and even the most innocent statement can be used against an individual.14

10  M. Fethullah Gülen, Örnekleri Kendinden Bir Hareket (A movement whose samples are from within  itself) 
(Cag ve Nesil Serisi, N.8), (Izmir:  Nil Yayinlari, 2006), p110
11  Ibid., p111
12  Fethullah Gülen, Isigin Gorundugu Ufuk (Cag Ve Nesil Serisi-7) (Izmir: Nil Yayinlari, 2006), pp158.
13  Fethullah Gülen, Yeseren Dusunceler (Cag ve Nesil 6) (Izmir:  Nil Yayinlari, 2006), p88-92. 
14  Fethullah Gülen, Ornekleri Kendinden bir Hareket, p. 75.
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One has to acknowledge that building a global peace is not an easy task. Gülen suggests that 
the individuals who dedicate themselves to working for humanity and building peace have to 
be patient and uninfl uenced by the trend of quick and sloganeering politics.  

Gülen insists that people should light candles in their communities in order to enlighten 
society: it is the duty of the ideal generation to enlighten people rather than sulk in dark-
ness. Gülen is aware of the fact that it is diffi cult to do this without the power of the media. 
For this reason, during the 1980s, his movement worked towards the establishment of a 
newspaper, and later, the establishment of a television channel. Both projects became highly 
successful both within and outside of Turkey. Through these, as well as through monthly and 
weekly journals, the Gülen movement successfully established a powerful media presence, 
which directly and indirectly contributes to the building of peace. Zaman (“Time”), which 
started in 1986, is regarded as one of the best newspapers in Turkey, with a circulation of 
more than 600,000 copies per day. With its many correspondents around the world, it is 
now published in many different languages and countries, including Australia, Azerbaijan, 
Bulgaria, Germany, Romania, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Macedonia, Turkmenistan, and the 
United States of America.15  

Gülen suggests that his admirers should invest fi rst in human beings. Any investment in hu-
man beings takes years, so people must be patient in their expectation of results. His own ex-
perience indicates some of the diffi culties that peace builders face: in the 1990s, when Gülen 
promoted dialogue between different ethnicities and adherents of different religious tradi-
tions, both some extreme secularists and some extreme Muslims opposed him. Eventually, he 
left Turkey, ostensibly for medical reasons, but also to avoid this confl ict. 

Gülen was confi dent about his approach and its compatibility with the core teachings of 
Islam. He compared his opponents in Turkey to the Kharijites of early Islam, saying: 

similar to the logic of Kharijites, this destructive group destroys everything positive; like an anar-
chist under the control of hatred and revulsion, they attack everything. They run from one wildness 
to another, destroying the bridges of understanding and making the roads of dialogue impassable, 
causing despair in the loving spirits and injecting violence and hatred into hearts that beat with 
love.16  

These thoughts express his deep concern and fear for the future of peace in his country. 
Despite this, he has never lost hope and has always believed that the efforts for building 
peace will eventually bear fruit. When all doors were closed against him, the media and the 
secular elite pronounced him persona non grata to the extent that his life was under threat.17  
Despite the hardships that Gülen faced during the process of accusations, spiritual persecu-
tion and exile, he never sought revenge. “We are going to be respectful for our character,” 
he says.  

“We will not harm those who persecuted us. We will not seek an eye for an eye. We will never 
curse them. We will not break hearts and, in the manner of Yunus [the famous 14th century Turkish 
poet], we will invite everyone to love. . . . As a believer, I promise that I will never shun any person 

15  Greg Barton, “Turkey’s Gülen Hizmet and Indonesia’s neo-Modernist NGOs:  Remarkable Examples of 
Progressive Islamic Thought and Civil Society Activism in the Muslim World,” in Political Islam and Human 
Security, eds. Fetih Mansouri and Shahram Akbarzadeh (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Press, 2006), pp140-
160.
16  Fethullah Gülen, Ornekleri Kendinden bir Hareket, pp75-82.
17  For the details of Gülen’s feelings, see ibid pp75-82.
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and I will not prosecute those who transgressed against me.”18 

For Gülen, forgiveness is an essential element to building peace. When a woman accused of 
committing adultery was brought to Jesus, he said, “Let the person who is without sin, cast 
the fi rst stone.” Gülen says of this, “Those who understand the deep sense in this statement 
cannot throw stones at others while they deserve to be stoned themselves.” Self-criticism, 
for Gülen, is an important step towards forgiveness. “In fact, we will never be able to make 
a right decision, neither on behalf of ourselves nor on behalf of others, until we break, with 
courage such as Abraham’s, the idols within us.”  

There is no doubt that forgiveness is one of the most important elements for building peace. 
Therefore, according to Gülen, the most important gift for the coming generation is to teach 
them how to forgive. Gülen states, “today’s generation’s greatest gift for their children and 
for their grandchildren is to teach them how to forgive even the most offensive behaviors 
and nauseating actions.”19  He calls forgiveness a heavenly medicine that can cure the many 
wounds of society. 

For Gülen, another effective element to build peace is love. He considers love to be an effec-
tive weapon; he embraces this weapon of love against all violent actions:

In a time when people are defeated by their sense of revenge and animosity, when masses are 
driven into struggles and wars, when truth is silenced before force, when those who wield power 
behave against their dissidents as tyrants, when dictators and oppressors are applauded and pro-
moted, while the oppressed are treated badly, we once again say: love. I believe that love has the 
capacity to change the rhythm of our life.20

According to Gülen, once one is equipped with love and compassion, there will be no differ-
ence between “you,” “we” and “others.” Gülen believes that for building peace, love is es-
sential. Furthermore, today “we need love and compassion more than water and air.”21  Gülen 
describes those who love others and live for others as heroes. He says, “happy are those who 
make love their guide in their journey. How unfortunate are those who do not perceive the 
love that is grounded in their spirit and who spend an entire life blind and deaf.”22 

In recent years, Gülen’s admirers have started building bridges between adherents of differ-
ent religious traditions. In the United States where I live, I know of dozens of institutions that 
promote inter-faith dialogue. In major cities of the United States such as Los Angeles, New 
York, Chicago, and Washington D.C, one can fi nd many such institutions. For example, I 
lived for fi ve years in the Washington D.C. area, where I participated in the establishment of 
the ‘Rumi Forum for Interfaith Dialogue.’ In 1999, two years before 9/11, a group of Turkish-
American Muslims who admire Gülen’s idea of dialogue approached me and asked me to 
help establish a forum for interfaith dialogue. I witnessed the foundation of this institution 
and the dedication of the members of the Turkish-American community in the greater D.C. 
area, when they voluntarily came and painted the doors and walls, cleaned the fl oors, and did 
whatever was necessary to make the center function. I asked myself, what was the motivation 

18  Fethullah Gülen, Isigin Gorundugu Ufuk (Cag ve Nesil Serisi-7) (Izmir: Nil Yayinlari, 2006), p217.
19  Fethullah Gülen, Sag ve Nesil (Cag ve Nesil Serisi-1) (Istanbul: Nil Yayinlari, 2006), p77.
20  Fethullah Gülen, Yeseren Dusunceler (Cag ve Nesil 6) (Izmir:  Nil Yayinlari, 2006), p. 113. For further reading 
on Gülen’s understanding of love for human beings, see Isigin Gorundugu Ufuk (Cag Ve Nesil Serisi-7) (Izmir: Nil 
Yayinlari, 2006), pp. 34-38.
21  Fethullah Gülen, Ornekleri Kendinden bir Hareket, p. 184.
22  Fethullah Gülen, Yitirilmis Cennete Dogru (Cag ve Nesil Serisi-3) (Izmir: Nil Yayinlari, 1997), p. 98.
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behind this? These people would not receive any material benefi ts from such an institution; 
on the contrary, they gave of their own funds to support it.   

Having witnessed this communal solidarity, I was reminded of Ibn Khaldun’s concept of 
‘solidarity of group,’ which emerged in a remarkable way in this local community. The mo-
tive for a computer engineer, who volunteered as a painter at the center, was evident in his 
statement:  “solidarity with other people to build peace.” In fact, their efforts became so 
fruitful that within a year, the institution became one of the most well-known organizations 
of inter-faith dialogue in the area.  

Dr. Ali Yurtsever, the current president of the Rumi Forum, responding to my request for 
information regarding their recent endeavors, states that in recent years, the institution has 
reached thousands of people, including Muslims, Christians, Jews, Hindus and Buddhists, as 
well as adherents of other faiths. As for the institution’s goal, he reminded me of the Qur’anic 
verse:  “human beings are created to know each other” (49:13). When asked how these events 
would contribute to the building of peace, he said:  “knowing each other is the fi rst step to 
eradicate hatred.”  

What attracted me most to the people of the forum was their great sense of devotion to their 
work. Dr. Yurtsever categorizes such activities into six groups: establishing relationships 
with churches, planning trips to Turkey, organizing conferences and seminars, presenting 
cultural activities, organizing iftar programs for Ramadan, and participating in peace build-
ing work with community leaders.  

Yurtsever states that the Forum members have communicated and become familiar with ap-
proximately 150 leaders in a variety of Christian churches. By organizing common events 
and building relationships, they have overcome prejudices and hatred on both sides. At many 
of their gatherings, he says there are over 50 differing ethnicities and nationalities present.  

The Forum organizes trips to Turkey to build friendships between the members of the Turkish 
and American communities. They have already invited over 150 community leaders to Turkey 
to develop such friendships. Yurtsever says, “We have successfully managed to establish 
beautiful relationships between Turkish and American people during these trips.”

The Rumi Forum plans conferences, seminars, and other academic events, through which 
they inform and educate the public and students about various cultures and religious tradi-
tions. They also publish booklets and leafl ets in order to establish bridges between peoples. 

The Forum’s cultural activities are designed to develop friendships and peace among peo-
ple through music. These include cultural and religious events such as performances of the 
Whirling Dervishes and picnics through which they introduce the cultural diversity of their 
society. 

The Forum also organizes iftar programs in the month of Ramadan, in order to recognize 
those who contribute to the establishment of dialogue and peace in their community, wider 
society, and world. The purpose of these programs is to inform Washington, D.C.’s elites, 
such as congressmen, senators, and think-tank scholars, about what is going on in the realm 
of building peace, and to recognize the efforts of those who work hard towards this goal.  

Finally, the Forum meets regularly with political leaders to inform them of developments in 
the work of peace around the world, and to prevent misunderstandings regarding the religion 
of Islam. By this, the Forum makes a connection between members of Muslim society and 
the leaders of the local community, including law enforcement agents.  
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Alongside these six categories, the Rumi Forum website indicates further activities. Such 
activities include monthly gatherings with Georgetown University scholars to discuss cer-
tain themes of Islam and Christianity. I personally heard very positive remarks from many 
attendees of such inter-faith activities, who benefi ted from them immensely. None of these 
activities are fi nanced by any government; rather, they are developed and run by the efforts 
of individuals.

Fethullah Gülen has no worldly possessions and he is celibate. One cannot imagine that 
Gülen receives any material benefi ts from any activities inspired by his teaching. The benefi t 
here, rather than material, is a spiritual one, which encompasses all.   

The concept of compassion in the teachings of Gülen is one of the most important principles 
in Gülen’s understanding of peace. His own compassion can be seen in his physically drained 
reaction to the plight of innocent human victims of chemical weapons in northern Iraq, to a 
deep respect for the life of such an insignifi cant creature, like an insect. 

In the tradition in which Gülen was brought up, his understanding is that no matter how 
small, every creature praises God in its own tongue, and therefore deserves its proper respect 
and compassion. As Yunus Emre, the famous Turkish poet, said, “we love creatures for the 
sake of the Creator.” Therefore, compassion can be read frequently in the writings of Gülen: 

Compassion is the beginning of being; without it everything is chaos. Everything has come into 
existence through compassion and by compassion it continues to exist in harmony. . . . Everything 
speaks of compassion and promises compassion. Because of this, the universe can be considered a 
symphony of compassion. All kinds of voices proclaim compassion so that it is impossible not to 
be aware of it, and impossible not to feel the wide mercy encircling everything. How unfortunate 
are the souls who don’t perceive this. . .  human beings have a responsibility to show compassion 
to all living beings, as a requirement of being human. The more one displays compassion, the more 
exalted one becomes, while the more one resorts to wrongdoing, oppression and cruelty, the more 
one is disgraced and humiliated, becoming a shame to humanity.23 

Gülen refl ects the Qur’anic teaching of compassion in this statement, which is confi rmed by 
Akbar Ahmed as an important component of peace building:

Search for global solutions to common global problems confronting human society, and the quest 
for a just, compassionate, and peaceful order, will be the challenge human civilization faces in the 
twenty-fi rst century. To meet the challenge is to fulfi ll God’s vision to embrace all humanity. Doing 
so is to know God’s compassion.24

23  M. Fethullah Gülen, Towards the Lost Paradise, (London: Truestar, 1996), 40-2; see also M. Fethullah Gülen, 
Fatiha Uzerine Mulahazalar (Considerations on the Chapter Fatiha), (Izmir: Nil Yayinlari, 1997), 90-95.  
24  Ahmed, ibid, p8.
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TURKISH IN THE LANGUAGE OF THE QUR’AN: HIRA’

Paul L. Heck

Abstract

When it comes to the Gülen movement, scholarly attention is often given to its attitudes 
towards non-Muslims, its willingness to operate within secular environments, and its rap-
prochement with the material achievements of the West, as well as its own network of edu-
cational institutions. As a result, less attention is given to its interest in connecting with the 
larger Muslim community beyond its own internal associations. The Gülen movement is, 
however, aware of the need to situate itself and publish its ideas within the wider ummah.

Hira magazine, a relatively new venture of the Gülen movement (fi rst issue Dec. 2005), is 
chiefl y intra-Muslim in its aims and aspirations. The magazine is published in Arabic and 
features articles written by both Turkish and Arabic writers; a lead article by Fethullah Gülen 
opens and sets the tone of each issue. The magazine acts to bring the intellectual outlook 
of the Gülen movement to the Arab world, serving as a cultural bridge between Turks and 
Arabs, as a forum in which pressing issues in contemporary Islam can be aired and treated 
by leading Muslim thinkers, and as a tool for the global Muslim community to consolidate 
a renewed vision of its relation to the intellectual and socio-political realities of the modern 
world.

This paper recounts the establishment and development of Hira magazine, focusing on the 
calibre of its themes and contributors, and also its reception in the Arab world as evidenced 
in local Arab media as well as by the comments of those in charge of the magazine. Finally, 
a critical assessment is offered of the overall vision of the magazine, its presentation style, 
material content, and religious perspective, as well as its potential to speak effectively to the 
global ummah as a leading voice for the future of Islam.
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In late 2005 the Gülen movement launched a new religious initiative, a magazine by the 
name of Hira’. A quarterly magazine of which seven issues have appeared to date, Hira’ 
treats a range of topics: education, science, religion, art and culture, philosophy, civiliza-
tion, history, poetry, and above all the psychological and spiritual formation of the human 
soul—all through the lens of Islam. The emphasis on the interior life make sense of the 
magazine’s name, Hira’, which refers to the cave near Mecca on Jabal al-Nur—“Mount 
of Light”—where the Prophet Muhammad would go for meditation and contemplation and 
revelations from God through the mediation of the Angel Gabriel. The magazine, with of-
fi ces in both Istanbul and Cairo, is published in Arabic and features art and poetry as well as 
articles by various Arab and Turkish intellectuals, scholars, and littérateurs. A lead article by 
Fethullah Gülen opens and sets the tone of each issue. It is worth noting that the Arab fi gures 
assembled by the magazine represents some of the most highly respected Muslim voices in 
the Arab world today.

Here, then, is a Gülen initiative that is intra-Muslim and directed at the global umma beyond 
the movement’s own institutions and organizations. It seeks to engage Arab society, Muslim 
Arabs fi rst and foremost. When it comes to the Gülen movement, scholarly attention often 
focuses on its willingness and desire to engage non-Muslims and western intellectual and 
cultural life and, also, its ability to coexist with secularism. This magazine suggests that the 
movement is also interested in creating a bridge between the Turkish and Arab spheres of the 
umma and that it is aware of the need to bring its outlook to the wider concerns and discus-
sions of the global Muslim community today. Certainly, attempts have been made in the past 
to build bridges between Turks and Arabs. Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1935), for example, 
proposed a political bridge, i.e. a post-Ottoman caliphate that would embrace Turks and 
Arabs in a single political framework. It was not feasible, even if a noble idea. In contrast, 
the bridge that the Gülen movement seeks to build is decidedly spiritual—and, in that sense, 
more likely to succeed.

The magazine’s message, emphasizing the formation of the soul and addressed to Muslims 
primarily, is at the same time oriented to the world in its global aspects. It is therefore ap-
propriate to locate the magazine, which largely mirrors the thinking of the Gülen movement, 
alongside three other prominent forms of globalizing religiosity in contemporary Islam.

The fi rst is Wahhabism, which seeks to purify Islam of all human elements and innovations 
and so guard against the possibility of Islam falling into error and infi delity itself. Modernity 
is here shunned as a positive source of human achievement.

The second is Tablighism (Tablighi Jama‘at), which is related to Deobandism, the madrasa-
network in South Asia that seeks to preserve Muslim identity through exact study of hadith, 
i.e. the reports of the Prophet’s sayings, deeds, and decisions as normative model of Muslim 
life. Tablighism, which is quite active in the Arab context, such as Morocco, is a global 
revivalist movement that seeks to strengthen Muslim commitment to the ritual practices 
of the faith, not only prescribed daily prayers but also collective reading and identifi cation 
with the lifestyle of the fi rst Muslims. Although dissimilar to Wahhabism in many respects, 
Tablighism also has a negative view of human history, its realities and its imperfections, 
leading to disconnect between Islam’s religious experience and the challenges of the current 
human condition.

The third is Jihadism, a religiosity of confl ict. Fighting infi del enemies of God, identifi ed 
with today’s global powers, is the highest religious virtue, and Muslims who do not fi ght 
the enemies of God—or ally themselves with them—are reclassifi ed as enemies of God 
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themselves.

This brief summary of globalized Islam is not to overlook 1) the many other Muslim move-
ments that operate largely within a national or regional context or 2) the bulk of Muslims 
who do not align themselves with any movement at all but simply do their best to follow the 
teachings of Islam as passed down by their predecessors in the faith. The point is transition 
in the Muslim world on a global scale. The Gülen movement can be generally classifi ed as a 
fourth form of globalizing Muslim religiosity, which I call reformed Sufi sm. 

Sufi sm has many sides to it and has undergone development over the centuries. Historically, 
as a social institution in Muslim society, it has focused on a saintly character whose function 
was not only to instruct his disciples in the ways of noble character (makarim al-akhlaq) and 
to model them himself but also to mediate heavenly mysteries to them and even intercede for 
them before the throne of God. Networks of this kind of Sufi sm still exist and even fl ourish 
regionally and trans-regionally. The Barelwi movement is one example, with origins in the 
shrine culture of South Asia and a signifi cant presence in the UK. Sheikh Nazim is another 
example, with followers in both the Middle East and Europe. This kind of Sufi sm, however, 
has faced a degree of criticism from contemporary Muslims who look askance at its hier-
archical concept of religious authority. This is not to say that Sufi sm in its traditional form 
is anti-modern in outlook but that its structure, a hierarchy of intercessory saints, has been 
challenged in this democratic age.

The Gülen movement—and other examples of reformed Sufi sm—have for the most part 
abandoned this hierarchical structure while retaining the spiritual knowledge (‘ilm laduni) 
of Sufi sm along with the doctrine (‘aqida) and law (shari‘a) of Islam. The concept of hu-
man guidance (irshad) is not rejected but rather the idea of human intercession (shafa‘a), 
obviating the need for a saintly hierarchy in a formalized sense. Also, reformed Sufi sm has 
responded to modernist and fundamentalist charges against Sufi sm—of being antiquated and 
anti-modern in its otherworldly preoccupations—by refashioning itself as rational and activ-
ist but still spiritual. In other words, the essential religiosity of Sufi sm that operates both 
within and beyond the visible boundaries of Islam is still intact. The world beyond the pale 
of Islam may be problematic but it is not condemnable per se. Islam in its particular beliefs 
and practices is still the central departure point and central reference point, but it is not the 
only one or perhaps even the fi nal one. The religious goal here is not at all the discarding of 
the very particular ritual and moral duties prescribed by divine law, shari‘a, but rather the 
attainment of insight into divine reality, haqiqa, which is unbounded and informs all exist-
ence. Thus, in contrast to Wahhabism, Tablighism, and Jihadism, Sufi sm as advanced by 
the Gülen movement has a positive view of the world entire. The internal workings of the 
universe—science, history, politics, art and culture, philosophy—are not something Muslims 
should fear or stuff into an Islamized box but rather engage positively in view of the spiritual 
insight of Islam.

In line with the reformed Sufi sm of the Gülen movement, Hira’ aims not to discuss the latest 
developments in the various branches of learning, knowledge, and science directly. Rather, it 
seeks to inform the Muslim mind with a spiritually enriched perspective of the world, which, 
in turn, can be brought to bear on the various branches of learning, knowledge, and science. 
The Moroccan scholar Farid al-Ansari sums this up (no. 1): “How much we need a rereading 
of Islam today… a reading that brings the Muslim to God before a reading that leads him to 
criticizes himself, social injustice, and political tyranny and that makes him in his religiosity 
an enemy of religion whether he realizes it or not.” Here, I believe, al-Ansari is referring to 
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the other forms of globalized religiosity noted above. They all have a religiosity that demands 
perfection of the world as the standard by which religion is validated. As a result, they invari-
ably end with a negative view of a world that stubbornly refuses to conform perfectly to the 
ideals of religion.

The prophetic cave of Hira’ —and the magazine too (!)— shows that something more is 
needed for religion to realize its purpose: spiritual insight that rejects the notion that mate-
rial reality is fi nal measure of the worth of religion. This is not to say that religion is to have 
no impact on worldly life. The spiritual insight that a religious formation of the soul affords 
believers is to be brought to bear on all aspects of existence, so as to inform them with an oth-
erworldly perspective that does not violate their autonomy but rather enhances understanding 
of their purpose. Islam is to touch all things human and worldly but is not reducible to them, 
in line with the qur’anic teaching that God’s signs (ayat) are to be discerned in human souls 
(anfus) and worldly horizons (afaq) and not only in scriptural verses. It is about a dynamic 
engagement of the heavenly with the earthly realm and not the collapse of the two into a 
single entity.

Again, the central goal of Hira’ is to move Muslims beyond defensiveness by teaching a re-
ligiosity that can confi dently interact with modernity. This is what Gülen means by rabbani-
yya (no. 7), the engineering of the soul for the sake of its harmonious integration with others 
and society as a whole, effecting its salvation within the sometimes troubling specifi cities of 
modernity and endowing it with a prophetic heart that puts concern for others before self. The 
failure of this mission, rabbaniyya, would be a betrayal of the umma, and the furthering of its 
spiritual activism will permit the umma to rediscover itself, restore its global relevancy, and 
make Muslims worthy to be God’s caliphs, i.e. His delegates on earth (Gülen, no. 4).

Such a mission, however, is not meta-religious but arises within the boundaries of Islam. The 
particulars of Islam—Ramadan, Hajj, etc.—are not mere ceremony and ritual but occasions 
fi lled with divinely inspired sounds and images meant to awaken the spiritual consciousness 
of Muslims (Gülen, no. 1 and no. 2). Key to Muslim life is the ability not simply to undertake 
religious duties but to experience the foretaste (dhawq) of the hereafter that they anticipate, 
ensuring existential satisfaction as opposed to dissatisfaction even amidst the realities and 
imperfections of this world. The point is that religion is not just about divine command but 
also symbolic meaning, such that the duties of religion become indispensable vehicles for the 
spiritual transformation of the soul and the dispersal of its egoistic tendencies.

Islam here is not just about shari‘a as standard of Muslim actions but also haqiqa as standard 
of Muslim souls. Indeed, realization of haqiqa is a necessary preliminary to correct perform-
ance of shari‘a, lest one’s religiosity be driven by materiality instead of spirituality. It is 
for this purpose that Gülen dwells on the necessarily pre-existential nature of the Prophet 
Muhammad as revealer of haqiqa and not only conveyor of shari‘a (no. 5). The fact that here 
the Prophet is mediator and intercessor of divinely imbued existence gives all Muslims a 
sense of responsibility before divine truth but also raises questions that it would seem Gülen 
has only begun to explore about the inherently hierarchical nature of religion. It is not only 
the case that divine truth must be prophetically revealed. It must also be manifestly preserved 
by those worthy of inheriting the heavenly mystery (warathat al-sirr) and of assuming au-
thority (walaya) over its correct expression in this world.

The production of this heavenly-earthly dynamic is possible only with the formation of the 
soul. Hira’ does not therefore focus on theological disputes, which never end decisively. 
There are articles, e.g. by the Egyptian Zaghlul al-Najjar, proposing that the latest fi ndings of 
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science confi rm the revelations of Islam, such as the statistical improbability of the world, in 
all its minutely complex detail, coming into existence on its own (no. 7; see also his article in 
no. 6, which comes close to collapsing religion and science into a single framework with the 
claim that modern science is proof of the Qur’an’s divine origin). Also, given the common 
allegation that Sufi sm did not form part of the religious heritage of the fi rst generations of 
Muslims (al-salaf al-salih), it is important—for Hira’ to communicate its message credibly 
across the umma—to demonstrate the place of Sufi sm in early Islam. Hira’ accomplishes 
this task convincingly with the pen of a scholar of impeccable shari‘a credentials, the Syrian 
Muhammad Sa‘id Ramadan al-Buti (no. 5), who links his argument for Sufi sm’s place in 
early Islam to the example of Badi‘ l-Zaman Sa‘id Nursi, a fi gure whose commitment to the 
cause of Islam is indisputable.

Still, the approach of Hira’ is not so much to convince the mind with theological argumen-
tation as to evoke a heavenly horizon in the human psyche (wijdan), addressing readers at 
the visceral more so than the rational level. As suggested by Farid al-Ansari in an article on 
the doctrine of Islam (no. 5), there is inherent defi ciency in a religiosity limited to scholastic 
disputation and theological defi nition. The tendency among Muslims today, he claims, is to 
engage in doctrinal debate about the implications of monotheism without actually entering 
into a dynamic engagement with it in their hearts. Allah—monotheism—is not simply object 
of rational speculation, which invariably falls short in its attempt to capture the ineffable 
character of divinity in human words, but more fundamentally object of passions and emo-
tions. It is not enough to know monotheism but rather to identify with it psychically in what 
al-Ansari calls a covenant of love between God and His servants. This, he says, is the secret 
of the hadith that states that those whose confession of monotheism is backed by a desire for 
the face of Allah are assured of entering paradise.

The presentation of the magazine and not only the content of its articles seeks to appeal to 
the Muslim psyche and remind it of the heavenly desire within that can only be fulfi lled in 
a realm beyond the material one. The visual image is a highly effective means of mediating 
spirituality in a way words are not, even for the highly educated and not only for the illiter-
ate. Hira’ devotes important space for pictures that bespeak heavenly aspirations, stirring not 
simply intellectual rumination but psychic identifi cation, awakening the soul to its desire for 
spiritual reality as refl ected in the visual imagery and assisting it in the process of fi nding 
contentment and satisfaction not in material reality per se but rather in a spiritually transfi g-
ured view of it. Indeed, as Farid al-Ansari demonstrates in an article on aesthetics in Islam 
(no. 1), this is the goal of religious art in contrast to the elitist and self-referential tendencies 
of modern art: to induce through calligraphic, geometric, vegetal and other forms of mosque 
design a sense of being in the heavenly court. As he argues elsewhere (no.2), the beauty of 
the world and the beauty of humanity have a place within the spectrum of religion and cannot 
therefore be set in opposition to it—and that on the basis of evidence from the Book of God 
and Sunna of the Prophet. In this sense, things worldly and human—art and architecture, 
emotions, intellect, psyche—can act as sites for the manifestation of divine beauty (jamal). 
It is, of course, highly signifi cant that al-Ansari and other contributors to Hira’ show the 
revealed basis for the place of worldly and humanly beauty in the divine economy, since it 
is exactly this that the other forms of globalized religiosity noted above reject—the idea that 
existence has a positive place in Islam. Again, this is reformed Sufi sm, advancing not by hi-
erarchical fi at but ‘ilm-based argument, i.e. demonstration rooted in Qur’an and Sunna.

There are other compelling ways that Hira’ presents its unique religiosity by appealing to the 
psyche and not only the intellect. For example, much use is made of poetry and poetic imagery. 
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Scattered across the pages of Hira’, for example, are several poems of the Moroccan Hasan 
al-Amrani that speak of prophecy and love in a single breath. In a very interesting article, 
the Turkish Isma‘il Lutfi  Joqan analyzes the different ways in which the Prophet Muhammad 
experienced sorrow (huzn), offering believers a model by which to link human feeling to 
religious experience, binding the psyche more closely to God (no. 5). The Moroccan Ahmad 
‘Ibadi goes so far as to suggest a science of identifi cation (‘ilm al-ta’assi) with the Prophet, 
complete with rules and conditions (no. 7)—something with signifi cance at a moment when 
many a Muslim seek to identify with the Prophet in a very literal sense, resulting in discon-
nect with modern realities.

Two critical observations: Several articles exhibit a bit of the obsessive antagonism towards 
the West that can be found in some Muslim circles. The West as a whole is characterized as 
a black hole of materialistic impulses with no appreciation for spirituality or religiosity of 
any kind. This anti-westernism might be a strategy for Hira’ to appeal to the strongly anti-
American sentiment in the Arab world, but it risks undermining the universal religiosity that 
the magazine claims for Islam. Why not speak simply of materialism without attributing it 
to the West as source, since, after all, it is no longer possible, if it ever was, to identify it 
exclusively with the West? There is currently a great need to get beyond reducing others to 
categories. Materiality is not exclusive to the West no less or more than spirituality is exclu-
sive to the East, and one can fi nd various forms of corruption in eastern societies no less than 
in western ones. There are materialistic and spiritualistic impulses in both East and West. It is 
more truthful to abandon tendencies to divide East and West into antagonistic categories.

It is certainly permissible—even vital—to criticize the moral shortcomings of government 
policies, whether governments in the West or governments in the East. In this globalized age, 
however, western civilization can be tagged as spiritually and ethically bankrupt no less or 
more than eastern civilization. Muslim attempts to locate the tyranny of the West—real or 
perceived—in its cultural and spiritual heritage are no less hypocritical or unfounded than 
non-Muslim attempts to link democratic shortcomings and terrorist activities—real or per-
ceived—in the East in its cultural and spiritual heritage.

Second, Hira’ is silent on politics. Why? Its religiosity is well-grounded in the heritage of 
Islam and could offer a welcome contribution on Muslim understanding of the nature and 
purpose of politics by recovering the great insights of Islam’s tradition of political thought. 
By avoiding politics, Hira’ risks irrelevancy for an Arab audience that desperately seeks a 
way for Islam to guide it beyond authoritarian rule, sectarian confl ict, and Jihadist activity. 
One important element in Islam’s tradition of political thought is mercy (rahma) as a public 
interest (maslaha) and not only a spiritual virtue. Forgiveness, as the moral fruit of mercy, 
has vital import for the public welfare of Arab society today. The aim of Hira’ of speaking 
Turkish in Arabic, i.e. the language of the Qur’an, is highly relevant in this sense. Arab soci-
ety still has a strong feeling of injustices committed by Ottoman rule. This is not at all to con-
nect these injustices to the religious outlook of Hira’ but rather to suggest that backing this 
outlook by aksyon would connect the magazine and its purpose more dynamically to the con-
cerns of Arab society. Fethullah Gülen could effectively do this, devoting an issue of Hira’ 
to this theme, including a statement of apology and hope for forgiveness for the excesses of 
Ottoman rule. Or, alternatively, the magazine could devote some of its articles on history 
to a careful treatment of some of the problematic sides of Muslim history and the place of 
Ottoman rule in it. (Two articles on Ottoman history seem to be defensive of Ottoman rule). 
Seeking forgiveness by exploring history is a strategy that has been used by other religious 
leaders, including popes, and can be an effective way to mediate a profound religiosity of the 
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type represented by Hira’. The evidence suggests that the ideas of Nursi have been favorably 
received in Arab society, from Morocco to Syria. It may be useful to think of a way to con-
solidate these ideas with aksyon as heralded by the appearance of Hira’.

This has been a general overview of a new Gülen initiative. The magazine has caught the 
attention of the Arab press and Arab intellectual circles to a degree, but it is still too early to 
assess its impact on Arab society as a whole. Is it having effect? It has to—for the sake of the 
Muslim world it addresses but also for the entire world. It represents the type of religiosity 
that must succeed for the sake of global solidarity. And to judge from the history of the Gülen 
movement, it will.
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PREACHING BY EXAMPLE AND LEARNING FOR LIFE: 
UNDERSTANDING THE GÜLEN HIZMET IN THE GLOBAL 

CONTEXT OF RELIGIOUS PHILANTHROPY AND CIVIL 
RELIGION

Greg Barton

Abstract

The Gülen movement, or hizmet, is often misunderstood, and this is in large measure because 
it is unlike anything else in the Muslim world, though the Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul 
Ulama mass-based organisations of Indonesia do bear some resemblance. 

However, there is no good reason to limit comparisons to the Muslim world.  As a social 
movement motivated by religious values and the ideals of selfl ess service, engaged in philan-
thropic endeavour and active in the civil sphere, the Gülen hizmet deserves comparison with 
other such movements around the globe.

This paper looks outside the geographic and cultural context of the Muslim world to demon-
strate that the Gülen hizmet shares much in common with many Western, Christian, philan-
thropic initiatives in education and public discourse of the past three centuries, particularly in 
North America. The utility of this comparison is that it helps us to understand better aspects 
of the Gülen hizmet that cannot be easily understood in the limited context of the Muslim 
world. It also helps break down some of the ‘us and them’ barriers that divide Christians 
and Muslims, and east and west, by allowing us to recognise common concerns, values and 
shared experiences.

The paper also explores the concept of civil religion in the twenty-fi rst century, examines 
ways in which religious philanthropic activity can contribute to the development of non-
exclusivist civil religion and apply these insights to the Gülen hizmet to argue that the hizmet 
models an interesting modern Islamic alternative to Islamism.
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A New and Different Kind of Islamic Movement

The Gülen movement, or hizmet (the word literally means ‘service’ but is also used by some 
to describe the Gülen movement and will be used interchangeably with the ‘Gülen move-
ment’ in this paper) a vast loosely connected network of autonomous schools, universities, 
NGOs and media and publishing enterprises, is often misunderstood.1  This is in large meas-
ure because it is unlike anything else in the Muslim world.  It looks, superfi cially, somewhat 
like a Muslim Brotherhood social movement but closer examination of its core doctrine and 
values soon reveals that it is in no respects an Islamist movement.  Whereas Islamist move-
ments like the Brotherhood are convinced that the application of shari’ah through radical 
(that is to say, from the roots up) political and legislative transformation of the state repre-
sents a panacea to the ills of modern secular society the Gülen hizmet has no desire for a 
religious state.  Speaking of Islamism Gülen counters:

This vision of Islam as a totalising ideology is totally against the spirit of Islam, which promotes 
the rule of law and openly rejects oppression against any segment of society.2

Rejecting the coercive application of shari’ah the Gülen hizmet believes instead that the 
best way to achieve a better society is by the personal development of individuals through 
education and by the setting of a positive example (temsil).3   Like the Muslim Brotherhood, 
Fethullah Gülen and the movement around is openly committed to tadjid, or renewal, and 
ijtihad, or the continuing interpretation of the Qur’an and Sunnah.  Speaking of his own posi-
tion Gülen observed that: 

The community members are required to obey the laws that one can identify as “higher principles” 
as well as laws made by humans.  Islam has no objection to undertaking ijtihad (independent rea-
soning), istinbat (deductive reasoning), and istikhraj (derivation) in the interpretation of Shari’ah 
principles.4

Unlike most associated with the Brotherhood, however, Gülen and his followers are deeply 
committed to tolerance, the embracing of pluralism and the pursuit of dialogue, and as a re-
sult is much more progressive in outlook and much more productive in ijtihad.5  Indeed, as 
Ihsan Yilmaz has so evocatively put it, the Gülen movement achieves ijtihad and tadjid by 
conduct. 6

1  Bekim Agai (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement’s Islamic Ethic of Education in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito 
(eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
p.53-4, 60-1, 67.
2  M. Fethullah Gülen (2005) ‘An Interview with Fethullah Gülen (translated by Zeki Saritoprak and Ali Unal)’, 
The Muslim World Vol. 95 no. 3 July 2005, pp.452.
3  On temsil refer to Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz 
and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse 
University Press, p.41; and to Elisbeth Ozdalga (2003) ‘Following in the Footsteps of Fethullah Gülen’ in M. Hakan 
Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: 
Syracuse University Press, p.86.
4  M. Fethullah Gülen (2005) ‘An Interview with Fethullah Gülen (translated by Zeki Saritoprak and Ali Unal)’, 
The Muslim World Vol. 95 no. 3 July 2005, p.450.
5  John O. Voll (2003) ‘Fethullah Gülen: Transcending Modernity in the New Islamic Discourse’, in M. Hakan 
Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: 
Syracuse University Press, p.245-7.
6  Ihsan Yilmaz (2003) ‘Ijtihad and Tadjid by Conduct: The Gülen Movement’, Gülen’ in M. Hakan Yavuz and 
John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse 
University Press, p.208-37.
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Although there really is nothing quite like the Gülen hizmet in the Arab ‘heartland’ of the 
Muslim world the giant mass-based Islamic organizations of Indonesia - Muhammadiyah 
and Nahdlatul Ulama - do bear some resemblance.  Like Nahdlatul Ulama the Gülen hizmet 
is a modern articulation of rural, Sufi stic, traditional Islam. It is more like the urban Islamic 
modernist Muhammadiyah, however, in its approach to professional philanthropic endeav-
our, including modern non-religious education.7  Similar movements, though not so exten-
sive, can be found elsewhere on what some might call the periphery, and others the leading 
edge, of Muslim world.  There is no good reason, however, to limit comparisons only to the 
Muslim world.  As a social movement motivated by religious values and the ideals of service 
and selfl essness, engaged in philanthropic endeavour and active in the civil sphere the Gülen 
hizmet deserves comparison with other such movements around the globe, both in the present 
and over the past several centuries. 

This paper examines the thinking of Fetullah Gülen as demonstrated in the social movement 
that he has inspired.  In particular it examines the approach of Gülen and the hizmet to learn-
ing and to modernity.  It concludes by arguing that to fully understand the movement we need 
to look outside the geographic and cultural context of the Muslim world.  It seeks to dem-
onstrate that the Gülen hizmet shares much in common with many of the western, Christian, 
philanthropic initiatives in education and public discourse of the past three centuries, particu-
larly those found in North America.  Hakan Yavuz has described the members of the Gülen 
hizmet as being Turkish Puritans.8  It is easy to dismiss such phrases as being throw-away 
lines, especially when they are used by the media without any great insight into who the 18th 
century New England Puritans were.  In fact there are a number of strong parallels between 
the Puritans in general and the hizmet leaders and between Gülen and Puritan thinkers such 
as Jonathan Edwards, Quaker thinkers such as John Woolman and, to some extent, Anglican 
thinkers such as John Wesley and Samuel Johnson. There is an even stronger correlation 
with subsequent movements in Christian education, both Protestant and Catholic, through to 
the present time.  The utility of this comparison is that it both helps us to better understand 
many aspects of the Gülen hizmet that cannot otherwise be easily understood in the limited 
context of the Muslim world.   It also helps break down some of the ‘us and them’ barriers of 
otherness that divide Christians and Muslims, and east and west, by allowing us to recognize 
common concerns and values and shared experiences. The paper will also briefl y explore the 
concept of civil religion in the Twenty-fi rst Century, examine ways in which religious phil-
anthropic activity can contribute to the development of non-exclusivist civil religion and ap-
ply these insights to the Gülen hizmet to argue that the hizmet models an interesting modern 
Islamic alternative to Islamism.

Islam and the Modern Turkish State 

State Islam in Turkey, the offi cial sanctioned expression of religion that Ihsan Yilmaz has 
dubbed Lausanian Islam, is a direct product of the philosophy behind Turkey’s revolution.9  

7  For more on this see Greg Barton (2006) “Turkey’s Gülen hizmet and Indonesia’s neo-modernist NGOs; remark-
able examples of progressive Islamic thought and civil society activism in the Muslim world”, in Fethi Mansouri and 
Shahram Akbarzadeh (eds), Political Islam and Human Security, Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Press, p.140-160.
8  Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito 
(eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
p.19-47.
9  Ihsan Yilmaz, (2005) ‘State, Law, Civil Society and Islam in Contemporary Turkey’, The Muslim World Vol. 95 
no. 3 July 2005, pp.386-90
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The modern Turkish state’s approach to religion is based on the conviction of the Kemalist 
establishment, the inheritors of the legacy of Atatürk, that the state is able to shape and direct 
religious practice and belief through the comprehensive application of law and intervention 
of state institutions.10   This means that the state feels that it needs to maintain control over 
religious expression in the public sphere.   As the military remains a very powerful institution 
of state power in Turkey, and has intervened directly via coups (in 1960 and 1971) and less 
directly via ‘soft coups’ (the political upheavals in 1980 and 28 February 1997 are widely 
understood to be ‘soft coups’) the democratically elected government represents but one of 
several elements of the Turkish state.11  This dynamic is sometimes alluded to by referring to 
a ‘deep state’ shadowing and intimidating the elected executive and legislature.  The military 
claims an important role for itself as protector of Turkish secularism and the legacy of Mustafa 
Kemal Attaturk.  The secularism of modern Turkey is directly modelled on French laicism 
and as such is profoundly different from the secularism of the English-speaking world.12   

Turkish laicism did not simply call for a separation of ‘church’ and state but aspired to re-
serve for the state the right to direct all aspects of religious expression outside of the indi-
vidual and the family home.13  On the one hand, certain kinds of religious organizations and 
social movements in the civil sphere are expressly proscribed, most notably the centuries-old 
Sufi  tarekat, or Sufi  orders.  On the other hand Islamic belief practise is actively encouraged 
and supported through state agencies.  Religious education, through the Imam Hatip is di-
rectly controlled by the state through the Department of Religious Affairs.  This department 
oversees the training of state imam and issues and offi cial Friday sermon which is to be read 
in every mosque across Turkey. It also directs an extensive program of providing fatwa, or 
authoritative religious rulings, on all manner of issues relating to Islam and modern life.14

Modern Turkish secularism has proven broadly popular.  The overwhelming majority of 
modern Turks, including the majority of practicing, socially conservative, Muslims, have 
no desire for Turkey to become an Islamic state. Nevertheless, there are, broadly speaking, 
two communities that have expressed a degree of concern with, or opposition to, the state’s 
control of religious life.  

The fi rst, and largest is the broad community of traditional sufi stic Anatolian Muslims from 
the thousands of villages, towns and small cities across the interior of rural Turkey.  Socially 
conservative, deeply religious and constituting a large portion of all Turkish citizens these 
‘Anatolian Muslims’ had little reason to concern themselves with disputing Turkish laicism 
when they were living in small rural communities.  In recent decades, however, tens of mil-
lions of these people have moved to Istanbul, Turkey’s mega-city, to Ankara, Turkey’s capital, 

10  Ihsan Yilmaz (2005) ‘State, Law, Civil Society and Islam in Contemporary Turkey’, The Muslim World Vol. 95 
no. 3 July 2005, pp.392-3.
11  Yavuz, M. Hakan and Esposito, John (2003) ‘Introduction: Islam in Turkey: Retreat from the Secular Path?’ in 
M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, 
New York: Syracuse University Press, p. xxiv-xxv.
12  Yavuz, M. Hakan and Esposito, John (2003) ‘Introduction: Islam in Turkey: Retreat from the Secular Path?’ in 
M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, 
New York: Syracuse University Press, p. xx-xxiii.
13  It of course never fully achieved the degree of control that it aspired to.  Nevertheless, its claim on the state’s 
right to direct public life gave it a powerful weapon for the repression of social movements that it felt threatened 
by and gave to the military a useful pretext for intervening in political affairs in the name of upholding Turkish 
lacism. 
14  Ihsan Yilmaz (2005) ‘State, Law, Civil Society and Islam in Contemporary Turkey’, The Muslim World Vol. 95 
no. 3 July 2005, pp.390-2. 
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and to Turkey’s large coastal cities like Izmir.  Bringing with them their traditional styles of 
dress and ways of living to the burgeoning, semi-planned seas of high density suburbs ring-
ing the old cities.  Inevitably, there is a degree of friction between the two cultures: the culture 
of cosmopolitan urbanites and the culture of the recently arrived from the Anatolian interior.   
The former are accustomed to religion being a largely private affair, the latter experience it 
as the glue that holds communities together.  Many of these new settlers were drawn to the 
earlier Islamist parties, such as the Welfare Party of former prime minister Erbakan.  In recent 
years, and in much greater numbers, they have been attacked to the post-Islamist phenom-
enon of Prime Minister Erdogan’s Virtue Party (AKP).  No doubt part of the appeal of these 
parties is their advocacy of a more fl exible approach to secularism combined with their em-
pathy for Anatolian Islam.  A large part of their appeal, however, likely lies in the perception 
that they are advocates for the interests of the working and lower-middle classes.

The second community uncomfortable with Turkish laicism is comprised of the very much 
smaller number of people who are drawn explicitly to the ideology of Islamism.  Ironically, 
the Islamists share with the hardline Kemalists the conviction that the state is able to shape 
and direct religious practice and belief through the application of law and the control of 
key institutions.  And like the Kemalists they not only believe that this is possible they also 
believe that it is desirable (naturally, however, they have very different views of what role 
religion should play in public life).   This means that the Islamists have focused their long-
term efforts on achieving political power in order to be able to use the state mechanisms of 
law and institutions to create a more Islamic nation and society.

Fethullah Gülen (b. 1941), and those who lead the hizmet that puts his ideas into practice, is 
openly and consistently critical of Islamism. Gülen’s criticism of Islamism is deeply rooted 
in a progressive understanding of Islam that emphasizes rationality and open-minded enquiry 
marked by tolerance of difference and pluralism and a deep love for humanity.15  

Given his deeply religious, socially conservative rural background, and the fact that he con-
tinues to faithfully hold to an conventional Hanafi /Sunni orthodox position in matters of the-
ology, it is remarkable just how broadly ecumenical Fethullah Gülen has become.16  Inspired 
by Said Nursi Gülen has long been optimistic about the potential for Muslims to work to-
gether with the People of the Book – as Jews and Christians are traditionally recognised to be.  
Writing recently Gülen implies a respectful appraisal of earlier prophetic books and their ad-
herents well beyond the understanding of conservative Islamic scholars when he remarked:

Regardless of how their adherents implement their faith in their daily lives, such as generally ac-
cepted values as love, respect, tolerance, forgiveness, mercy, human rights, peace, brotherhood, 
and freedom are all values exalted by religion. Most of these values are accorded the highest prec-
edence in the messages brought by Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, upon them be peace, as well as 
in the messages of Budda and even Zarathustra, Lao-Tzu, Confucius, and the Hindu prophets.17

As a progressive thinker Gülen believes that the future can be better than the past and that 
rather than wistfully looking back to a forever lost ‘golden age’ Muslims, together with other 

15  The emphasis on tolerance and the practise of dialogue evolved to assume central importance in the thinking 
of Fethullah Gülen and the work of the movement from the mid-1990s onwards, refer to: Bekim Agai (2003) ‘The 
Gülen Movement’s Islamic Ethic of Education in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the 
Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, p.64-5,
16  Elisabeth, Ozdalga (2005) ‘Redeemer or Outsider? The Gülen Community in the Civilizing Process), The 
Muslim World Vol. 95 no. 3 July 2005, pp.441.
17  Fethullah Gülen (2004) Toward a Global Civization of Love and Tolerance, New Jersey: Light, pp.75-6.
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people of good will, should work to achieve societies that are progressively more just, com-
passionate and decent.  This progressive outlook lies at the heart of the hizmet’s focus on 
education and the development of individual potential through learning and discipline. For 
Gülen secular democracy represents the best and only appropriate approach to governance 
in the modern state.  He argues that whilst the Qur’an and the Sunnah speak clearly of reli-
gious values that should be refl ected and upheld in the state they do not contain a blueprint 
for politics. 

Islam does not propose a certain unchangeable form of government or attempt to shape it.  Instead, 
Islam establishes fundamental principles that orient a governments general character, leaving it to 
the people to choose the type and form of government according to time and circumstances.18

Gülen frequently endorses democracy specifi cally, arguing that it is the most appropriate 
form of government for the modern period and one that is entirely compatible with Islam:

Democracy and Islam are compatible.  Ninety-fi ve percent of Islamic rules deal with private life 
and the family.  Only 5 percent deals with matters of the state, and this could be arranged only 
within the context of democracy.  If some people are thinking of something else, such as an Islamic 
state, this country’s history and social conditions do not allow it … Democratization is an irrevers-
ible process in Turkey.19

Gülen is generally seen to draw directly on the intellectual heritage of the infl uential and 
greatly loved Sufi  scholar and writer Bediuzzaman Said Nursi.20  And indeed, an examination 
of Gülen’s writing reveals it to be substantially built upon the foundation laid by Nursi, who in 
turn drew upon the great Anatolian Sufi  Mevlana Jalal ad-Din Rumi (d. 1276) and the Indian 
writers Ahmad Faruqi Sirhindi (1564-1624) and Shah Wali Allah al-Dihlawi (1703-1762) 
amongst others.21  Members of the Gülen hizmet, like hundreds of thousands of other admir-
ers of Nursi meet regularly to read and discuss his multi-volume thematic commentary on the 
Qur’an, the Risale-i Nur, or Treatise of Light. For this reason the Gülen hizmet is seen to rep-
resent a signifi cant component of the broader so-called Nurcu movement.  Gülen is, however, 
not simply a follower of Nursi.  Rather he is a signifi cant thinker, writer and leader in his own 
right.  Much of Gülen’s work essentially takes the form of a synthesis, rearticulation, or fresh 
application of the earlier work of Nursi and others.  And like Nursi and many other Islamic 
scholars Gülen frequently returns in his writing to the lived example the Prophet Muhammad 

18  Gülen, M. Fethullah (2001), ‘A Comparative Approach to Islam and Democracy’, SAIS Review 21, no. 2. p. 
134
19  Gülen interviewed in Sabah, 27 January 1995 and quoted in Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: 
The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen 
Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, p.28.
20  On links with Nursi, refer to: M. Hakan Yavuz, and John Esposito (2003) ‘Introduction: Islam in Turkey: Retreat 
from the Secular Path?’ in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen 
Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, p. xxvii-xxviii.  Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘Islam in the 
Public Sphere: The Case of the Nur Movement’, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and 
the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, p.1-18. Yavuz, M. Hakan 
(2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam 
and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, p.19-47.  See also: 
Ahmet T. Kuru (2003) Fethullah Gülen’s Search for a Middle Way Between Modernity and Muslim Tradition’, in M. 
Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New 
York: Syracuse University Press, p.118-9.
21  Zeki Sariotoprak and Sidney Griffi th (2005) ‘Fetullah Gülen and the ‘People of the Book’: A Voice from Turkey 
for Interfaith Dialogue’, The Muslim World Vol. 95 no. 3 July 2005, pp.331-2
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for inspiration and direction. Nevertheless there are several signifi cant areas where Gülen is 
a thinker and leader of striking originality and innovation.  In general terms Gülen, like Nursi 
before him, can be described as a Sufi  and his thinking is richly infused with Sufi  imagery, 
values and ideas, including most notably focus on the heart, the inward being, the seat of both 
wisdom and spirituality. Growing up in the small village of Korucuk Gülen, however, is not 
a traditional Sufi  and does not align with any particular Sufi  order, or tarekat, rather he is, in 
the evocative formulation of Zeki Saritoprak, ‘a sufi  in his own way’.22  

A disciplined child growing up in a pious household Gülen came to religious life at an ear-
ly age.  He recalls that he “began praying when I was four years old and never missed a 
prayer since.”23 As was the case with many village boys Gülen was fi rst taught to recite the 
Qur’an by his mother, Rafi ’a and his father, Ramiz Efendi, who taught him Persian as well as 
Arabic, and was only later, at the age of ten, set under the tutelage of his fi rst formal teacher, 
Muhammad Lufti Efendi (d.1954) who soon succeeded in helping him commit the entire 
Qur’an to memory.24  Signifi cantly, Lufti Efendi, a well regarded Sufi  poet and teacher was 
a member of the Qadiri order whilst Ramiz Efendi was a member of the Naqshbandi order.  
These orthodox Shari’ah-oriented Sufi  orders were popular in rural Turkey at the time.  

One of the areas where Gülen has made his greatest contribution to Islamic thought is in his 
exploration of learning.  Gülen is a passionate advocate of learning in the broadest sense in 
every fi eld of enquiry and dialogue.  This is refl ected both in the hizmet’s direct engagement 
with educational initiatives and with a wide range of media and publishing initiatives de-
signed to inform and engage.

Not surprisingly, given that it is a deeply religious movement, the hizmet does undertake 
a signifi cant amount of activity relating directly to religious teaching and encouragement.  
Indeed the movement’s origins are rooted in the regular reading group meetings focusing 
on Said Nursi’s Risale-i Nur referred to above.  In most Nurcu communities these reading 
groups are known as dershane but in the Gülen hizmet community they are referred to as isik 
evler, or lighthouses. Fethullah Gülen trained as an offi cial state imam in an Imam Hatip, an 
Islamic college run by the Department of Religious Affairs for the training of imam.  His fi rst 
appointment as an imam began in 1966 in the large, cosmopolitan, city of Izmir on Turkey’s 
Mediterranean coast.25  Gülen formally retired from the Department of Religious Affairs in 
1981.   In the late 1960s Gülen established several isik evler in Izmir.  These grew steadily in 
number through the 1970s in Izmir and Istanbul and became the nucleolus for the hizmet.26  

22  For an extensive discussion of this refer to: Zeki Saritoprak (2003) ‘Fethullah Gülen: A Sufi  in His Own Way’, 
in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, 
New York: Syracuse University Press, p.156-69.  See also Thomas Michel (2005) ‘Sufi sm and Modernity in the 
Thought of Fethullah Gülen’, The Muslim World Vol. 95 no. 3 July 2005, pp.341-58.
23  Quoted in Lester R. Kurtz (2005) ‘Gülen’s Paradox: Combining Commitment and Tolerance’, The Muslim 
World Vol. 95 no. 3 July 2005, p.375.
24  Zeki Sariotoprak and Sidney Griffi th (2005) ‘Fetullah Gülen and the ‘People of the Book’: A Voice from Turkey 
for Interfaith Dialogue’, The Muslim World Vol. 95 no. 3 July 2005, pp.330-1.  See also Osman Bakar (2005) ‘Gülen 
on Religion and Science: A Theological Perspective’, The Muslim World Vol. 95 no. 3 July 2005, pp.360.
25  In Izmir Gülen was attached to the Kestanepazari Qur’anic School.  From this base he was able to build a cir-
cuit of regular talks in coffeehouses, community centres, private homes and mosques in an around Izmir.  Refer to: 
Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) 
Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, p.20
26  Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito 
(eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
p.30-5.
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From its earliest days the hizmet has been involved with writing and publishing.  The move-
ment’s fi rst magazine, Siziniti, launched in the early 1980s,  is a popular publication directed 
towards a lay audience and intended to promote discussion and learning about science.  It 
aims to foster interest in science and to demonstrate that rational scientifi c enquiry and re-
ligious faith are not incompatible.  Siziniti, a Turkish magazine, was joined several years 
later by the English language publication, Fountain, edited in Istanbul and printed in New 
Jersey and aimed at fostering a general interest in religion and spirituality.  The Articles in 
Fountain deal mostly, but not exclusively with Islam and generally refl ect a tolerant, Sufi stic 
orientation and a modern articulation of tradionalist Islam.  A sister publication of Fountain, 
Dialogue (joined in Australia, in 2004, by Dialogue Australia Asia) was established specifi -
cally to encourage inter-religious dialogue.

In the fi eld of learning the Gülen hizmet is best known for its loosely connected network 
of more than 500 modern secular private schools and six universities that sprung up across 
Turkey and throughout Central Asia and some 50, or so, nations around the world, beginning 
in 1983 with one school in Izmir and another in Istanbul.27  In addition to these schools there 
also a handful of well regarded secular colleges and half a dozen universities such as Fatih 
University in Istanbul and Ankara.  These schools, many of which have been deliberately 
established in some of the poorest and most needy parts of the word, are generally very well 
regarded and achieve a high standard of scholastic achievement in neighbourhoods, districts 
and nations not normally accustomed to excellence in education.  What makes them so re-
markable in the context of the Muslim world is their commitment to secular modern learning 
open to students of all backgrounds.  The schools, regardless of the nation in which they oper-
ate and the legislation that pertains to religious instruction in schools, adhere consistently to a 
secular curriculum.  Where the state mandates an hour per week of religious instruction, as is 
the case in Turkey, the hizmet schools, of course, comply, but otherwise the schools are as at 
least as secular in their teaching program and formal orientation as contemporary mainstream 
denomination Christian schools.  In this respect they are very much like modern Anglican, 
Presbyterian, Methodist or Catholic schools and as such don’t have the overtly religious 
character of many independent Christian or Jewish schools.

There is no shortage of Islamic leaders calling for the construction of a new mosque in their 
neighbourhood.  There are precious few such leaders, however, who urge their supporters to 
build schools rather than mosques and then not necessarily in their own neighbourhood but 
in foreign societies, to the benefi t of both non-Muslim and Muslim students. 

Although Gülen hizmet is becoming increasingly well-known outside Turkey for its schools 
and passion for education these schools are only one part of the hizmet’s activism. Magazines 
Sizinti, Fountain and Dialogue.  These publications represent modern religious magazines in 
the style of many contemporary Christian publications, such as The Catholic World Report, 

27  Ahmet T. Kuru (2003) Fethullah Gülen’s Search for a Middle Way Between Modernity and Muslim Tradition’, 
in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, 
New York: Syracuse University Press, p.116.  For a general overview of the schools network and related issues refer 
to Bekim Agai (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement’s Islamic Ethic of Education in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito 
(eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
p.48-68; to Thomas Michel (2003) ‘Fethullah Gülen as Educator’ in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) 
Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
p.69-84; and to Elisabeth Ozdalga (2003) ‘Following in the Footsteps of Fethullah Gülen’ in M. Hakan Yavuz and 
John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse 
University Press, p.85-114.
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Christianity, The Christian Century, Christianity Today, Guideposts, and World.  If they rep-
resented the movement’s primary ventures in journalism and media this aspect of hizmet’s 
activities would still warrant serious study but as we will see below there is much more to 
the movement’s publishing activities than just ‘religious publishing’.   The moderate and 
generally inclusive approach to discussion of spirituality and modern life of these religious 
magazines would suggest that the religious character of the movement is comparable to that 
of the mainstream Christian denominations in the west. These publications portray a religious 
movement that is socially and doctrinally conservative yet clearly not fundamentalist in the 
manner of America’s Christian right or its Islamist analogues in the Muslim world.  The writ-
ings dealing with patterns of religious devotion and practise reveal a traditionalist orientation 
that shares common characteristics, in terms of reverence for places, peoples and events, with 
traditional Catholicism, Anglicanism/Episcopalianism and Lutherism.  At the same time the 
movement’s character is clearly forward-looking: optimistic about the future and the oppor-
tunities presented by modernity, and keen to adapt and contribute.  There is, in general, in 
these publications a sense of the sort of values and principles associated with American civil 
religion and the humanitarianism and common decency of America’s mid-west and the world 
of Norman Rockwell that is also manifested in secular magazines such as Reader’s Digest, 
America’s best-selling consumer magazine. 

Alongside of these religious magazines the movement has published hundreds of books with 
explicitly religious themes.  Isik Publishing, the Istanbul-based publishing house behind 
Fountain magazine is responsible for most of the Gülen movement’s religious book publish-
ing.  The heart of its catalogue consists of works by Said Nursi, most notably the Risale-i 
Nur, and Fethullah Gülen.  Alongside these are studies of Gülen’s thought and devotional 
works dealing with the life of the Prophet Muhammad and with Ottoman religious life.  In 
certain respects Isik Publishing is comparable to American Christian publishing houses such 
as Eerdmans, Intervarsity Press, Loyola Press Thomas Nelson and Zondervan.

Although these religious publications, both magazines and books, represent a vitally im-
portant aspect of the hizmet’s, in terms of broad circulation and, arguably, of infl uence, the 
hizmet’s wide-ranging initiatives in secular media are even more important. And it is these 
publications which represent some of the most remarkable aspects of the hizmet’s activism.  
Here it becomes much more diffi cult to make comparisons can with western Christian move-
ments.  Contemporary Christian media in the English-speaking world, with a few notable 
exceptions, such as the Christian Science Monitor and some recent developments in radio 
and new media, tends to be inward looking and primarily concerned with explicitly religious 
issues.  

The Gülen hizmet  really began to ‘go public’ following the 1980 coup and the rise of the 
moderate, centrist, government of Turgut Ozal in 1982.   Remarkably, beginning in the early 
1980’s, this civil sphere activism was manifested as much, or more, in secular initiatives as 
it was in conventional religious initiatives such as those in religious publishing noted above.  
Apart from the schools themselves, these secular activities were, and are, mostly defi ned by 
initiatives in intellectual inquiry and dialogue, taking the form of newspapers, current affairs 
magazines, television and radio stations and dialogue-orientated NGOs.  Alongside of these 
secular initiatives are another kind of activism involving the development of loose networks 
of businessmen and associated institutions in fi nance and banking including the business 
network Is Hayati Dayanisma Dernegi (ISHAD) and the bank Bank Asya.28 The latter are 

28  Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito 
(eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
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vital in producing support for the school network but the media ventures themselves are self-
fi nancing businesses in themselves.  

One of the fi rst initiatives on this front was the launching of the daily national newspaper 
Zaman in Istanbul.29  Zaman was founded in 1986 and quickly established a reputation for 
comprehensive, objective reporting directed by an editorial position that was perceived to 
be neutral and, unlike virtually every other major newspaper at the time, not aligned to any 
particular political camp or ideological position.  In a market marked by overtly partisan 
periodicals Zaman was welcomed by readers seeking reliable reporting of current affairs and 
professional journalistic standards.  With current circulation exceeding 700,000 copies per 
day it would appear that many of these readers have no connection with the Gülen movement 
and do not have a particular interest in its religious outlook.  Some of Zaman’s writers take an 
overtly socially conservative on the issues that they write about but others are regarded as be-
ing relatively liberal and progressive in their stance.    From its inception Zaman was intended 
to be a ‘newspaper of record’ along the lines of London’s The Times, and The Guardian, The 
New York Times, The Washington Post, The Times of India, Karachi’s Dawn, and Indonesia’s 
Kompas.

Apart from striving for objective and professional journalism Zaman is remarkable for its 
cutting-edge approach to developing the business of newspaper publishing.  Zaman launched 
its online edition in 1996 placing it in an elite group of newspapers worldwide to make 
the move to cyberspace when usage of the internet was only just beginning.30 Within sev-
eral years of its establishment in Istanbul Zaman opened operations in four other Turkish 
cities and began producing regional editions outside Turkey.  Today regional editions are 
printed and distributed in Australia, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Germany, Romania, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrghizistan, Macedonia, Turkmenistan, and the US.  Zaman also produces special interna-
tional editions in local languages in Eastern Europe and Central Asia.   Zaman also employs 
a remarkably complete array of foreign correspondents and stringers across the world, as re-
fl ected in its extensive reporting on world affairs.  Zaman is assisted in maintaining this bread 
of coverage though its association with its sister company CHA, one of Turkey’s largest news 
agencies.  Both Zaman and CHA are under the control of Feza Publications Incorporated 
which also has in it’s the well-regarded weekly news magazine Aksiyon along with Sizinti and 
the theological journal Yeni Umit.

The CHA stable of print publications are undisputedly part of the Gülen movement but are 
remarkable not just for their professionalism but also for their non-sectarian outlook.  In this 
respect they have few parallels in the world of Christian media.  In some respects Zaman 
could be compared, for example, with the Church of England Newspaper but unlike Zaman 
the venerable Newspaper, which has been published since 1828, is largely concerned with 
matters relating to its particular religious community.  So too, to a greater or lesser extent, is 
the case with the other Christian newspapers and magazines mentioned above.  The closest 
parallel to Zaman is probably The Christian Science Monitor.  

p.36-7.
29  Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito 
(eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
p.36.
30  The ‘internet’ only began to be widely known by that name in 1996.   Version 1.0 of Mosaic, the world’s fi rst 
widely-used web browser was released in 1993 and by the end of the following year, 1994, public interest in the 
internet could be said to have begun to spread beyond the technical and academic communities.
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Founded in 1879, in Boston Massachusetts, by Mary Eddy Baker, The Church of Christ, 
Scientist, is a relatively small Christian denomination (its membership is thought to number 
no more than several hundred thousand strong) that sits uneasily on the outside of main-
stream Protestantism.  With its unusual emphasis on spiritual healing through prayer and the 
ultimate ‘unreality’ of sin, disease and death the church has been viewed with suspicion by 
many mainstream Christians since its earliest days.  It was partly because of this and related 
general disillusionment with mainstream media that in 1908 Baker launched the Christian 
Science Monitor as a daily newspaper (published Monday through Friday) intended “to in-
jure no man, but to bless all mankind”.  From these unlikely beginnings and despite its name 
the Monitor has become a highly regarded reporter of American and international affairs, 
winning many plaudits, including seven Pulitzer prizes.  The only indications of its religious 
connections are a single daily religious feature page (‘The Home Forum’) and a general 
avoidance of issues relating to medicine and disease.

Zaman and its sister CHA publications compare very favourably with The Christian Science 
Monitor in every respect, and arguably exceed it in several important respects, such as the 
breadth of outlook displayed by its editorial staff.  Like the Monitor, Zaman was quick to 
take advantage of the internet, launching its fi rst online presence in 1995, one year before the 
Monitor.  Unlike the Monitor, however, Zaman and its CHA stable mates have met with con-
sistently strong commercial success. Whereas the Monitor has struggled for years to expand 
circulation and turn a profi t Zaman has gone from strength to strength.  It is likely that one 
reason for the greater success of Zaman compared with the Monitor is that whereas the later 
was merely adding one more quality newspaper to a market already well-served with such 
publications Zaman was fi lling a hitherto unmet demand for objective, professional, non-par-
tisan reporting and analysis.  It is likely that this also is the reason that the Gülen movement 
has succeeded, where the Monitor has tried and failed, in expanding into electronic media.

Samanyolu  Television was launched in January 1993.  The initiative represented a fi nan-
cial gamble at a time when private television programming was dominated by tabloid re-
porting and entertainment with poor production values and sensationalist content.  Like the 
CHA print publications Samanyolu set out to provide non-sectarian, largely secular content 
of a high standard.  The product soon found a market and the rather undercapitalised ven-
ture steadily consolidated its market position and commercial viability. Samanyolu came 
to achieve the sort of quality in programming for which the BBC (the British Broadcasting 
Commission) in Britain, PBS (the Public Broadcasting Service) in America and the ABC 
(the Australian Broadcasting Commission) are well regarded.  Unlike the BBC, PBS and the 
ABC, however, Samanyolu remains an entirely commercial venture, albeit one driven by a 
similar philosophy of striving for quality and thoughtful programming in both current affairs 
and in popular entertainment, including drama production and general interest documentary 
and lifestyle programs.

A separate, but related aspect of the hizmet’s activities is found in the Journalists and Writers 
and Foundation (Gazeteciler ve Yazarlar Vakfi  – JWF) established in 1994.31  This very in-
fl uential NGO goes beyond straightforward journalistic reporting and analysis to support 
strategic public intellectual initiatives in the promotion of dialogue. One of the Foundation’s 
most important activities is the hosting of a high level annual summer dialogue forum known 
as the Abant Platform (named after the lakeside location of its annual meetings) designed 

31  Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito 
(eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
p.42.
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to bring together disparate elements of the political and cultural elite to talk face to face 
about issues of pressing national importance.32  Each Abant Platform produces and Abant 
Declaration summing up the issues discussed.  The fi rst Abant Platform was held in July 
1998 on the theme of ‘Islam and Secularism’.  The 1998 Abant Declaration, Ihsan Yilmaz 
observed:

attempts to redefi ne the meaning of laicism in accordance with the way it is practiced in Anglo-
Saxon cultures.  Moreover the Declaration reinterprets Islamic theology to respond to modern 
challenges.  It was underscored in the declaration that revelation and reason do not confl ict; indi-
viduals should use their reason to organize their social lives; the state should be neutral on beliefs 
and faiths prevalent in society; governance of the state cannot be based on the dominance of one 
religious tradition; secularism should expand individua freedoms and rights and should not ex-
clude any person form the public sphere.33

Subsequent Abant Platforms dealt with the related themes of ‘Religion and State Relations’ 
(July 1999), ‘Islam and Democracy’ (July 2000), and ‘Pluralism’ (July 2001).  In April 2004 
the Journalists and Writers Foundation to the Abant Platform offshore to America and held a 
successful forum meeting at Johns Hopkins University in Washington D.C. around the them 
of Islam and Democracy.34 Subsequently the Abant Platform has also met in Europe and has 
planning for an ongoing series of international meetings.

When compared with Islamic movements across the Muslim world the Gülen movement, 
or hizmet, is without equal with the possible exception of Indonesian organizations such as 
Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama, but on certain fronts, media in particular, even these 
much larger institutions are not a match for the Gülen hizmet.

Leaving aside the Gülen movement’s unmatched endeavours in the realm of modern me-
dia, in many respects the closest parallels to the hizmet are found not in the civil sphere of 
the Muslim world but rather in the western hemisphere in contemporary and early modern 
Christian civil society movements and organizations. The reasons for this appear to be bound 
up with the existence of certain social needs in modern Turkish society and the opportunities 
to meet them that have arisen over the past three decades.  Just as importantly, however, is the 
fact that Fethullah Gülen and his movement share a similar philosophical approach to science 
and learning.  The following statements from Gülen could just as easily have come from John 
Wesley or Jonathon Edwards or any number of Jesuit brothers:

Neglect of the intellect … would result in a community of poor, docile mystics.  Negligence of the 
heart or spirit, on the other hand, would result in crude rationalism devoid of any spiritual dimen-
sion … It is only when the intellect, spirit and body are harmonized, and man is motivated towards 
activity in the illuminated way of the Divine message, that he can become a complete being and 
attain true humanity.35

A person is truly human who learns and teaches and inspires others.  It is diffi cult to regard as 

32  Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito 
(eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
p.45.
33  Ihsan Yilmaz (2005) ‘State, Law, Civil Society and Islam in Contemporary Turkey’, The Muslim World Vol. 95 
no. 3 July 2005, pp.400.
34  Zeki Saritoprak (2005) ‘An Islamic Approach to Peace and Nonviolence: A Turkish Experience’, The Muslim 
World Vol. 95 no. 3 July 2005, pp.423.
35  Gülen, Fethullah (2001) Prophet Muhammad: Aspects of His Life, trans.  Ali Unal, Fairfax, Va.: The Fountain, 
pp. 105-6. 
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fully human someone who is ignorant and has no desire to learn.  It is also questionable whether a 
learned person who does not renew and reform oneself so as to set and example to others is fully 
human.36

Scientifi c knowledge without religion usually causes atheism or agnosticism, while religious 
knowledge without intellectual enlightenment gives rise to bigotry.  When combined, they urge a 
student to research, further and further research, deepening in both belief and knowledge.37

As Hakan Yavuz has so acutely observed:

Gülen’s conception of identity and morality are interconnected but do not form a self-contained 
or closed system.  Morality translates into identity through conduct and collective action, so act-
ing and engaging in the public and private spheres are part of building the moral self.  In short, 
morality and identity must be put into practice and reinterpreted on the basis of new challenges.  
“Islam by conduct (hizmet and himmet) and “Islam by product (eser) are the two key concepts of 
the Gülen movement.

Because Islam, for Gülen, is the constitution of morality and identity, he stresses the role of educa-
tion for the cultivation of the self.  His education project is based on three principles: cultivation 
of ethics, teaching of science and self-discipline.  In his faith-inspired education project, morality 
and discipline consist of sacrifi ce, responsibility to others, handwork and idealism.  In fact this 
religiously motivated global education movement is a way of bringing God back to one’s life 
through the ethic of self-sacrifi ce and hardwork.  Muslims constantly are reminded that avoiding 
sin is not enough; rather, engaging to a create a more human world is require.  Salvation means not 
only to be “saved from” sinful activities but also to be engaged actively engaged in the improve-
ment of the world.”38

Fethullah Gülen can be truly said to be ‘preaching by example’ and, on the front of social 
activism and the greater good through learning and the pursuit of knowledge, his example is 
one that speaks loudly not just to the Muslim world but also to the west.

36  M. Fethullah Gülen (1999) ‘The Necessity of Interfaith Dialogue: A Muslim Approach’, Speech given at the 
Parliament of the World’s Religion, Capetown, 1-8 December 1999; quoted in Thomas Michel (2003) ‘Fethullah 
Gülen as Educator’ in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen 
Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, p.79.
37  M. Fethullah Gülen (1997) Understanding and Belief: The Essentials of the Islamic Faith, Izmir: Kaynak, 
p.302.
38  Yavuz, M. Hakan (2003) ‘The Gülen Movement: The Turkish Puritans, in M. Hakan Yavuz and John Esposito 
(eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
p.26.
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PRESENT AND POTENTIAL IMPACT OF THE SPIRITUAL 
TRADITION OF ISLAM ON CONTEMPORARY MUSLIMS: 

FROM GHAZALI TO GÜLEN

Y. Alp Aslandogan

Abstract

Western analysts of trends in the contemporary Islamic world often overestimate the impact 
of contemporary Sufi  orders and/or underestimate the impact of the spiritual tradition of 
Islam. Among the elements of the spiritual tradition conducive to religious pluralism is the 
‘mirror’ concept: every human is seen as a mirror of God in three aspects: refl ecting the at-
tributes and names of God as His work of art, refl ection through dependence on God, and 
refl ection through actions God commands or commends. Since only the last aspect is vol-
untary, every human, regardless of creed, is a mirror of God in at least the fi rst two aspects. 
This is a potent argument for peaceful coexistence in religious diversity. The perspective of 
the spiritual tradition is emphatically inclusive and compassionate and naturally lends itself 
to non-violence, going beyond mere tolerance to hospitality and friendship. There are impor-
tant impediments that prevent this perspective from having a greater impact: (1) the literalist 
opposition to fl exible interpretation of concepts from the Qur’an and the Prophetic tradition, 
and the wide defi nition of innovation or heresy (‘bid`a’); (2) deviations of some Sufi  orders 
and subsequent criticisms by orthodox Muslims; and (3) the impact of the politicisation of 
religion by some groups and political moves by certain Sufi  orders. 

This paper argues that the only approach that has a chance of infl uencing the majority of 
contemporary Muslims in positive ways without being open to criticism is the ‘balanced’ 
spiritual tradition, after the style of the Companions, sometimes called tasawwuf, which 
strives to harmonise the outer dimensions of Islamic law and worship with the inner dimen-
sion of spiritual disciplines fi rmly rooted in the Qur’an and Prophetic tradition. This paper 
will present an analysis of this ‘balanced’ spiritual tradition in Islam, from Ghazali, through 
Rumi, to Gülen.
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The emergence of M. J. Rumi as the best selling love poet in the U.S., thanks in part to the 
compilations of C. Barks1, has drawn attention to the spiritual tradition of Islam. El-Zein2 
talks about commercialization of Rumi’s works and “how his work is taken nowadays out 
of the Muslim Sufi  tradition into an elusive spiritual movement” which the author calls the 
“New Sufi sm”. The interest in Sufi sm was renewed after the tragedy of 9/11 as both Muslims 
and non-Muslims sought to highlight the inclusive, peace and love-focused essence of this 
faith3. 

Sufi sm is sometimes called the esoteric dimension of Islam, as opposed to the exoteric di-
mension of Islamic law4. It does not take long for any researcher of the Sufi  tradition to 
recognize how overloaded the term Sufi sm has become, in part due to its long and complex 
history and its geographical dispersion. Like an umbrella term over a giant fi eld, it covers 
various traditions, sub-traditions and branches thereof, that share many essential concepts 
and differ signifi cantly in others. In recognition of this fact, the late Anne-Marie Schimmel, 
the noted scholar of Rumi, avoids a defi nitive description in her celebrated treatise of Sufi sm, 
but relates the varying views of the discipline by renowned masters5. The core concept of the 
tradition, ihsan, that is living in the constant consciousness of God’s presence is described in 
a famous and authentic prophetic tradition where a stranger6 appearing as a traveler sits down 
close to the Prophet and asks him three questions:

[The stranger] said: “Tell me about iman (Faith).”

[The Prophet] said: “It is that you affi rm God, His angels, His books, His messengers, and the 
Last Day....”

[The stranger] said: “Muhammad, tell me about Islam (Submission to God).”

The Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, said: “Islam is that you bear 
witness, testifying that there is no object of worship aside from God, and that Muhammad is the 
Messenger of God; and you establish the ritual prayer; and you give the alms-tax; and you fast 
in the month of Ramadan; and you perform the pilgrimage to the House if you are able to fi nd a 
way to do so.”

Finally, he said: “Tell me about ihsan (Virtue)7.”

[The Prophet] said: It is ... that you worship God as though you see Him, for though you do not 
see Him, truly He sees You8.

Georgetown scholar of Islamic studies S. Hossein Nasr sees the strive to live the concept of 

1  Barks, C. 1995. The Essential Rumi, San Francisco: Harper. 
2  El-Zein, A., 2000, Spiritual Consumption in the United States: the Rumi phenomenon, Islam and Christian-
Muslim Relations, 11:1, 1 March 2000 , pp. 71-85.
3  Baran, Z. (ed). 2004. Understanding Sufism and its Potential Role in US Policy, Nixon Center Conference 
Report, Washington, D.C., March 2004.
4  Nasr, S. H. 2002. The Heart of Islam, New York: HarperCollins. 
5  Schimmel, A. M. 1975. Mystical Dimensions of Islam, U. of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, pp:3-22.
6  In the continuation of the tradition we learn that this was ArcAngel Gabriel who appeared in the form of a 
man to facilitate a learning experience for the companions.
7  Please note that the English word virtue is only  an indicator of one of the meanings embedded in this 
loaded concept.
8  This famous prophetic tradition is related in multiple trusted books of Hadith, namely, Muslim, Iman, 1; 
Nesai, Iman, 6; Ebu Davud, Sunnet, 17; Tirmizi, Iman, 4. For a digital collection of important books of Islamic 
prophetic tradition, see Hadith Encyclopedia, Harf Information Technology, Cairo, 1996.
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Ihsan in one’s life as a practical defi nition of Sufi sm:

As for ihsan, it is obvious that not everyone can worship God as if they saw Him. This is the station 
of the saintly, and ihsan, which means both “virtue” and “beauty”, is associated with the spiritual 
path that leads to sanctity, and is considered practically a defi nition of Sufi sm9.

Elsewhere, he elaborates on the concept:

The goal of the inward life in Islam is to reach the Divine as both the Transcendent and the 
Imminent. It is to gain a vision of God as the Reality beyond all determination and at the same time 
of the world as “plunged in God”. It is to see God everywhere10.

In a brief description of Sufi sm opening their collection of verses from renown Sufi  masters, 
Fadiman and Frager point to the same concept:

Sufi s are Muslim mystics who can trace their beginnings to the prophet Muhammad. Most Muslims 
would like to see and be with God after death, but the Sufi s are impatient. They want to be with 
God now. Hence the Sufi  path is the discipline and practice towards experiencing God in this very 
life11.

Consequently, a Sufi  can be seen as a person ‘who is completely absorbed in Divine Beloved 
and does not think of anything but Him.’12

Western analysts of the trends in the contemporary Islamic world often exhibit one of two 
fallacies: Overestimating the impact of contemporary Sufi sm or underestimating the impact 
of the deep current of the spiritual tradition of Islam. Hassan, writing for Al-Ahram weekly of 
Egypt, comments on the diverse paths of developments various Sufi  traditions went through 
in countries or regions such as Egypt, Turkey, Algeria and the Indian Sub-continent:

American conceptions deal with Sufi sm either as a movement that forms a single and positive 
model to be spread, or as a unique, internal state that highly values conviction and human freedom 
and raises tolerance as a value in dealing with others. Yet Sufi sm no longer remains as it began, 
that being a state of asceticism and individual worship. It has developed into massive institutions 
that cross all continents, some of which strive to play roles in development, politics and society, 
and others that lose themselves in folklore and celebrations13.

Turkish, Indian, North African, Syrian, Indonesia-Malaysian and Persian Sufi  traditions run 
deep and wide among contemporary Muslim populations14. Akbar Ahmed’s recent anthro-
pological excursion into eight predominantly Muslim countries, namely India, Indonesia, 
Jordan, Malaysia, Pakistan, Qatar, Syria and Turkey, highlight the spiritual tradition as the 
source of one of the three models of Muslim response to modernity and globalization15. 
After a detailed discussion of both historical and current developments involving Sufi  orders, 
Martha B. Olcott of Carnegie Endowment for International Peace concludes that “Sufi sm has 

9  Nasr, S. H. 2002. The Heart of Islam, New York: HarperCollins, p.62.
10  Nasr, S. H. 1977. Interior Life in Islam, 3:2
11  Fadiman, J. and Frager, R. (editors) 1997. Essential Sufism. New York: Harper-Collins.
12  Schimmel, ibid. 16.
13  Hassan, A. A. 2007. “America’s Favoured Islam”, Al-Ahram weekly, published in Cairo, Egypt, available 
online at http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2007/852/op1.htm. 
14  Chittick, W.C. 2000. Sufism, A Short Introduction. Oxford: Oneworld Publications.
15  Ahmed, Akbar. 2007. Journey into Islam: The Crisis of Globalization, Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution 
Press.
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a strong potential” in all countries of Central Asia16. 

The infl uence of the spiritual tradition can be categorized into three: The fi rst is the direct in-
fl uence in the immediate fellowship of a Sufi  order. A Sufi  Order (or tariqah) is a fraternity of 
individuals who follow a particular school of Sufi sm under the guidance of a sheikh (spiritual 
master). A Sufi  order can be seen as an institutionalized version of the individually oriented 
practices of the early Muslim ascetics. The orders are typically named in reference to their 
founders, such as the Naqshbandi order after Bahaudeen Naqshband or Chisthi order after 
Moinuddin Chisthi. The Sufi  orders typically link their sheikh, through a lineage of various 
Sheikhs, to Ali, the cousin and son-in-law of Muhammad  and thus to Muhammad himself, 
upon whom be peace and blessings. One exception to this is the Naqshbandi order, which 
traces the chain of their spiritual masters to Abu Bakr, the fi rst Caliph after Muhammad. 
Every student or seeker, named mureed (seeker), faqeer (poor), or dervish, is assigned a 
personal daily recitation (awrad), authorized by his guide. The spiritual practice and devel-
opment of the seekers are supervised17 by the guide. In most cases the sheikh nominates his 
khalīfah or successor during his lifetime, who might be his son, a relative, or just a qualifi ed 
member of the order.

The second impact of the spiritual tradition is an indirect, wider infl uence in the larger com-
munity of Muslims through lectures, “sohbets”18 or companionship circles, and other types 
of oral tradition. Finally, the third type of infl uence in the contemporary world on Muslims as 
well as non-Muslims is through printed literature and other media. Among these three types 
of infl uences, the third type, infl uence through printed literature and media, has been gaining 
importance in contrast to the decline in direct Sufi  order membership in many countries in 
the past two decades. 

Armstrong comments that, Al-Ghazali’s masterpiece, Ihya al-Ulum al-Din, ‘which provides 
Muslims with a daily spiritual and practical regimen’, is the most quoted Muslim text after 
the Qur’an the Prophetic tradition (ahadith)19. Al-Ghazali wrote this book primarily to point 
out that a more fulfi lling experience of faith is only possible through a worship life that leads 
a believer to deeper spiritual experiences. Ghazali is credited for this presentation of a formal 
description of Sufi sm in his works and his successful integration of Sufi sm with the Islamic 
Law. 

Commenting on the cross-cutting infl uence of the spiritual tradition over Muslim life, Nasr 
comments20:

The practitioners of Sufi sm on all its different levels constitute and important group in Islamic 
society, even if not sociologically distinct as a class, and they have exercised great infl uence over 
the ages on fi elds as far as apart as the inner life and public ethics, psychology and art, metaphysics 
and the guilds, poetry and politics.

The Infl uence of Rumi’s works on the cultural lives of Turkish, Persian, Central Asian 
Muslims as well as Muslims living in the west  can hardly be overstated. Lewis comments on 

16  Olcott, Martha Brill. 2007. Sufism in Central Asia: A Force for Moderation or a Cause of Politicization? 
Carnegie PAPERS, Middle East Series, Russian and Eurasian Program, Number 84, May 2007.
17  Schimmel, ibid, 237. 
18  Sohbet, is a spiritual conversation between a guide and student(s) which relies on ancient oral storytell-
ing traditions and practices.
19  Karen Armstrong, 2000, Islam: A short History, New York: Modern Library, 88.
20  Nasr, ibid. 177.
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the inclusive and embracive spirit of the Rumi works21:

Any objective western reader who takes the time to compare the Divine Comedia with the 
Masnavi, which is about twice as long as the former, will have to acknowledge that Rumi, who 
wrote a half century before Dante, refl ects a much more ecumenical spirit and a far broader and 
deeper religious semsibility.

Works of Rumi are published by Turkish Departments of Culture and Education, the whirling 
dervishes ceremonies held every year around December 17th, his passing away day, are spon-
sored by the Konya city government as well as the Turkish national government. According 
to Lewis, ‘in the nearby Islamic Republic of Iran, Rumi has reached new heights of popular-
ity among the modern heirs of his language and culture.’22

The First Seekers on the Path of Spiritual Ascension

The fi rst centers of Sufi  development in the 8th and 9th centuries (fi rst and second centuries of 
Islamic calendar) were the cities of Basra, Kufa and Baghdad in Iraq, Central Asia, in par-
ticular the city of Balkh in the Khorasan region, the birth place of Rumi, and Egypt. Prophet 
Muhammad, upon whom be peace and blessings, is regarded as the fi rst spiritual master who 
passed his esoteric teachings orally to his successors, starting especially with Ali23, his cousin 
and son in law. Various Sufi  orders trace the lineage of their Sufi  masters to Ali and then 
Prophet Muhammad through an unbroken chain of transmission of special authority. 

Sufi sm developed historically fi rst as a concern over the preservation of the spiritual dimen-
sion of Islam, in parallel to the development of other Islamic sciences such as Hadith (pro-
phetic tradition) and Tafseer (Qur’anic interpretation). During the early years of Islam, only 
a minority of religious commandments were written down. Practice and the oral tradition 
allowed Muslims to memorize religious principles concerning belief, worship life and social 
relationships. These principles, being vital issues in a Muslim’s personal and social life, were 
prioritized by scholars and later systematically collected in authentic books. 

The praise-worthy efforts of these scholars facilitated the establishment of authentic resourc-
es for many Islamic sciences early on in the development of the Islamic civilization. Amidst 
these developments, some spiritually-oriented Muslims were concerned about the preserva-
tion of the spiritual tradition of their faith in a similar manner24:

While some scholars were engaged in these “outer” activities, Sufi  masters were mostly concen-
trating on the Muhammadan Truth’s pure spiritual dimension. They sought to reveal the essence of 
humanity’s being, the real nature of existence, and the inner dynamics of humanity and the cosmos 
by calling attention to the reality of that which lies beneath and beyond their outer dimension. 
Adding to Qur’anic commentaries, narrations of Traditionists, and deductions of legal scholars, 
Sufi  masters developed their ways through asceticism, spirituality, and self-purifi cation in short, 
their practice and experience of religion.

Thus the Islamic spiritual life based on asceticism, regular worship, abstention from all major and 
minor sins, sincerity and purity of intention, love and yearning, and the individual’s admission of 
his or her essential impotence and destitution became the subject matter of Sufi sm, a new science 
possessing its own method, principles, rules, and terms. 

21  Franklin Lewis, 2000, Rumi: Past and Present, East and West, Oxford: Oneworld, 3.
22  Lewis, ibid.
23  May God be pleased with him, a phrase of respect reserved for the companions of the Prophet.
24  Gülen, M. F. 2004. Key concepts in the practice of Sufism, New Jersey: The Light Inc., xviii.
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This fi rst century of Islam was also a century of material riches and worldly engagement. 
Especially during the Umayyad dynasty (661-749) the wealth and luxurious habits of the 
ruling class were criticized and contrasted with simple lifestyle of the early companions of 
the Prophet as well as the Prophet himself25. The fi rst stage of the development is called the 
zuhd (asceticism) period. The fi rst Sufi s were considered ascetics26 who refl ected and medi-
tated on the concepts of death, resurrection, the Day of Judgment and giving the account of 
one’s life to God. Their lives were characterized by the principle of “Little food, little talk, 
and little sleep,” following a prophetic saying in which Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon 
him) identifi ed obesity, oversleeping and lack of deep faith as his greatest concerns over his 
community. 

Early Sufi s such as Hasan Al-Basri (d. 728), Ibrahim b. Adham (d.777), Shaqiq of Balkh (d. 
810), Al-Muhasibi (d. 837), Dhun-noon of Egypt (d. 859), Abu Yazid al-Bistami (d. 874) and 
Junaid of Baghdad (d. 910) are considered examples of the balanced spiritual tradition in 
which the seeker observes the religious law while pursuing the spiritual path. Mortifi cation of 
the fl esh, denial of carnal-self, willful poverty, abstinence, fasting, sessions of silent or loud 
remembrance, long nights of prayer, and Qur’anic recitations in early morning were com-
monly seen as the elements of the path of drawing near to God.  The refi nement and promo-
tion of the notion of divine love in the Sufi  tradition is attributed to a woman from Basrah in 
Iraq, Rabi’a al-Adawiya (d.801). Rabia yearned to love God only for God Himself, and not 
for any other concern such as hope of a reward (paradise) nor out of fear of judgement (hell). 
She also proclaimed that God’s love preceded a believer’s love of God.

The fi rst tension of the spiritual tradition with the law-focused tradition is seen in the example 
of Hallaj Mansoor (d. 922) who exclaimed “I am the Truth” and was executed in Baghdad for 
blasphemy. He is also considered the father of the Wahdat-ul Wojood (Unity of Existence) 
movement within the Sufi  tradition championed later by Ibn Al-Arabi. Later, the theme of 
divine love was brought to focus especially by a woman Sufi , Rabia Adawiyya, and found a 
rich expression in Sufi  poetry, those of M. J. Rumi’s being the most popular representatives.

Later, Sufi sm also assumed a reactionary role against the rigid interpretations of the orthodox 
religious scholars and legalists. To the spiritually oriented Muslims, theirs was an unjustifi ed 
focus on one of the dimensions of the religion, the outer dimension, at the expense of the in-
ner. Sometimes these dimensions are listed as three: 

Religion consists of a dimension which is outward and another which, upon the basis of this out-
wardness, leads to the inward. These dimensions of the Islamic revelation are called the Shariah 
(the Sacred Law), the Tariqah (the Path) and the Haqiqah (the Truth), or from another point of view 
they correspond to Islam, Iman, and Ihsan, or “surrender”, “faith” and “virtue”27.

To the fi rst Sufi s, outward observance of the Islamic laws regarding worship and social life were 

25  Michael Sells, 1996, Early Islamic Mysticism, New Jersey: Paulist Press, 20.
26  The issue of engagement with the world while pursuing the spiritual ascension ultimately led to diff erent 
Sufi paths which favor one over the other. An example of an order that prefers seclusion is Khalwatiyya, while 
the more popular Naqshbandi order emphasizes engagement with the world. It is also argued that both paths 
have their proper audiences. An interesting anecdote on the reaction of Aisha, (may God be pleased with her), 
the second wife of Prophet Muhammad, to the early ascetics is as follows: Upon seeing a few men who were 
walking feebly and talking with a  low voice, Aisha asked who they were. She was told that they were Zuhhad 
(ascetics). She is reported to exclaim, “By God, Umar (the second Claiph) was the real ascetic! When he walked 
he went somewhere, when he spoke he was heard and when he hit it hurt.”
27  Nasr, S. H. 1966. Ideals and Realities of Islam, London. 



669   | P a g e

not suffi cient to lift a believer to the stage of ihsan28 

Therefore it could be said that there has always been a need to maintain a balance between 
the outer and inner dimensions of the religion. Figures such as Hasan Al-Basri, and later 
Al-Ghazali were authorities successful at managing this tension and maintaining a balance 
appreciated by both the mainstream Muslims as well as the more spiritually focused. The 
following excerpt from an anonymous poem translated by Godlas illustrates some of the 
key concepts of the spiritual path as well as the effort by the seekers of spiritual ascension to 
demonstrate the complimentary role of their endeavor with respect to religious law:

What is Tasawwuf? Good character and awareness of God. 

That’s all Tasawwuf is. And nothing more.

What is Tasawwuf? Love and affection.

It is the cure for hatred and vengeance. And nothing more.

What is Tasawwuf? The heart attaining tranquility–

which is the root of religion. And nothing more.

What is Tasawwuf? Concentrating your mind,

which is the religion of Ahmad29 (pbuh). And nothing more.

What is Tasawwuf? Contemplation that travels to the Divine throne.

It is a far-seeing gaze. And nothing more.

Tasawwuf is keeping one’s distance from imagination and supposition.

Tasawwuf is found in certainty. And nothing more.

Surrendering one’s soul to the care of the inviolability of religion;

this is Tasawwuf. And nothing more30.

The main argument of this paper is that the only approach that has a chance of infl uencing 
the majority of contemporary Muslims in the aforementioned positive ways without being 
subject to criticisms is the approach of “balanced” spiritual tradition, which is the early, 
“companion-style” or “fi rst generation” spiritual tradition. Based on a balance of the outer di-
mension of Islamic law and worship life and the inner dimension of spiritual disciplines, and 
fi rmly rooted in the Qur’an and Prophetic tradition, this approach nevertheless shares many 
concepts and principles with the more sophisticated Sufi  tradition. Exemplifi ed by historic 
fi gures such as Al-Ghazali, and contemporary fi gures such as Gülen, the balanced spiritual 
tradition holds the highest potential for the education of Muslim youth with an inclusive and 
tolerant worldview. 

28  Sometimes also transliterated as al-ikhsan.
29  Another name of Prophet Muhammad, upon whom be peace and blessings of God.
30  Godlas, A. 2000. What is Tasawwuf (Sufism)? Translation from Persian by the author.
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Inclusive Concepts of the Muslim Spiritual Tradition

In this section we examine three inclusive and egalitarian concepts in the spiritual tradition 
of Islam which lend themselves well to the increasingly diverse world. These are the mirror 
concept, non-violence and service discipline.

The Mirror Concept

The spiritual tradition of Islam embodies many concepts that are conducive to religious plu-
rality. The heart of the tradition are the concepts of hubb31, love of the Divine and the concept 
of ihsan, or the state of constant awareness of God’s presence32. One way of achieving this 
state is to discipline the body (actions) and the heart (thoughts, feelings) toward a state of 
spiritual purifi cation33. 

Tasawwuf [Sufi sm] is the path of gaining freedom from the vices and weaknesses particular to 
human nature and acquiring angelic qualities and conduct pleasing to God, and living in accord-
ance with the requirements of knowledge and love of God and in the spiritual delight that comes 
thereby34.

The second, somewhat complementary way is to develop the capacity to see signs of God in 
everything. To a refi ned and spiritually awakened Muslim, therefore, everything becomes a 
mirror of God and everything reminds him or her of God. At a higher level, these signs be-
come more than simple reminders as the traveler of the path of spiritual purifi cation ceases to 
forget God at any moment. The signs then become displays of God’s majesty, beauty, grace 
and other divine attributes at increasingly sophisticated ways. As the highest of the creations 
of God, humans are the walking displays of God’s various attributes. In the words of Gülen, 
the author of one of the leading contemporary references on Sufi  concepts35, the human re-
sembles a droplet that is small in size yet capable of refl ecting the Sun with all its attributes:

Humans, the greatest mirror of the names, attributes, and deeds of God, are a shining mirror, a 
marvelous fruit of life, a source for the whole universe, a sea that appears to be a tiny drop, a sun 
formed as a humble seed, a great melody in spite of their insignifi cant physical positions, and the 
source for existence all contained within a small body.  Humans carry a holy secret that makes 
them equal to the entire universe with all their wealth of character; a wealth that can be developed 
to excellence36.

Every human is seen as a mirror of God in three aspects: In the fi rst aspect, a human is seen 
as a masterpiece of art of the Master Artist, the Creator and Fashioner of everything. The face 
of the human is a display of beauty, order, function, compassion and wisdom. The eye or the 
brain of a human are equally impressive works of wonder. In every detail of a human’s crea-
tion, a spiritually oriented Muslim sees opportunities for refl ection. 

The second way a human becomes a mirror of God is through their reliance on God. When 
a person becomes hungry and is fed, he/she becomes a mirror of God as the sustainer. When 

31  In Arabic or ashk in Persian.
32  Gülen, M. F. 2004. Key concepts in the practice of Sufism, New Jersey: The Light Inc.
33  Murata, S. and Chittick, W. C. 1994. The Vision of Islam. Minnesota: Paragon House. 
34  Gülen, M. Fethullah. 2005. The Statue of Our Souls: Revival in Islamic Thought and Activism. New Jersey: 
The Light Inc., p. 5.
35  Gülen, M. F. 2004. Key concepts in the practice of Sufism, New Jersey: The Light Inc.
36  Gülen, M. Fethullah. 2005. The Statue of Our Souls: Revival in Islamic Thought and Activism. New Jersey: 
The Light Inc., p. 112.
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a person becomes ill and is then healed, she becomes a mirror of God as the Healer. When a 
person seeks knowledge and is bestowed with knowledge, he becomes a mirror of God the 
Knower of All, the Owner of Infi nite Knowledge. 

The third way of mirrorship is through actions. For instance, God is compassionate toward 
His creation. A compassionate person, therefore becomes a mirror of God the Compassionate. 
God helps all his creation regardless of their belief in, or rejection of God. God’s sustenance 
is indiscriminative. When a person helps every human in need, she becomes a mirror of God 
the Helper. God forgives the sins of humans who sincerely repent and turn toward Him. 
When a person forgives the mistakes and mistreatments of others, he becomes the mirror of 
God the Merciful. A target state in the spiritual tradition is to become a person such that when 
people see him or her they remember God. They can not help but say that “there must be a 
Compassionate God that such a person walks this earth.”

It is noteworthy that only the third of these three ways of mirrorship is voluntary while the 
fi rst two are involuntary. Therefore, every human, regardless of their creed is a mirror of 
God in those two aspects. This is a powerful paradigm and infl uence for peaceful coexist-
ence in religious diversity. The words of the famous Anatolian Sufi  poet Yunus Emre, who 
is also a source of inspiration for Gülen, resonates in the Turkish population even after eight 
centuries:

We love the creation due to the Creator37.

In another poem he points out the inherent inconsistency of those who claim to worship God 
but disregard the dignity of the most precious of God’s creation, the human:

If you have broken a heart, then what you are doing is not prayer.

Non-violence

The second infl uence of the spiritual tradition is the inclusive, emphatic and compassionate 
perspective that naturally lends itself to non-violence, going beyond tolerance to hospitality 
and friendship. A quote from Gülen illustrates the non-violence stance of a contemporary 
scholar who also represents the balanced spiritual tradition of Islam. The context of the quote 
was the era of ideologically driven armed confl icts in Turkey during the 1970s. Clashes 
among the youth groups claimed the lives of thousands of youth as well as members of se-
curity forces, intellectuals, teachers and politicians. Armed groups would attack each other, 
demand the students to boycott classes, and the shopkeepers to close down shops to disturb 
normal life in the country.

My audience know that when anarchy was everywhere in our country, I have called for calmness 
and controlling of anger. I had received death threats, yet I requested from my audience to continue 
working for peace, ‘If I am assassinated, despite all your angers, I ask you to bury my body and 
seek for order, peace and love in our society. Regardless to what happens; we believers should be 
representatives of love and peace.38 

Representing love and peace in times of adversity and violent confl ict requires a level of 
pious transcendence, which could also be seen as holistic understanding of religious law. A 

37  Emre, Y., K. Helminski, R. Algan, E. Helminski (trans). 1999. The Drop That Became the Sea: Lyric Poems of 
Yunus Emre. Shambhala Publications. 
38  Saritoprak, Z. 2005. An Islamic Approach to Peace and Nonviolence. The Muslim World, 95, no.3 (2005): 
423.
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prophetic tradition illustrates this concept:

A Muslim man was wounded in a battle. The next morning he needed to have a bath. The people 
around him were confused. Would they wash the whole body or leave the wound aside? Washing 
of the whole body being a requirement of ritual, they did so and the man died. Upon hearing the 
incident the Prophet declared “You killed the man. Could you not just wash the rest of his body 
and only slightly touch the wounded area?”

This pious transcendence enables a Muslim to choose and apply the appropriate religious law 
and organize their priorities more in conjunction with the spirit of Islamic faith, especially at 
times of hardship.

Service Principle

Another principle of the spiritual tradition that is conducive to religious plurality and world 
peace is the service discipline. This can be summarized in the doctrine

Serving people is serving God.

Connected with the principles of humility, and chivalry, this principle encourages Sufi s to 
serve public, regardless of their creed, in various ways, and especially in ways that are un-
expected of one’s social rank. Harvesting crops, cleaning toilets or helping handicapped per-
sons with grocery shopping are some examples. Gülen comments on the concept of futuwwa, 
a composite of such  virtues as generosity, munifi cence, modesty, chastity, trustworthiness, 
loyalty, mercifulness, knowledge, humility, and piety39. 

Some have summed up futuwwa in the four virtues mentioned by Haydar Karrar Ali, the fourth 
Caliph and cousin of the Prophet, upon whom be peace and blessings. They are: forgiving when 
one is able to punish, preserving mildness and acting mildly and gently when one is angry, wish-
ing one’s enemies well and doing good to them, and being considerate of others’ well-being and 
happiness fi rst, even when one is needy.

In Gülen’s philosophy this principle is put into the service of education with a new name: 
“The principle of devotion40.”

Obstacles to Greater Impact of the Spiritual Tradition

While the inclusive and empathic infl uences of Sufi sm are desirable and conducive to inter-
religious harmony, there are important impediments that prevent the spiritual tradition from 
having a greater impact. The fi rst of these is the literalist opposition to more fl exible inter-
pretations of concepts from the Qur’an and the Prophetic tradition and the strict defi nition 
of the notion of invention in religion, or “Bid’a”. The second consist of deviations of some 
Sufi  orders and subsequent criticisms by orthodox Muslims. The third  consist of political 
obstacles, namely, impact of politicization of Islam by some groups, politicization of certain 
Sufi  groups and the charge of passivism directed against certain other Sufi  orders. 

Deviations of certain Sufi  orders from the prophetic tradition include Saint and tomb wor-
ship,  exaggerated veneration of spiritual masters (sheikh or pir), called pirism by Muhammad 

39  Gülen, ibid. 81-82.
40  Çetin, Muhammed. 2005. Mobilization and Countermobilization: The Gülen Movement in Turkey. 
Proceedings from Islam in the Contemporary world: The Fethullah Gülen Movement in Thought and Practice, 
Rice University, Houston, TX.
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Iqbal41, statements that are considered shirk or associating partners with God, and negligence 
on obligatory prayers. 

Especially important in this context is the notion of bid’a, or invention (innovation) in re-
ligion. Various forms of dhikr, or remembrance of God, such as repeating certain names of 
God in fi xed numbers by controlling breathing etc., are considered by some as innovations.

Politicization of Islam during the late twentieth century has brought upon major infl uences on 
Sufi sm: On the one hand, the political Islamist groups have accused the Sufi  orders as being 
complacent or passive. On the other hand certain governments, suspicious of any organiza-
tion besides formal-government controlled ones, have suppressed Sufi  orders made them 
illegal. Finally, some other governments have sought to orient Sufi  orders as an ally political 
opposition.

From the eighteenth century onward, Sufi -led protest movements were often found in societies that 
were confronted with the encroachment of Western ideas or colonialism. Thus, rulers were either 
frightened by the political specter posed by Sufi s or were eager to make common cause with them, 
depending on the circumstance. Alliances between Sufi s and their rulers (both secular and reli-
gious) have also been of varying success, at least from the point of view of the governing class42.

In the perspectives of many prominent fi gures of Sufi sm, such as Al-Ghazali, Imam-I Rabbani 
Ahmed Sirhindi, a spiritually oriented Muslim can not be called a Sufi , unless he or she fi rst 
observes the basics of Islamic creed and worship life. According to these authoritative fi g-
ures, the claims of certain groups and sects that assume the name of a Sufi  order should not 
be accepted at the face value. The Sufi  path cannot be condemned because of the errors as-
sociated with the behaviors of such groups. In short, one should not throw the baby with the 
bath water. 

Gülen’s Criticisms of Contemporary Institutionalized Sufism

While underlining the potential for spiritual development in the Sufi  tradition, Gülen voices 
his own criticism of the deterioration among followers of the discipline, especially around 
the collapse of the Ottoman  Empire. In 1925 Sufi  orders were banned in Turkey. Referring 
to the deterioration of the Sufi  centers prior to this era, Gülen commented that by then, the 
Sufi  centers “have closed themselves already.” Gülen also alludes to the disengagement of 
the Sufi  centers from the education and development of individuals and busying themselves 
in insignifi cant metaphysical discussions: 

At a time when modern schools con cen tra ted on ideological dogmas, institutions of religious edu-
cation (madrasas) broke with life, insti tu  tions of spiritual training (takyas) were immersed in sheer 
metaphysics, and the army re stricted itself to sheer force, this coordination [of knowledge] was 
essentially not possible43. 

The third observation of Gülen concerning the Sufi  institutions around the country was their 
failure to adapt themselves to the needs of the society and meet the challenges of the sci-
entifi c/rational revolutions. Instead of revitalizing themselves, these organizations turned 
to “console themselves with virtues and wonders of the saints who had lived in previous 
centuries.44” 

41  Schimmel, ibid., 22.
42  Olcott, ibid.
43  Gülen, F. 1996. Towards the Lost Paradise. London: Truestar. P.11 cited in Michel ibid.
44  Gülen, F. 1996. Towards the Lost Paradise. London: Truestar. P.11 cited in Michel ibid.
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It is worth noting that Gülen’s criticisms of Sufi  orders and centers are historical and institu-
tional in nature and do not pertain to Sufi sm as a discipline45. Each of the three defi ciencies 
Gülen notes, “closing themselves before being closed”, “disengagement from educational 
needs of the society and engagement in useless metaphysical speculation,” and “failure to 
cope with the changing times” are matters of social decay and are not inherent defi ciencies 
in the spiritual tradition.

Just as the beliefs and practices criticized as deviant have formed in an environment of a 
clash between the legalistic tradition, which represents the outer dimension, and the spiritual 
or inner dimension, the recovery of the spiritual tradition lies in the reunion of the inner and 
outer dimensions. In this paper, we call this union the ‘balanced spiritual tradition’. In the 
next section we will discuss its main tenets.

From Hasan Al-Basri to Al-Ghazali to Gülen: The Balanced Spiritual 
Tradition

A hallmark of the balanced spiritual tradition represented by fi gures such as Hasan Al-Basri, 
Al-Ghazali, and Gülen is the balancing of the inner and outer dimensions of faith, that is the 
Islamic law concerning worship and community life and the principles and practices of the 
spiritual path. In the eyes of these scholar/masters, faith is incomplete before a person real-
izes a deeper experience of the faith above and beyond simple following of the rules. 

Sufi sm leads the way to shawq, delight, so that the practice of religious commitment is not some 
onerous and unpleasant burden that a person is forced to carry, but can rather be conducive to a 
joyful, loving acceptance of life46.

Representatives of the balanced spiritual tradition, such as Al-Ghazali and Gülen view  Sufi sm 
as the inner dimension of the religious law, and consider it jugular that the two dimensions 
are never separated. Observance of the rules that pertain to externals without attention to their 
interior transformative power results in dry ritualism47. Trying to follow the spiritual path 
without regard to the religious law is often likened to “trying to build a house on a foundation 
of sand48”. A prophetic tradition hints at this perspective:

There are those who pray for hours during night and all they gain is sleeplessness and tiredness. 
There are those who fast and all they gain are hunger and thirst.

The people described by this prophetic tradition are following the exterior rules perfectly. Yet, 
their effort is not benefi ting them, hence they must be missing something. That something, 
according to the balanced spiritual tradition, is the observance of the inner dimension.

On the opposite pole, focusing exclusively on the interior dimension and rejecting (or taking 
lightly) the prescribed ritual prayers and rules of conduct opens the door to relativism and 
transgression. Only a balance of the exterior law and the inner discipline enables the seeker 
to proceed in the path of spiritual ascension to the stage of ihsan. Consequently, the traveler 

45  Kuru, A. T. 2003. Fethullah Gülen’s Search for a Middle Way Between Modernity and Muslim Tradition. 
In Turkish Islam and the secular state: The Gülen movement. M. H. Yavuz and J. L. Esposito, eds. Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press.
46  Michel, S.J., T. 2005. Sufism and modernity in the thought of Fethullah Gülen. The Muslim World, 95(3), 
341-349.
47  Michel ibid.
48  Frager. R. Sufism and the Islamic Tradition. Personality and Personal Growth. Longman. p.563.
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on the balanced spiritual path never separates the outer observance of the religious law from 
its inner dimension, and observes both. 

Perhaps the most famous representative of the balanced spiritual tradition of Islam is Al-
Ghazali. His book entitled “The Revival of Religious Sciences” is considered as a monumen-
tal work which “aligned Sufi  experiences with Islamic beliefs and practices49”. He is well 
read around the world in Muslim communities despite their differences in many aspects.

The writings of Abu Hamid Muhammad Ibn Muhammad, known as al-Ghazali (A.D. 1058-1111), 
are among the most widely read Sufi  teachings. Because of his infl uence, many Islamic theolo-
gians fi nally accepted Sufi sm within formal Islam. Called the Proof of Islam and the Restorer of 
Islam, he is one of the dominant fi gures in Islamic theology. His work altered the public view of 
Sufi sm from that if suspect, even heretical teaching, to a valued and essential part of Islam.50

Al-Ghazali regards the inner dimension as bringing life to religious sciences, while the re-
ligious law keeps the believer rooted in the mainstream Islamic tradition51. Speaking on the 
importance of experiential learning in the Sufi  discipline, Al-Ghazali comments:

I acquired a thorough knowledge of their52 research, and I learned all that was possible to learn 
their methods by study and oral teaching. It became clear to me … that Sufi sm consists in experi-
ence rather than in defi nitions and that what I was lacking belonged to this domain, not of instruc-
tion, but of … initiation53. 

 A trend among some of the representatives of the balanced spiritual tradition is the lack of a 
membership in a Sufi  order and guidance by a personal Sufi  master. At various times in his 
life, Gülen clearly stated that the movement inspired by his ideas is not a Sufi  brotherhood 
and he himself can not be regarded as a Sufi  master54. 

The religious orders are institutions that appeared in the name of representing Sufi sm six centuries 
after our Prophet, upon whom be peace. They have their own rules and structures. Just as I never 
joined a Sufi  order, I have never had any relationship with one55. 

Combining this statement with the fact that Gülen wrote one of the most authoritative con-
temporary works on Sufi sm led some authors to conclude that Gülen belongs to a category 
of spiritually oriented Muslim scholars who continue the tradition of the fi rst generation 
Sufi sm56. This observation naturally leads to the question: What elements of the spiritual 
tradition of Islam are present in the balanced path represented by fi gures such as Ghazali 
and Gülen, and whether these elements are subject to the same criticisms leveled at the Sufi  
brotherhoods.  

49  Frager, R. ibid. p.559.
50  Frager ibid.
51  Michel ibid.
52  Referring to the teachings of Sufi masters.
53  Frager, ibid. p.560.
54  Saritoprak, Zeki (2005a) ‘Introduction’, The Muslim World, Special Issue, Islam in Contemporary Turkey: The 
Contribution of Fethullah Gülen,Volume 95, No.3, July 2005, pp. 325-7 - (2005b) ‘An Islamic Approach to Peace 
and Nonviolence: A Turkish Experience’, The Muslim World, Special Issue, Islam in Contemporary Turkey: The 
Contribution of Fethullah Gülen,Volume 95, No.3, July 2005, pp. 413-27. - (2003).
55  Saritoprak, Z. 2003. Fethullah Gülen: A Sufi in His Own Way. In Yavuz, Hakan and Esposito, John (eds) 
(2003) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The Gülen Movement, Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, pp. 
156-169.
56  Gokcek, M. 2006. Gülen and Sufism: A Historical Perspective. In Robert Hunt et al. (eds), Muslim Citizens of 
the Globalized World: Contributions of the Gülen Movement. New Jersey: The Light Inc.  
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How Balanced Spiritual Tradition Avoids Criticisms of Sufism

The fi rst criticism of the Sufi  tradition is the exaggerated veneration of spiritual masters, 
the preferring of sainthood to prophethood (“messengership”) and Sufi  masters to Prophets 
and their companions. In various sermons and written works, Gülen clearly underlines the 
superiority of the Messengers. In particular, he uses a quote by Hasan Al-Basri (d. 110/728), 
a member of the fi rst generation of Muslims after the generation of Prophet’s companions, 
known as the tabeen. This generation is revered and respected due to their having the op-
portunity to observe and learn from the companions of the Prophet. Al-Basri holds a special 
place among the tabeen. Al-Basri is credited with the refi nement of the concepts of ‘irfan, 
(personal and accurate knowledge of the divine, gnosis) and kalam, (Islamic theology). Born 
in 642 A.D. (22nd year of the Islamic calendar), Al-Basri spent most of is life in the fi rst 
century of Islamic civilization. Al-Basri is also a perfect representative of the balanced spir-
itual tradition, being counted in the Sufi  lineages (silsile) as the last element of the chain 
before Ali, as well as being respected as an orthodox Sunni scholar. His compiled book called 
Ri’ayah li huquq Allah (Observance of the Duties to Allah), a copy of which is reported to 
exist at Oxford, is regarded by some as the fi rst book on Sufi sm. Mutahhari relates the fol-
lowing quote from Nicholson on Al-Basri’s signifi cance, which also summarizes important 
stages of the Sufi  tradition:  

The fi rst Muslim to give an experimental analysis of the inner life was Harith al-Muhasibi of 
Basrah ... ‘The Path’ (tariqah), as described by later writers, consists of acquired virtues (maqamat) 
and mystical states (ahwal). The fi rst stage is repentance or conversion; then comes a series of oth-
ers, e.g. renunciation, poverty, patience, trust in God, each being a preparation for the next57. 

Secondly, the ‘urafa’ themselves trace their orders back to al- Hasan al-Basri; and from him to ‘Ali 
(A), such as the chain of the sheikhs of Abu Sa’id ibn Abi al-Khayr. Similarly, Ibn al-Nadim, in his 
famous al-Fihrist, traces the chain of Abu Muhammad Ja’far al-Khuldi back to al-Hasan Al-Basri, 
stating that al-Hasan al-basri had met seventy of the Companions who had fought at Badr.  

Thirdly, some of the stories related of al-Hasan al-Basri give the impression that he was in fact part 
of a group that in later times became known as Sufi s58. 

Al-Basri compares the later generations of Muslims, including Sufi  masters, to the compan-
ions as follows:

The greatest of the later generations of Muslims can not be a piece of dust under the feet of the 
horse of a companion of the prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him).

On the question of bid’a, (innovation in religion) scholars of Islam fall into two camps. The 
majority, including Gülen, consider new concepts and practices as acceptable as long as 
they are based on principles outlined in the authentic prophetic traditions and they are not 
confused with the more authentic prophetic traditions. The other camp, represented by strict 
literalists argue that any innovation in religion is bad, regardless of its nature. 

Michel points out to this phenomena that originate with the numerically small but politically 
infl uential circles inspired by the criticism of the famed scholar Ibn Taymiyya, who is seen as 
the originator of the literalist movement: 

57  Nicholson, R.A. 1931. Mysticism in The Legacy of Islam, London: ed. by Sir Thomas Arnold and Alfred 
Guillaume pp. 211-212.
58  Mutahhari, M. An Introduction to the Islamic Sciences, transl. By Ali Quli Qarai, Al-Tawhid, vol II No. 2.
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(The Wahhabi perspective) view Sufi sm as responsible for turning the Islamic ummah away from 
its God-given task of building a society in accord with the ideals of the Qur’an and Sunnah; they 
accuse the Sufi s of encouraging unwarranted and unorthodox innovations and of promulgating a 
passive, pietistic religiosity59. 

The balanced tradition regards Sufi sm as one facet of the life of the sincere Muslim who 
seeks to witness and live fully the essence of the message contained in the Qur’an and the 
prophetic tradition60. However, the balanced tradition does not consider every concept or 
practice that historically has come out in the name of Sufi sm as a positive value, practices 
approaching Saint worship being primary examples. 

For the representatives of the balanced spiritual tradition such as Gülen, Sufi sm and religious 
law are two aspects of the same truth and two complimentary dimensions. Human spiritual 
perfection is not possible with negligence in either dimension. The preference of an indi-
vidual of elaboration in one dimension over the other should be attributed to either lack of 
knowledge or “it should be viewed as the result of a natural human tendency, which is that 
everyone gives priority to the way more compatible with his temperament and for which he 
has aptitude” (Michel 2003). 

The tension between the two dimensions is in part due to the extremists such as those who 
claimed that following the exoteric regulations of the religious law were unnecessary for the 
seekers of  the esoteric path, and those who declared even moderately liberal interpretations 
of Qur’anic verses or prophetic traditions as outside of the faith.

Another point of criticism, identifi ed by Nursi61, is confusing inspiration with revelation. This 
criticism is leveled against the Sufi  fi gures in history who claimed to have received personal 
inspiration which might apparently contradict the revelation as recorded in the Qur’an and 
authentic prophetic tradition. In this context the response of the balanced tradition is that 
the communication of God as the Lord of the Universe with His last messenger Muhammad 
through the Qur’an is the highest form of communication and is thus superior to all other 
forms of communication, including inspiration of the Sufi  saints.

The Question of the Spiritual Guide

The concept of a Sufi  master occupies an important place in the later Sufi  literature. The vast 
majority of the later Sufi s discouraged the potential seekers from pursuing the spiritual path 
without a personal guide. The early Sufi s such as Hasan Al-Basri, Rabia, Junayd, Muhasibi, 
Bishr, Ghazzali, Feriduddin Attar, and even Rumi did not belong to a tariqah or Sufi  order. 
While they could each be regarded as a master on their own, a seeker without a personal guide 
would be seen as problematic from the perspective of institutionalized Sufi sm. Although we 
can see the same emphasis on the role of spiritual guide by important fi gures of the balanced 
spiritual tradition, another trend is the guidance of the virtual personality of a text:

A minority view has always held that the spiritual guide need not be a living person. Kharaqani, 
for example, was initiated into the Sufi  path by the spirit of Abu Yazid al-Bistami, while ‘Attar was 
inspired by the spirit of al-Hallaj. Other Sufi s claimed to have as their guide Khidr, the mysteri-
ous companion of Moses mentioned in Surat al-Kahf of the Qur’an. Gülen’s position is that he is 

59  Michel,ibid.
60  Michel, ibid.
61  Nursi, S. 1997. 29th Letter. 9th Section, Nine Allusions About the Ways of Sainthood and Sufism, The Letters. 
Istanbul: Kaynak A.S.
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guided in his spiritual development by the Qur’an and the Sunnah. In Gülen’s view, the Qur’an is 
not only the best guide, but is the source and font of all Sufi  thought and practice. Rooted in the 
Qur’an and Sunnah, and supplemented by the views and experiences of later Sufi s down through 
the centuries who applied the Qur’anic teachings through their own personal efforts (ijtihad), 
Sufi sm must be considered not an “alternative” path followed by some Muslims in contradistinc-
tion or in contradiction to the Islamic law but rather, one of the basic sciences of Islam.

The Potential Impact of the Balanced Spiritual Tradition

Now we would like to give some indicators that point out that spiritual tradition that is free of 
deviations identifi ed above has a great potential to infl uence the Muslim world. The famous 
Sunni scholar Dr. Yusuf Al-Qaradawi, chair of European Council for Fatwa and Research, 
whose religious opinion commands great respect among the politically oriented Muslims 
especially in the Middle East has the following to say about the balanced spiritual tradition:

By and large, we should try to take from Sufi  ideas what corresponds to the teachings of Islam, 
such as the idea that calls to noble values of mutual love, as well as the idea that teaches one how 
to get rid of psychological ailments and to attain spiritual grace. 

In fact, there are some examples of good Sufi s, with some minor exceptions, from whom one can 
understand better this form of worship. Imam al-Ghazali is one of such moderate Sufi  fi gure whose 
ideas go in line with the teachings of Islam62.

Another example of praise for the balanced spirituality comes from the strong critic of devi-
ant Sufi  orders Ibn Taymiyya about Bayazid Bistami, one of the early Sufi s famous for his 
championing of the concept of fana, or the annihilation of the carnal self in awe and constant 
presence of God.

There are two categories of fana’: one is for the perfect Prophets and saints, and one is for seekers 
from among the saints and pious people (saliheen). Bayazid al-Bistami is from the fi rst category of 
those who experience fana’, which means the complete renunciation of anything other than God. 
He accepts none except God. He worships none except Him, and he asks from none except Him.” 
He continues, quoting Bayazid saying, “I want not to want except what He wants63.”

In another place, Ibn-Taymiyya refers to Abd-al Qadir Gilani, the author of Futuh-ul Ghayb 
(The Conquest of the Unseen) and spiritual founding father of the Qadiri Sufi  order, as “our 
teacher”.

The upright among the followers of the Path - like the majority of the early sheikhs (shuyukh al-
salaf) such as Fudayl ibn `Iyad, Ibrahim ibn Adham, Ma`ruf al-Karkhi, al-Sari al-Saqai, al-Junayd 
ibn Muhammad and others of the early teachers, as well as Sheikh Abd al-Qadir [Gilani], Sheikh 
Hammad, Sheikh Abul Bayan and others of the later masters - do not permit the followers of the 
Path to depart from the divinely legislated command and prohibition, even were that person to 
have fl own in the air or walked on water64.

Haddad comments that other works of Ibn Taymiyya are full of praise for what we call in 
this paper as the balanced spiritual tradition. He gives the example from Ibn Taymiyya’s 

62  Al-Qardawi, Y. 2004. Islam’s Stance on Sufism, SALAM Magazine, March-April, available online at http://
www.famsy.com/salam/Sufism0404.htm
63  Ibn Taymiyya, Majmoo` fatawi Sheikh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya. (The Collection of Opinions of Master Scholar 
of Islam Ibn Taymiyya), Riyadh. p. 516. Cited in Fouad Haddad, Ibn Taymiyya on Futooh Al-Ghayb and Sufism, 
1996. Availabile online at http://www.abc.se/~m9783/n/itaysf_e.html.
64  Ibn Taymiyya, ibid.
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book entitiled “al-ihtijaaj bi al-qadar” (Cairo: al-matba`a al- salafi yya, 1394/1974 p. 38) as 
a praise for the Sufi  emphasis on love of God and their “voluntarist rather than intellectual 
approach” to attainment of spiritual improvement:

As for the Sufi s, they affi rm the love (of Allah), and this is more evident among them than all other 
issues. The basis of their Way (tariqa) is simply will and love. The affi rmation of the love of Allah 
is well-known in the speech of their early and recent masters, just as it is affi rmed in the Book and 
the Sunna and in the agreement of the salaf.

Hamza Yusuf, one of the rising leaders of the Muslim youth in North America and increas-
ingly around the world, and the author/translator of the book entitled “Purifi cation of the 
Heart65,” commented about the spiritual tradition with these words:

In fact what Islam is trying to do and what most of the other spiritual religions and in fact from 
the Muslim perspective all of them have failed to do is to join these two elements in a harmoni-
ous and balanced way and this is why in the tradition of Islam Sufi sm has always been part of 
the traditional Islamic curriculum in every single Muslim university. I know of no period in the 
Islamic tradition in which Sufi sm was not taught in the universities and not seen as an important 
and fundamental aspect of the tradition of Islam66.

These two examples illustrate the potential of the balanced spiritual tradition to avoid the crit-
icisms of the strictest of the scholars opposing the deviations of certain Sufi  organizations. 

According to Ruthven, the intellectual leaders of modern Muslim India as well as Pakistan, 
such as Sayyid Ahmed Khan, Muhammad Iqbal and Abu’l Ala al-Maududi are indebted to 
Shaikh Ahmed Sirhindi, also known as Imam Rabbani, a Naqshbandi Sufi  reformer who 
sought to revive the more pure versions of the spiritual tradition of Islam free of Hindu 
infl uences67.

According to P. J. Stewart, the author of Unfolding Islam, ‘the future of Islam must lie in a 
renovated mystical orientation where debt of religious feeling can be yoked to metaphorical 
understandings of the Qur’an and the Prophetic traditions.68’ According to Travers69, ‘there 
are signs that this is already happening’ such as the increasing popularity of Sufi sm in Central 
Asia, at the expense of political Islamism, and in the West ‘despite the media-grabbing cla-
mour’ of the actions of politically oriented groups. The late Anne-Marie Schimmel comments 
about the renewed interest in the teachings of Naqshbandi tradition in Uzbekistan:

Studies, especially in the Naqshbandi Tariqa have proliferated during the last few years. It is in-
teresting that last year in Bukhara that we have a conference at the mazar of Khaja Naqshband in 
which German and Uzbek scholars participated and scholars from other Central Asian countries. 
It was highly interesting to see that here the Uzbek interest in teaching the Naqshbandiyya became 
very visible because they claimed, and I think they were right, that the old adage ‘the hand at work, 
the heart close to the Divine Beloved’ is a very practical way of approaching modern science. It 
gives you the possibility of constantly thinking of God, remembering God, as it is also taught in 
the Quran and yet do your daily work successfully. The interest in the Naqshbandiyya has grown 

65  Yusuf, Hamza (trans.), 2004. Purification of the Heart: Signs, Symptoms and Cures of the Spiritual Diseases 
of the Heart. Translation and commentary of Imam al-Mawlud’s Matharat al-Qulub, Chicago: Starlatch.
66  Yusuf, Hamza. 1997. Tasawwuf/Sufism in Islam, lecture at Stanford University, available online at http://
sunnah.org/events/hamza/hamza.htm.
67  Malise Ruthven, 1984, Islam in the World, London: Granta Publications, 2006.
68  In Ruthven, ibid, 429.
69  Writing the afterword for Ruthven, ibid, 429.
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considerably70.

Travers argues that the Muslim Diaspora in the West, increasingly well educated  in atmos-
phere of free association, freedom of expression and religious freedom, is a candidate to pro-
mote the spiritual tradition. Another advantage of this Diaspora is its experience in asserting 
itself ‘culturally through the media and politically through the democratic system.’ Beyond 
calls for social justice, the Islamic message of ‘man’s special responsibility as guardian of 
this planet’ is likely to be relevant and signifi cant for the protection of environment in the 
centuries to come. 

It is a message which calls on men and women to show gratitude for the world’s bounty, to use it 
wisely and distribute it equitably. It is a message phrased in the language and imagery of a pastoral 
people who understood that survival depended upon submission to the natural laws governing 
their environment, and upon rules of hospitality demanding an even sharing of limited resources. 
In a world increasingly driven by the gap between rich and poor nations, and growing danger of 
environmental catastrophe, this message has an urgent relevance. It is one we ignore at our peril.

Commenting on his impressions of the hajj pilgrimage he undertook in 2004, Fuad Nahdi, the 
editor-in-chief of Q News, a prominent British Muslim magazine especially among young 
Muslims, notes that the atmosphere of the hajj that year was more spiritual than in previous 
years. Nahdi states71:

Everywhere I fi nd well-produced leafl ets focusing on the spiritual aspects of the Hajj. The litera-
ture is more inclusive and more tolerant than one used to expect. In the past, this kind of spiritual-
ity would have been banned or cursed from the pulpits. 

Geaves comments that reading between the lines of Nahdi’s words, one can see the infl uence 
of more literalist and less tolerant forms of interpretation, as opposed to the more liberal ap-
proach of the spiritual tradition, in decline in the Muslim world.

We have alluded above to the increasing popularity of the works of Al-Ghazali and Rumi 
among Muslim populations of Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and the West. The infl uence of these 
towering fi gures, however, may remain dormant until invoked by contemporary authorities 
and opinion leaders such as Gülen. In his centerfold pieces for the top selling popular youth 
magazine of Turkey72, Gülen discussed key concepts of the spiritual tradition of Islam with 
references to the works of Al-Ghazali, and Rumi, as well as the other signifi cant fi gures of the 
spiritual tradition, in addition to his references from the Qur’an and the Prophetic tradition. 
Gülen’s impact is not limited to his sermons and written works. He is credited with starting a 
civil society movement focused on education and ‘characterized by conscientious effort and 
tolerance for others.’ One example of Gülen’s countless comments on the reconciliatory and 
embracive attitude derived from the spiritual tradition is cited by Horkuc73:

It should be such a broad tolerance, that we can close our eyes to others’ faults, show respect for 
different ideas, and forgive everything that is forgivable. In fact, even when our inalienable rights 
are violated, we should respect human values and try to establish justice. Even before the coars-
est thoughts and crudest ideas, with the caution of a Prophet and without boiling over we should 

70  Schimmel, Anne-Marie, Sufism and its Influence on Europe, lecture at Stanford University, May 4, 1997, 
available online at http://www.naqshbandi.org/events/sufitalk/sufismeu.htm.
71  Ron Geaves, 2005, Aspects of Islam, Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 139.
72  The popular scientific and spiritual magazine SIZINTI is estimated to have a readership of over 700,000.
73  Hasan Horkuc, 2002, New Muslim Discourses on Pluralism in the Postmodern Age, American Journal of 
Islamic Social Sciences, Spring 2002, 19 (2), footnote 62, cited in Michel, ibid.
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respond with a mildness that the Qur’an presents as “gentle words.”

Hundreds of educational institutions from kindergarten to college level have been established 
in Turkey and some 103 countries of the world by organizations within the aforementioned 
civil society movement inspired by Gülen. One characteristic of these institutions is that in 
addition to their excellence in physical and social sciences, math and language, they foster 
a culture of interfaith and intercultural respect and harmony.74 Building bridges of peace 
among confl ict-stricken groups, these institutions serve as trust-havens in fragile regions of 
the world. Examples of such as bridges can be seen in Philippines, where Muslim minor-
ity students study with their fellow Christian students in an atmosphere of trust75; Bosnia-
Herzegovina where children of Bosnian Muslims who have been massacred by Serbians 
study shoulder-to-shoulder with their children76, Southeast Turkey where the Kurdish stu-
dents get an opportunity to become doctors, scientists, lawyers and artists instead of being re-
cruited by terrorist organizations77, and Macedonia where the fi ghting Albanian, Macedonia 
and Serbian factions carry their children to such schools for safety. In the example of Gülen, 
and the civil society movement initiated by his ideas, the latent potential of the spiritual tradi-
tion of Islam can be observed vividly.

Conclusion

Sufi sm offers many signifi cant concepts and practices that are indispensable in an age of glo-
balization and religious plurality, such as the mirror concept and the universal human dignity, 
divine love emerging as a love of fellow humans, non-violence, and the service mentality.  

The “mirror” concept views every human as a mirror of God in three aspects: Refl ecting 
attributes and names of God as His work of art, refl ection through reliance, and refl ection 
through actions. Only the third of these ways is voluntary while the fi rst two are involuntary. 
Therefore, every human, regardless of their creed is seen as a mirror of God in these two 
aspects. Consequently, every human is to be loved and admired for those aspects. This is a 
powerful paradigm and infl uence for peaceful coexistence in religious diversity in the post-
modern world. 

Various expressions of the spiritual tradition throughout history of Islam have centered 
around the concept of love. Since the beginning, divine love and its refl ection in the form of 
love of fellow humans have been characteristic of spiritually oriented Muslims. While car-
rying the potential of pacifi sm with it, this concept has traditionally been put into practice in 
the form of non-violence or at least non aggression. Often, the seekers went beyond tolerance 
to hospitality and companionship. 

Western analysts of the trends in the contemporary Islamic world often exhibit one of two fal-
lacies: Overestimating the impact of contemporary Sufi  orders or underestimating the impact 
of the deep current of the spiritual tradition of Islam. Turkish, Indian, North African, Syrian, 
Indonesia-Malaysian and Persian Sufi  traditions run deep and wide among contemporary 

74  Zeki Saritoprak, ‘An Islamic Approach to Peace and Nonviolence: A Turkish Experience’, The Muslim World, 
Vol. 95 (July 2005), pp. 413-427
75  Michel, Thomas. 2003. Fethullah Gülen as an Educator. In Turkish Islam and the secular state: The Gülen 
movement. M. H. Yavuz and J. L. Esposito, eds. Syracuse: Syracuse University Press.
76  Serif Ali Tekalan, ‘Monuments of Love and Alturism’, in Baris Kopruleri (Bridges of Peace), Istanbul: Ufuk 
Kitaplari, 2005, 254.
77  Mehmet Kalyoncu, ‘The Counter Terrorism Issue In Terms Of Systems Theory; Diyarbakir as a Case Study’, 
presentation at the Second Istanbul Conference on Democracy and Global Security, June 14-16, 2007.
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Muslim populations. The infl uence of the spiritual tradition can be categorized into three: 
Direct infl uence in the immediate fellowship of a Sufi  order, indirect, wider infl uence in the 
larger community of Muslims through lectures, “sohbets” or other types of oral tradition, and 
fi nally, infl uence in the contemporary world on Muslims as well as non-Muslims through 
printed literature and other media. We gave indicators of how especially this third type of 
infl uence is attracting larger audiences, especially among younger generations of Muslims.

Despite the presence of the aforementioned positive notions, the impact of Sufi sm on larger 
Muslim populations has been limited by three factors: The fi rst is the literalist opposition to 
more fl exible interpretations of concepts from the Qur’an and the Prophetic tradition and the 
strict defi nition of the notion of invention in religion, or “Bid’a.” The second is the deviations 
of some Sufi  orders and subsequent criticisms by orthodox Muslims. The third impediment 
consists of the political obstacles, namely, impact of politicization of religion by some groups 
and political moves by certain Sufi  orders.

While sharing the aforementioned inclusive and synergistic concepts with the more sophis-
ticated, institutionalized Sufi  tradition, the ‘balanced’ spiritual tradition avoids these criti-
cisms by holding the prophetic tradition higher over any other practice even if based on the 
framework of the former. This approach, represented by towering historical fi gures such as 
Hasan Al-Basri and Al-Ghazali as well as contemporary fi gures such as Gülen, “emphasizes 
the central role of the Qur’an and Sunna, it has a tolerant and non-rigid style, and it empha-
sizes religious activism78.” By the same token, the balanced spiritual tradition steers clear of 
negligence in obligatory forms of worship, practices resembling shirk, or associating partners 
with God, such as Saint worship. 

We gave examples of fi erce critics of the Sufi  orders of their time, such as Ibn Taymiyya, 
as well as contemporary infl uential Muslim fi gures, who nevertheless applaud the balanced 
practice of the early masters of the spiritual tradition. The criticism of passivity is answered 
by historians of Islam who point out to numerous examples of Sufi  orders participating in 
defensive struggles. 

While immediate membership in a Sufi  order has declined considerably around the world, 
the impact of spiritual masters have continued to infl uence and shape the minds and hearts 
of Muslim populations. Name recognition and reverence for spiritual personalities as well as 
affi nity for their teachings are clearly observable in many Muslim communities from Turkey 
to Egypt to India to Indonesia. According to Ahmed, the spiritual tradition is the source and 
defi ning tone of one of the three major responses to modernity and globalization that can be 
observed in the Muslim communities around the world. The works of Al-Ghazali and Rumi 
remain most read and quoted Muslim literature after the Qur’an and Prophetic tradition. 

Analysts point out to the increase in the popularity of the spiritual tradition of Islam at the ex-
pense of political Islamism which is declining after decades of semi-successes and profound 
failures. The failures of the politicized Islam in the past century and the recent tragedies of 
terror and the subsequent association of Islam with unjustifi ed violence have prepared the 
Muslim mind for a worldview that could shape a harmonious Muslim response to globaliza-
tion. The balanced spiritual tradition of Islam holds the greatest potential to be that world-
view and help the world steer toward peaceful and harmonious coexistence with religious 
plurality.

78  Gokcek, ibid.
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PROMOTING HUMAN RIGHTS VALUES IN THE MUSLIM 
WORLD: THE CASE OF THE GÜLEN MOVEMENT

Ozcan Keles

Abstract

The premise of this paper is that human rights values are a persistent theme of 
Fethullah Gülen’s thought and tajdid and expressed by the Gülen movement through 
example. That tajdid is collectively constructed and communicated by allowing for 
adaptation and indigenisation in fl exible response to different socio-cultural con-
texts. What is more, Gülen’s views on democracy, pluralism, human rights and free-
dom of belief directly promote human rights values and norms. The paper argues 
that the Muslim world is very important to Gülen’s overall aspiration for an inclusive 
civilisation and thus the movement is now active in most parts of that world. In time, 
as in Turkey, Gülen’s ideas will enable and empower the periphery in Muslim socie-
ties to infl uence the centre ground and open the way for wider enjoyment of freedom 
and human rights. 
The paper is in three sections. The fi rst looks at the underlying dynamics of Gülen’s 
infl uence and the nature of his tajdid, to assess whether his infl uence is transferable 
elsewhere. The second appraises the content of Gülen’s tajdid arguing that human 
rights values are an inherent theme of his discourse on Islam. Here, the paper analy-
ses Gülen’s views on Anatolian Muslimness, democracy and politics, human rights 
and freedom of belief, illustrating Gülen’s incremental ijtihad on temporal punish-
ment for apostasy in Islamic law. The third part traces the movement’s activities in 
the Muslim world, arguing that the movement has now entered a phase of adoles-
cence, and asks whether Gulen’s tajdid and discourse, through the practice of the 
movement, can indeed promote human rights values in this world.
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Introduction

The premise of this paper is that human rights values are a persistent theme of Fethullah 
Gülen’s thought and tajdid and expressed by the Gülen movement through example. That 
tajdid is collectively constructed and communicated by allowing for adaptation and indigeni-
sation in fl exible response to different socio-cultural contexts. What is more, Gülen’s views 
on democracy, pluralism, human rights and freedom of belief directly promote human rights 
values and norms. The paper argues that the Muslim world is very important to Gülen’s over-
all aspiration for an inclusive civilisation and thus the movement is now active in most parts 
of that world. In time, as in Turkey, Gülen’s ideas will enable and empower the periphery in 
Muslim societies to infl uence the centre ground and open the way for wider enjoyment of 
freedom and human rights. 

I must stress at the beginning that although there is a growing body of literature and research 
surrounding Gülen and the movement, there is extremely little, if any, so far concerning his 
infl uence in the Muslim world. This is largely due to the fact that the movement has been less 
visible or active in the Muslim world than elsewhere. More empirical research is required in 
this fi eld. The challenge this presents therefore is to fi rst contextualise Gülen in the Muslim 
world, before moving on to look at what infl uence, if any, he has in promoting human right 
Svalues in this region. 

Thus, the paper is in three sections. The fi rst looks at the underlying dynamics of Gülen’s 
infl uence and the nature of his tajdid. The purpose behind this is simple; in order to predict 
whether Gülen has any meaningful scope of infl uence in the Muslim world it is imperative 
to fi rst understand what makes Gülen infl uential in the fi rst place, how infl uential he is in 
Turkey and whether that infl uence is transferable elsewhere. The second appraises the con-
tent of Gülen’s tajdid arguing that human rights values are an inherent theme of his discourse 
on Islam. Here, the paper analyses Gülen’s views on Anatolian Muslimness, democracy and 
politics, human rights and freedom of belief, illustrating Gülen’s incremental ijtihad on tem-
poral punishment for apostasy in Islamic law. The third part traces the movement’s activities 
in the Muslim world, arguing that the movement has now entered a phase of adolescence, and 
asks whether Gülen’s tajdid and discourse, through the practice of the movement, can indeed 
promote human rights values in this world.

In assessing Gülen’s potential infl uence in the Muslim world, I will refer to Serif Mardin’s 
Centre/Periphery model. I suggest that the current power struggle in Turkey, as manifested 
by the tip of the iceberg political battle recently unfolding between the newly emerging, 
previously rural, democratic yet conservative public as represented by the ruling Justice and 
Development (AK) Party and the militant-secular status quo margins as represented by the 
Republican People’s Party (CHP), is in fact a struggle between the periphery and centre, 
respectively.

In this paper, I argue that just as Gülen’s discourse and the Gülen movement were instrumen-
tal in empowering the periphery in Turkey1, their presence will have a similar effect in the 
Muslim world.   

Finally, any theological discussion in this paper is tangential to the main premise and argu-
ment. What is signifi cant for the purposes of this paper is that Gülen is perceived and consid-
ered to be working within the traditional framework of Islamic jurisprudence and theology 
not that he actually is. The argument that he is, helps explain the perception and infl uence he 

1  Ozdalga 2005: 441
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enjoys in Turkey and increasingly abroad. Whether that is actually the case, is the subject of 
another study. 

Gülen’s Influence and Tajdid

Gülen is many things at once and it is this combination of characteristics, abilities and quali-
fi cations, some of which have hitherto seemed mutually exclusive, that marks him out from 
the rest and has provided him with a transformative edge. Gülen is an Islamic scholar, peace 
activist, intellectual, civil-faith-based movement leader, social reformist, mentor, poet and 
writer. He has motivated and inspired a whole generation in Turkey and abroad numbering 
millions (not used lightly) into a multi-ethnic (and even multi-religious) movement, which he 
calls a ‘Community of Volunteers’.   

While there is a lot interesting about the Gülen persona and psyche, for the purposes of 
this paper, I will look at the dynamics that enables him to enjoy an immense infl uence in 
Turkey. 

The Gülen Trio-Formula: Devout-Intellectual-Alim

I suggest that it is the combination of three particular characteristics that have enabled Gülen 
to become immensely popular and infl uential in Turkey, namely being a Sufi -orientated spir-
itually-devout Muslim, an intellectual in contemporary reading and thought and an acclaimed 
Islamic scholar or alim. 

Ali Bulac, a well-known independent Muslim scholar and columnist, was the fi rst to empha-
sise Gülen’s intellectual-alim credentials and its importance, stating that Gülen is the most 
recent reviver of the Ulema tradition. Alim (singular for Ulema) is an Arabic title provided 
only to the most knowledgeable Islamic scholars who have an impeccable command of the 
traditional Islamic sources, sciences and methodologies. However, Bulac argues that being 
merely an alim renders one insuffi cient, a mere conveyor. To be effective and relevant one 
has to be a janahayn (the dual wing), in other words an intellectual versed in western sciences 
and thought as well. 

Concerning Gülen, in this respect, Bulac states:

Of the very few contenders, Gülen is perhaps the foremost representative of janahayn. His outlook 
has several key features: a profound understanding of Islamic sciences; a deep knowledge of bi-
ography (ilm al-rijal) in Hadith narration; and a thorough understanding of Islamic methodology 
(usul)… His book, Key Concepts in the Practice of Sufi sm… is an extremely important work 
in terms of thought and Sufi  tradition. Gülen’s most important characteristic is that he analyzes 
contemporary issues and brings forth solutions using the traditional methodology of Islamic juris-
prudence and Hadith.2 

Gülen’s appreciation of Western philosophies, history, literature and science is evident from 
the references he draws from these disciplines and interpretations he makes of contempo-
rary issues. In an interview with Eyup Can, Gülen lists Kant, Descartes, Sir James Jean, 
Shakespeare, Victor Hugo, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky and Puskin as some Western intellectu-
als whose works he has read3. We know from his memoirs that he studied Kant, Rousseau, 
Voltaire, Emile, Schiller and the works of such existentialist philosophers such as Camus, 

2  Bulac 2006: 101
3  Can 1996: Ref 
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Sartre and Marcuse during his military service in 19614.   

In his 14 cassette sermon series delivered in 1978 over several months to a mosque-congre-
gation regarding the existence of God (Tawheed), Gülen speaks in some detail about the 2nd 
law of thermo-dynamics, the big bang, astrophysics, astronomy, probability, atomic physics 
and biology in substantiating his arguments. Many other sermon-series, structured and meth-
odological in themselves, include this variety of discipline and content. There are legendary 
stories told among Gülen’s followers of how unaccustomed listeners used to sleeping during 
sermons, or left-wing intellectuals nudgingly persuaded to attend, wake up bemused and 
disoriented during the sermon to Gülen speaking about protons, electrons and neutrons.

It is Gülen’s ability to draw his references from both Islamic and Western philosophies and 
interpret one within the other that marks him out as a janahayn. This dual-wing, allows him 
to achieve two-things, one draw sympathy and a gathering from those who draw their refer-
ences from positive sciences and sympathise with the Western Enlightenment thought and 
two, demonstrate to the “Western-liberal” and “conservative-religious” that there is no inher-
ent contradiction between Islam, science and the necessities of modern age. 

However, this duo characteristic is insuffi cient to explain Gülen’s infl uence. There is another 
wing missing in Bulac’s description and that is Gülen’s Sufi  orientated spiritual devotion 
and fervour often manifested through intense emotion and dedication and poetic prose in his 
speech. 

Gülen is perceived by the public as a deeply religious individual who has remained celibate 
from devotion to God and cause and leads a deeply ascetic lifestyle, sleeping and eating very 
little and spending most of his time, especially now, in solitary worship and study with his 
personal students. His unusual religious fervour and zeal is clearly evident in his excitement 
when delivering sermons in which he often ends up crying, in return causing the congrega-
tion to follow suit. Among the wider Turkish public, Gülen is known as the “crying Hodja”. 

Referring to Gülen’s religious upbringing, Lester Kurtz notes:

[Gülen] memorized the Qur’an at a young age and testifi es that he “began praying when I was 
4 years old, and has never missed a prayer since.” He dedicated himself early on to a simple 
lifestyle devoted to prayer, meditation, religious writing and teaching. Eschewing family life, he 
chose an ascetic’s path, devoting his life to prayer and religious pursuits and owning virtually no 
possessions.5

Or at least that is how Gülen is perceived and perception is extremely important. In fact, 
without this reputation, Gülen’s intellectual-alim credentials would win him little infl uence. 
Simply put, the common Muslim has become weary of so-called Islamic scholars in recent 
years, especially those who have an appreciation of Western sciences. Trust is only inspired if 
scholarly credentials are supplemented with devotion and practice and even then the question 
of orientation remains, i.e. Sufi , Salafi , Shiite or secular. 

Thus, an accurate understanding of who Gülen is is more important than what he says. The 
infl uential Rand think-tank in the United States for example, wrongly identifi es Gülen as 
a “modernist” and states that although modernists are the most suited allies of the West in 
terms of their discourse and beliefs, they lack the authenticity of the traditionalists and the 

4  Erdogan 1997: Ref
5  Kurtz, 2005 p375



687   | P a g e

service-outlets through which to infl uence the public6. The overall observation concerning 
modernists are correct, categorising Gülen as one is not. The consequence of this is misjudg-
ing Gülen’s infl uence. Had Gülen been a modernist as such, he would never have enjoyed the 
kind of infl uence he does in Turkey, let alone have any meaningful chance of doing so in the 
Muslim world. Hence the signifi cance of getting this right. 

The question of course is whether Gülen will be able to transfer his infl uence to the wider 
Muslim world. The Muslim world is a vast geography made up of over 50 different countries. 
A crude reply, leaving aside a detailed study of each countries idiosyncratic nature and its 
relevance vis-à-vis the Gülen movement, is ‘yes’, since the underlying cultural dynamics and 
characteristics are similar. If anything, religion is as important in most of the Muslim world 
as it is in Turkey. Gülen’s devotion to faith and cause and fi fty year proven track record will 
exchange as good currency in this part of the world. However, the main determining factor 
of Gülen’s infl uence in the Muslim world will be the presence and effectives of the Gülen 
movement in this region.  

The Gülen Movement and Tajdid (Renewal of Religion)

Gülen’s spiritually-devout, intellectual-alim credentials comprises the fi rst fi eld of infl uence 
he enjoys among the Turkish Muslims. These characteristics have helped him form a second 
fi eld of infl uence, the Gülen movement. Where Gülen’s personal reputation fails to reach, 
this wider movement goes. So one can imagine two concentric circles one within the other. 
Gülen infl uences the movement, the movement infl uences wider society. Since Gülen not 
only combines but preaches the unifi cation of spiritual devotion with scientifi c appreciation 
and religious knowledge, his followers also manifest this trio-quality. An active volunteer of 
the movement will be a practising Muslim or believer of some tradition, of moral character 
who seeks to abstain from worldly indulgences, usually at least of graduate level degree, 
well read in Islamic theology and fairly informed of other religions, thereby becoming a 
miniature-Gülen.7 Thus, the effective formula of infl uence replicated throughout the move-
ment to varying degrees. 

This characteristic empowers the Gülen-follower with self-confi dence and is highly effective 
in infl uencing those who fi nd themselves on one or the other side of the religious-secular 
spectrum. 

So although Gülen is infl uential on an individual basis for the reasons given above, it is 
the faith based movement he now inspires which allows him to put his views into practice, 
and which marks him out as a candidate who can effectuate real change at the ground level. 
Without a mass following and wide infl uence among the grass roots of society, Gülen would 
have remained a scholar of great depth but no means of implementation. An elitist, an aca-
demic, a thinker who is waiting for the right masses to develop to be heard. With Gülen, the 
masses are ready, waiting for him to speak. 

It is for this reason that Yilmaz argues that Gülen is engaged in “tajdid by conduct”8. Tajdid 
means to renew, revive and restore religion. It is an authentic Islamic mechanism prophesised 
by the Prophet himself.9

6  Benard 2003: 38-40
7  Active volunteers should not be confused with supporters and donors, who make up the backbone of the 
movement. 
8  Yilmaz, 2003
9  Hadith (Ref)
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Tajdid can only be undertaken by a mujaddid. A mujaddid in his effort to renew (tajdid) 
religion will use a tool called ijtihad (reasoning) and in doing so also become a mujtahid. 
Ijtihad is a re-reading and re-evaluation of religious text and sources to deduce and derive 
a re-understanding of its teachings for contemporary times while keeping within its overall 
framework and spirit. It too is an authentic mechanism and in accordance with Islamic or-
thodoxy. Ijtihad has its limits, rules and conditions and should not be confused with reform 
which has neither. All mujaddids are also mujtahids but not all mujtahids are mujaddids.

In relation to ijtihad, I coin Gülen’s efforts in this vein as incremental (tadriji)10 ijtihad, since 
(i) he develops and communicates his ijtihad incrementally over many years and different 
mediums, respectively, and (ii) he does not claim that he is engaged in ijtihad at all, thus fur-
ther delaying the recognition that he is in fact engaged in ijtihad. The relevance for this paper 
is that Gülen is currently engaged in this incremental ijtihad regarding the death penalty for 
apostasy in Islamic law as explored below. 

In relation to Gülen’s tajdid, Yilmaz states that:

Gülen has reinterpreted Islamic understanding in tune with contemporary times and has developed 
and put into practice a new Muslim discourse... on religion, pluralism, jurisprudence, secularism, 
democracy, politics and international relations.11 

Yilmaz argues that Gülen is undertaking this tajdid through conduct, because his ideas are 
put into immediate effect through the movement and affects the surrounding wider society 
in la longe durée.12 

I suggest that Gülen’s tajdid is collectively constructed by the movement’s conduct and 
Gülen’s views. If Gülen’s tajdid is based on conduct, then the movement plays a signifi cant 
role in the construction of that tajdid. What is more, Gülen encourages the contribution of the 
active player here, namely the movement. Thus, Gülen is aware that his general views and 
teachings will be locally received, interpreted and adapted in the process of application. 

I suggest that the movement’s contribution to Gülen’s tajdid is in the form of (i) its interpreta-
tion of Gülen’s views on receipt, (ii) its reformulation of those views to meet local realities 
such as funding and capability on application, (iii) its adaptation of those general views to 
meet local culture and customs (indigenisation) (iv) new realities formed by local conduct 
and activities of the movement pose new questions and challenges which Gülen responds to, 
and (v) the movement innovates new forms of conduct itself which are put to Gülen, to which 
he replies and the above process renews itself. Thus, there is continuous and interactive 
dialogue between the movement and Gülen, the net outcome of which is a collective tajdid. 
Some may claim that the same process of interpretation and adaptation is present in other 
(or all) forms of tajdid as well. While that may be true to some degree, since the movement 
is active in over a hundred countries, the spectrum across which Gülen’s views are received, 
adapted and localised is ever more great. What is more, the fact that the movement’s volun-
teers are well educated, well read and very mobile means they are more critical, analytic and 
innovative in their dialogue with Gülen. Also, Gülen promotes collectivism within the move-
ment through his emphasis on joint decision making and consultation (sura). As such, every 

10  In Islamic terminology, incrementalism usually refers to the revelation of the Qur’an over 23 years by the 
instigation of certain events (sebebul nuzul). The prohibition of alcohol in the Qur’an in four steps is usually 
given as an example of incrementalism in Islam. 
11  Yilmaz 2003: 209
12  Yilmaz 2003: 220  
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venture and project of the movement has its own committee responsible for making its own 
decisions. Locally and collectively made decisions explain the movement’s success in vastly 
different socio-cultural and economic markets across the world. 

Thus, Gülen acts more like a chairperson in the construction of this tajdid. He sets the guide-
lines, objectives and principles. But then how those principles and objectives are put into 
action depend more on the movement than Gülen. Simply put the movement’s dialogue ef-
forts tell us much more about Gülen’s tajdid on Islam and society than any of his essays or 
interviews on the topic. 

The clarifi cation of how Gülen’s tajdid is constructed and communicated is important since 
it demonstrates that this tajdid is indigenised by the local people infl uenced by it. This does 
not mean Gülen’s original thought is watered down; clearly it is not. But Gülen’s global dis-
course and teachings are localised to best serve local conditions. The difference of the move-
ment’s educational projects in Turkmenistan with, let’s say, the United State or Germany 
helps illustrate this point. 

The signifi cance of this regarding the Muslim world (and elsewhere for that matter) is that 
Gülen’s views and discourse demonstrates that it is adaptable, fl exible, durable and practical. 
These are essential qualities if Gülen’s ideas and tajdid are to infl uence the Muslim world. 
Otherwise, without provision for indigenisation, the strong Arab culture would easily reject 
and react to this new discourse. This is something that will be explored further below. 

Gülen Movement’s Infl uence in Turkey

The Gülen movement is “one of the most infl uential revivalist movements in modern 
Turkey.”13 On Gülen’s infl uence over his own the movement, Yavuz notes 

A decade ago, this religious community was not even willing to allow their daughters to go to sec-
ondary or high schools. They preferred to send female students to the Qur’anic courses or strictly 
female Imam Hatip schools. For years, Gülen publicly and privately encouraged the community to 
educate all their children regardless of gender. Today, there are many all-female schools and many 
of their graduates go onto universities.14

Bacik states that the relationship between the Muslim self and Islamic groups has undergone 
signifi cant change due to, inter alia, the Muslim self’s understanding of some important 
concepts such as Europe and democracy and that members of the Islamic community are 
coming from better educated backgrounds15. I argue, that Gülen’s contribution to this change 
is signifi cant as stated by Kosebabalan

Gülen’s pro-Western attitude has played a key role in the domestication and softening of other 
Islamic groups’ anti-Europe and anti-U.S. positions. Although many Islamists eventually came 
closer to embracing this idea, a  majority of them initially criticized Gülen for his pro-Europe 
views. He was one of the fi rst Islamic leaders to embrace the idea of EU membership and at a time 
when Islamists in general regarded it as a threat to Turkish security and Islamic culture.16 

On Gülen and the movement’s infl uence in Turkey, Kosebabalan notes 

Fethullah Gülen and the movement he established and leads comprise two of he most impor-
tant actors in Turkish social and political life. His ideas, despite a number of complications and 

13  Ozgalga 2005: 430
14  Yavuz 1999: 125
15  Bacik 2003: 31
16  Kosebabalan 2003: 176
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contradictions in them, directly infl uence Turkish foreign policy and certainly would bring some 
vivacity to that policy if put to practical application.17 

Kosebabalan notes how some credit Gülen’s intellectual contributions that led to the EU-OIC 
summit in Istanbul in 200218. Supporting Kosebabalan, Yavuz states that ‘Gülen is the engine 
behind the construction of a “new” Islam in Turkey’.19 

On Gülen’s infl uence of thought, Yilmaz states

Preliminary observations indicate that Gülen not only is renewing Muslim discourses and prac-
tices, but also transforming the public sphere, without claiming or boasting that he is doing so. 
In this regard, the movement is evolving into a school of thought based on Gülen’s discourse and 
with the potential to infl uence the whole Muslim world. This transformation process is defi nitely 
a tajdid in the Turkish public sphere.20 

On Gülen’s transformative discourse and evolving a new school of thought, Yavuz states

In the clashing visions of globalizations, Fethullah Gülen is a force in the development of the 
Islamic discourse of globalized multicultural pluralism. As the impact of the educational activities 
of those infl uenced by him attests, his vision bridges modern and postmodern, global and local, 
and has a signifi cant infl uence in the contemporary debates that shape the visions of the future of  
Muslims and non-Muslims alike.21 

We have already studied the dynamics of this infl uence, whether it be the Gülen persona or 
the movement. Through this infl uence, Gülen has helped strengthen the periphery in Turkey. 
The Gülen movement’s education, media and business initiatives have empowered and ena-
bled the working-class silent-majority in Turkey who where hitherto unable to contest for the 
centre ground. 

What is more, through this new school of thought, Gülen has helped remove the theological 
and cultural dogmas, which until recently, prevented the periphery from positively engaging 
in society and therefore from moving into the centre ground currently occupied by the mili-
tant secular margins. 

The AK Party phenomena, which has its roots in the pro-Islamic National Outlook move-
ment, owes its evolutionary success in becoming a modern, inclusive and democratic Party, 
largely to Gülen’s transformative discourse. In 1994, when Recep Tayip Erdogan was char-
acterising democracy as a means to an end, Gülen stood up at the Journalists and Writers 
Foundation and said ‘there is no return from democracy; it’s not perfect, but is the best sys-
tem we currently have’. Again, in the polarised Turkey of the 1990’s Gülen was the fi rst to 
speak of dialogue, tolerance, acceptance of each other and peaceful coexistence. It was the 
Gülen movement’s conferences, interfaith fast-breaking dinners, peace awards and so forth 
that brought together people of opposing ends of the political spectrum. Many expressed 
pleasant-surprise, even shock, at how they could share the table with once considered arch-
enemies. However, at the time, many criticised Gülen on this, including some members of the 
current AK Party government and the Religious Affairs Directorate. It is interesting to note 
that the Religious Affairs Directorate now hosts several interfaith dialogue events itself and 

17  Kosebabalan 2003: 170
18  Kosebabalan 2003: 181
19  Yavuz 1999: 121 
20  Yilmaz 2003: 237
21  Voll 2003: 247
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that the current government has adopted Gülen’s approach of reconciliation.22 

Gülen helped ease the ideological rift in Turkey and the resultant community tension. When 
the Alevis where offended by the Sunnis he made a televised announcement as a Sunni imam, 
saying, ‘if loving reverend Ali makes one an Alevi, then I am an Alevi for I love him dearly’. 
Regarding communists he is known to have said, ‘they love this country as much as you do. 
You cannot question their patriotism.’ Even on secularism, Gülen’s announcements that he 
looks favourably on a Anglo-Saxon-style open secularism (against a French-style militant 
laicism) has helped ease tensions on this fault line as well. 

The Abant meetings which brought together academics, writers, journalists and politicians 
(including leading members of the current government) to discuss deeply dividing political 
issues in Turkey and arrive at a consensus refl ected in the Abant declarations are efforts in 
this vein.23 

Gülen’s views on democracy, secularism, pluralism, human rights and modernity  have 
helped empower Muslims in Turkey, who until recently fought to withstand the lure of  these 
values despite their better judgment out of fear that giving in would run contrary to their faith. 
Muslims in Turkey were now able to socially, politically and more importantly, sincerely and 
constructively, participate in Turkey’s public life and contemporary debates. The fact that the 
AK Party government has done more during its fi rst term than any other in the past 40 years 
to achieve Turkey’s accession to the EU, is proof of this point. 

Gülen’s Tajdid and Human Rights by Default

Before contextualising Gülen in the Muslim world, I will contextualise human right values in 
Gülen’s discourse. My premise is that Gülen’s discourse and the movement’s activities are (i) 
human based and therefore contain an ever present underlying streak of humanistic values, 
and (ii) help eradicate the cultural and religious-couched objections towards human rights 
values. This means that, given its normal course, human rights values will spread through 
and with the movement’s infl uence as a matter of default. I will look at Gülen’s discourse on 
Anatolian Muslimness, politics, human rights and freedom of belief since they best illustrate 
the above-mentioned two points. 

Anatolian Muslimness

Anatolian Muslimness is Gülen’s understanding and practice of Islam. It is the underlying 
bedrock of Gülen’s thought and discourse. All of Gülen’s views and outlook are essentially 
based on this. Thus, where this primary understanding and practice of Islam is spread, Gülen’s 
secondary views on democracy, human rights and pluralism will eventually follow. 

22 Yilmaz 2005: 399-405
23 In 1998 the Abant platform discussed the relationship between Islam and secularism, in 1999 democracy and 
human rights, in 2000 pluralism and reconciliation. 

The 1998 Abant Declaration states that ‘revelation and reason do not confl ict; democracy and secularism does not 
confl ict with Islam; the state should remain neutral towards every kind of ideology, belief and philosophical view; 
the state should ensure basic human rights and freedom of belief, conscience and religion and should not seek to 
exclude nor deprive any person of the right to public participation’. (Ref)

The 2001 Abant Declaration reads: ‘Civil and political freedoms, headed by the freedoms of belief, thought and 
expression, education, and organization, are the prerequisites of pluralism’ (Journalists and Writers Foundation 
2001: 316). 
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For Gülen, Islam is by its very nature moderate and therefore the recently popular phrase 
“moderate Islam” is incorrect as it implies that Islam can be anything but moderate. Gülen 
believes that moderation is such a central characteristic of Islam that any understanding of 
it that is not, is not Islam. He states that those who harbour an extremist practice and under-
standing do so either deliberately, ignorantly or because they have an incomplete grasp of 
Islam and have taken matters completely out of context. 

Gülen states that the manifestation and emphasis of uniform Islamic teachings and tenets of 
religion can vary according to region and culture. This provides Islam with a degree of fl ex-
ibility and allows for various “Islamic fl avours” to develop which differ with each other in 
terms of nuances, emphases and aesthetics but remain the same on creed and teachings.

Accordingly, Gülen argues that the Anatolian Muslimness practiced in Turkey is different 
than the Arab or Iranian Muslimness. Anatolian Muslimness is “broader, deeper, more toler-
ant and inclusive, and based on love”24. 

Gülen states that he sees no canonical objection to acceding to the fact that different socio-
historic conditions produce different emphases of Islam. In fact, Gülen goes a step further 
and believes in promoting this understanding to the wider world

Within this framework, if we exclude certain periods and indi viduals, the Turks’ interpretation of 
what Islam allows to be inter preted is correct and positive. If we can spread globally the Islamic 
understanding of such heroes of love as Niyazi-i Misri, Yunus Emre, and Rumi, if we can extend 
their messages of love, dialogue, and tolerance to those thirsty for this message, everyone will run 
toward the embrace of love, peace, and tolerance that we represent.25 

Thus, in saying that the Turks have a “broader and deeper” understanding of Islam, given 
that they have had the opportunity and experiences to interpret and explore Islam in areas 
that other Muslims have not, he is in fact suggesting that this understanding is more suited 
for contemporary times. 

Turkish Islam or Anatolian Muslimness existed long before Gülen made these coins so 
widespread. However, it was Gülen’s interviews, talks and books that helped communicate 
this concept to the wider public for the fi rst time. By analysing the underlying dynamics of 
Anatolian Muslimness he helped defi ne the concept more thoroughly. In doing so, Gülen has 
legitimised the concept of Anatolian Muslimness and its recognition in the minds of Turkish 
Muslims. Before, most felt that admitting this would amount to schism in Islam. There are 
still some Turkish Islamic groups that criticise Gülen for making this idea so widespread. 
Convincing people to the contrary has helped defi ne, protect and now spread this concept to 
wider the Muslim world. 

What is being spread is not a new religion, but a practice imbued with certain values. 
Therefore, it is about fi ne-tuning the more conformist, rigid and didactic Muslimness to a 
more open, Sufi -orientated and loving practice. 

Others saw in Gülen’s discourse a strong neo-Ottomanist taste. But a closer look into the work 
of Gülen will show that Gülen is using Turkish and Ottoman experience of Islam so as to extract 
Islam from a pure Arabic religion. The Turkish experience is more of an activist Islam and is col-
oured with devotion to Islam and yet tolerance to others.

Candar and Fuller state that Gülen can play a strong role “of positively representing Turkey in 

24  Turgut 1997: 53
25  Camaci & Unal 1999: 196



693   | P a g e

the Muslim world, and demonstrating the moderate character of Turkish Islam and Islamism 
that denies neither democracy or good ties with the West”. They also add that “Turkish 
Islamists can assist in moderating other Islamist movements in the region [Muslim world] 
and in supporting reconciliation through its own successful mode.”26 

Gülen’s dialogue theology should also be read as part of his Anatolian Muslimness discourse. 
Gülen has been bringing out the theological, philosophical and historical teachings, argu-
ments and stories, respectively, surrounding dialogue in Islam to the attention of contempo-
rary Muslims. In developing this theology he refers to the Qur’an and hadith and re-tells sto-
ries from the Prophet, Ottomans and Sufi  masters like Rumi to make his point. This theology 
informs the movement’s dialogue initiatives and sends out a very strong message that Islam 
necessitates dialogue and constructive citizenship. I argue that this is transforming Muslim 
understanding of Islam in general and attitude toward society in particular, in accordance 
with Anatolian Muslimness. 

It is clear therefore, that Gülen is promoting Anatolian-Muslimness among Muslims. His 
primary vehicle in doing so is his dialogue-theology and the movement’s dialogue activi-
ties. Anatolian Muslimness and Gülen’s dialogue theology includes human rights values and 
culture. Gülen’s views on human rights itself is based on his fundamental understanding of 
Islam as discussed further below. 

Islamic State, Political Islam, Democracy and Secularism

In terms of politics, Gülen advises his movement to remain non partisan and apolitical. 
Unlike other Islamic groups, Gülen argues that there is no such as thing as a puritan Islamic 
State, and that therefore there can be no ultimate goal to work for its fulfi lment. Instead, 
Gülen argues that states and governments should follow certain fundamental principles as 
espoused by Islam 

Islam does not propose a certain unchangeable form of government or attempt to shape it. Instead, 
Islam establishes fundamental principles that orient a government’s general character, leaving it to 
the people to chose the type and form of government according to time and circumstance.27

These fundamental principles and values include justice, human rights, freedom of religion 
and belief, freedom of thought and expression, rule of law, meritocracy in public appoint-
ment, public order, balanced approach, consultation and elections28. Note carefully how 
Gülen includes human rights, freedom of belief and elections as Islamic principles that must 
be upheld by governments and states. In that sense, any form of governance that upholds 
these principles is in fact “Islamic” even if it is not called so. The logical extension of this 
point is that Britain is more Islamic than Saudi Arabia or Iran because it is more loyal to the 
principles noted above.29 Thus, Gülen is overtly promoting support for human rights values 
and democracy and undermining any support, albeit miniscule in Turkey, for a theocratic 
state30. 

26  Candar & Fuller 2001: Ref
27  Gülen 2001: 134
28  Gülen 2006: 88-92 
29  I don’t think that it’s any easier to live Islam in another country than it is in Turkey. Supposedly there are Islamic 
regimes in Iran and Saudi Arabia, but they are state-determined and limited to sec tarian approval. (Turgut 1997: 
151)
30  “[T]he Qur’an declares that the rule does not belong to holy and infallible spiritual leaders, as in theocracies, 
nor to any religious institutions under their supervision, nor to any other religious institution organized in any other 
way. Islam… does not allow any privilege based on family, class, race, color, wealth, or power” (An Interview with 
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Gülen is also against political Islam or Islamism which seeks to use religion for political 
means, regardless of whether it seeks to found an Islamic state or not. 

In that sense, Gülen is against bringing religion into politics. That does not mean that politics 
should completely ignore religion or its citizens’ religious needs, but that one should not be 
used for the sake of the other. In some ways therefore, Gülen can be considered to argue for 
a secular approach in politics.

If reconciliation is being sought between Islam and secularism, then according to some views of 
Islam, in fact according to some Qur’anic verses like Your religion for you, mine for me, there’s 
no big problem. If secularism is understood as not basing the state on religion, not interfering in 
religion or in the believers’ religious life, and acting in an unbiased way, there’s no problem at all. 
I don’t think secularism is in danger now or that it will be in the future.31 

On democracy, Gülen states that “democracy and Islam are compatible. Ninety-fi ve per cent 
of Islamic rules deal with private life and family. Only 5 per cent deals with matters of the 
state, and this could be arranged only within the context of democracy.”32 Gülen argues that 
democratization is irreversible, that while not perfect, it is the best model so far, which must 
be further perfected, providing it with a metaphysical dimension which considers its subjects 
metaphysical need as well. What exactly Gülen means by this is unclear and is one of Gülen’s 
ideas incubating for now. 

On minorities and international law, Gülen states that “[M]ember of minority communities 
should be allowed to live according to their beliefs. If these sorts of legislation are made 
within the norms of international law and international agreements, Islam will have no ob-
jection to any of these”.33 Thus, Gülen has not only contributed to the internalisation of 
democratic and human rights values by Turkish Muslims but he is also promoting respect for 
international law and therefore codifi cation of human rights values.  

On democracy in the Muslim world, Gülen states that “despotic rulers in the Islamic world, 
who see democracy as a threat to their despotism, presents another obstacle for democracy in 
Muslim nations”34 He adds that,

Those who follow a more moderate pattern also believe that it would be much better to introduce 
Islam as a complement to democracy instead of presenting it as an ideology. Such an introduction 
of Islam may play an important role in the Muslim world…35

Thus, Gülen is aware that democracy can only be introduced in the Muslim world through 
Islam. This is something that will be explored further below. 

Human Rights Values

Gülen looks at human rights from three perspectives: (i) the inherent value of freedom vis-à-
vis freedom of choice and willpower, (ii) the contingent value of freedom vis-à-vis personal 
and social development and (iii) metaphysical human rights (kul hakki in Turkish). 

Gülen views man as the centre of the universe. For him, man is the purpose of creation. 
Following the Islamic tasawwuf (roughly translated as the meaning and spirit of Islam) 

Fethullah Gülen 2005: 450)
31  Ref: p185
32  Ref: p28
33  An Interview with Fethullah Gülen 2005: 451
34  An Interview with Fethullah Gülen 2005: 453
35  An Interview with Fethullah Gülen 2005: 452
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concept of  ‘all beauty and fairness require to see and be seen’, Gülen states that God is 
All-Beautiful and All-Fair and that He wanted to see His beauty and wanted His beauty to 
be seen. It is for this reason that God created humans. Humans have intellectual, emotional 
and bodily faculties to observe, enquire, understand, admire, praise and love God. Thus, 
humans were created as intelligent and conscious beings that can travel from the created to 
the Creator, marvel at the beauty and majesty of God’s art and arrive at some estimation and 
understanding of His attributes, names and qualities. Like Nursi, Gülen argues that all crea-
tion manifests God’s infi nite names and attributes and that humans are “intelligent mirrors” 
who can turn and look at what creation is manifesting and appreciate their Creator. 

However, there is an important ‘magical switch’  in humans which turns all of this on36 and 
differentiates it from angels, who also marvel, worship and love God, and that is the element 
of choice. This “choice” is what makes humans human. The fact that a person chooses to 
recognise and worship God changes everything. Gülen explains that with this choice, hu-
mans can surpass angels in piety or fall lower than demons in barbarity. God wants humans 
to “choose” Him. Thus, choice was bestowed on humans as a gift and, simultaneously, test 
from God. 

Once the matter is approached from this perspective, preserving the freedom of choice be-
stowed upon humans by God becomes an intrinsic, inherent and inalienable right of ones 
very humanness. 

Being free and enjoying freedom are a signifi cant depth of human willpower and a mysterious 
door through which man may set forth into the secrets of the self. One unable to set forth into that 
depth and unable to pass through that door can hardly be called human.37 

Summarily put, the universe was created for humans; a human is defi ned by its ability to 
choose. Choice is protected by freedom. Freedoms therefore allow humans to fulfi l their 
purpose of creation. Hence, for Gülen, human rights which protect freedom of choice have 
an inherent value and must be promoted at all cost to preserve the balance of creation and 
purpose of existence. 

While this is not a new outlook, and many Islamic scholars share this view, the fact that 
Gülen is willing to make the logical connection between this religious defi nition of “choice” 
and faith-neutral doctrine of “human right norms and practices” is quite signifi cant. 

By visiting the State and many other European countries, I realized the virtues and the role of reli-
gion in these societies. Islam fl ourished in Europe and America much better than in many Muslim 
countries. This means freedom and the rule of law are necessary for personal Islam.38 

Gülen’s second consideration of freedom is as a contingent value in relation to personal and 
social development39. Gülen states that a human must strive to become an insan-i kamil that 
is perfect person. This perfection is one of belief, thought and practice. However, it does not 
solely relate to “religious matters” in the conventional sense but includes perfection and piety 
(taqwa) in “worldly” matters as well.40 

36  Gülen 2005: 15
37  Ref
38  Ref
39  Carroll 2007: 28-9
40  Gülen states that God sets the laws of religion and the laws of nature and causality. Thus, a believer must fol-
low both. Failing to follow the laws of nature and causality means failing to obey God’s laws in achieving a desired 
result. Hence, Gülen re-defi nes taqwah (piety) as including, living in accordance with God’s sunnatullah (God’s 
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Freedom, in this context, therefore is a prerequisite to allow for personal and social perfec-
tion and development. Without freedom, the room and dynamic force for perfection and 
development is non existent. The most pertinent form of freedom in this respect, is freedom 
of thought and expression:

True freedom is the freedom of the human mind from all shackles that hinder it from making mate-
rial and spiritual progress, as long as we do not fall into indifference and heedlessness.41 

Gülen considers free-thinking as a signifi cant personal attribute of the “inheritors of the 
earth” or Golden Generation as he refers to elsewhere. These are the new generation of 
Muslims who have a balanced disposition, appreciation and awareness of this world and the 
next; who combine reason with revelation; who have love towards humankind and burn with 
the sensation of altruistic cause and action. For Gülen, this generation will contribute towards 
stability and eventual peace between not only people and nations but also between faith and 
science, matter and metaphysics. 

[W]e have to be more free-thinking and free-willed. We need those vast hearts who can embrace 
impartial free-thinking, who are open to knowledge, sciences and scientifi c research, and who can 
perceive the accord between the Qur’an and Sunnatullah (God’s pattern of creation) in the vast 
spectrum from the universe to life.

Free-thinking and freedom of thought is therefore an imperative climatic condition for per-
sonal development. Without this freedom, development will stagnate on all fronts. Although 
Gülen is against the categorisation of “this world” and “afterlife”, since he sees the two as 
inextricably linked, it is clear that according to him, without this freedom, development re-
gresses both in the worldly and in the spiritual and religious sense. 

For Gülen, to achieve social development, you must begin from the individual. A group of 
individuals who have attained a certain awareness and concern for others can then come 
together to engage in further altruistic works. This way, a virtuous cycle that feeds itself 
will be born and help strengthen civil society and social infrastructure. Thus, for Gülen, 
freedom of thought has a direct link with developing society as a whole through developing 
the individual. 

That is what Gülen is trying to achieve through education: 

if you wish to keep masses under control, simply starve them in the area of knowledge. They can 
escape such tyranny only through education. The road to social justice is paved with adequate, 
universal education, for only this will give people suffi cient understanding and tolerance to respect 
the right of others.42 

In this respect, the hundreds of Gülen-schools that provide a broad and balanced curriculum 
and instil values of tolerance and respect for differences are signifi cant in putting Gülen’s 
views into practice on free-thinking to the wider public. The very notion that education is 
worthy in itself, regardless of its topic, whether mathematics, geometry or English, is a huge 
step forward in removing the cultural shackles on freedom of thought in cultural Muslim 
thinking which in the past only valued Qur’anic or religious teaching. 

Secondly, education empowers people to think, reason, listen, research, extrapolate, relate, 

pattern of creation, laws of nature). As such, Gülen states that the West is more Muslim than Muslims since they have 
achieved superiority by following God’s laws of causality while the religious-Muslims have not. 
41  Gülen 2006: 65
42  Ref
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argue and learn which is immensely important in enabling individuals to become independ-
ent “free-thinkers”. 

Once the mindset of constantly challenging the modes and mediums of the present is fully 
internalised, then perhaps the movement will have achieved what Gülen refers to as freeing 
oneself from the shackles of thought:

[A]s we draw toward renewal, it is imperative that we should review the historical dynamics of the 
last thousand years and question the changes and transformations of the last one hundred and fi fty 
years of our past. It is imperative because judgments and decisions are nowadays made according 
to certain unquestioned taboos.43 

Finally, metaphysical human rights. For Gülen, human rights include not only the enforce-
able rights included in law, but also those rights that we hold regardless of enforceability in 
this world. In that sense, a right is a right and is no less “real” simply because it cannot be 
enforced. For Gülen, there is no categorical distinction between the right not to be tortured 
with the right not to be backbitten (giybah). From a religious point of view, all transgressed 
rights will be accounted for on the day of judgement. This is quite signifi cant in Islam, since 
Muslims are taught that God does not permit Himself to forgive the transgression of another, 
unless the transgressed forgives fi rst. Thus, Gülen lists su-i zan (negative thought about an-
other), giybah, slander44 tax evasion and, even, non payment of utility bills45, the charge of 
which will be picked up by others, as transgressions of human rights. For Gülen, they are all 
one and the same, basic human rights. 

Hence, Gülen extends the scope and depth of human rights to include the unenforceable as 
well. In doing so, however, he also extends the scope of the unenforceable to include tax eva-
sion and illegal use of electricity and water.

Incremental (Tadriji) Ijtihad in the Making: Apostasy in Islam

Freedom of belief has been a tricky topic for the Muslim world. A quick survey of the debates 
surrounding this freedom during the drafting of art 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights or International Covenant for Civil and Political Rights will prove this point. The 
exact diffi culty relates to the concept inherent in this freedom, namely the right to change re-
ligion. The question for Muslim countries has been whether Islamic law allows for Muslims 
to convert out of Islam. The conventional answer is that it does not and that one who does 
(murted) is punishable by death in Islamic law. 

Regarding freedom of belief, Gülen is unequivocal. He clearly states in a number of articles 
that faith is a matter of choice and conscience and that no one can be coerced into believing 
or worshipping.46 In one article47 on the topic (a transcript of Gülen’s response dating back 
to the late 1970’s), Gülen passingly refers to the issue of temporal punishment for apostasy. 
Whilst he reiterates the conventional position as his own, he treats the matter as political 
rebellion towards the state and equates it with high treason. This latter comment marks the 

43  Gülen 2005: 39
44  Gülen 1995: 277 
45  Gülen 1995: 280 
46  “If individuals cannot live by the principles of their religion freely because of certain obstacles put before them, 
this means that they have been denied the freedom of belief and conscience.” (An Interview with Fethullah Gülen 
2005: 448)
47  “Dinde Zorlama Yoktur” Ayetini Izah Eder misiniz? (http://www.asringetirdigitereddutler.com/ index.php/
content/view/470/12/) 
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beginning of an incremental ijtihad on the topic which will eventually manifest itself as part 
of an evolving tajdid on dialogue, pluralism and human rights in Islam.

I claim that Gülen is engaged in incremental ijtihad, since (i) he develops and communicates 
his ijtihad incrementally over many years and different mediums, respectively, and (ii) he 
does not claim that he is engaged in ijtihad at all, thus further delaying the recognition that 
he is. 48 His evolving position on the death penalty for an apostate is an example of this in-
cremental ijtihad. 

Since the aforementioned article, Gülen has not expounded on his position that apostasy is 
a political act of high treason. Instead, it has been picked up by Dr Ahmet Kurucan, a per-
sonal student of Gülen for many years and columnist of the Zaman Daily Newspaper on fi qh 
(Islamic jurisprudence) related issues. Given his expertise, columns and affi nity with Gülen, 
Dr Kurucan is known as the movement’s teacher on Islamic jurisprudence.  

In 2006, I attended a Conference in Germany in which Dr Kurucan gave a talk on apostasy 
and punishment. He explained that the death penalty for apostasy was an ijtihad itself, not a 
defi nitive commandment of Islam, and that therefore it could be superseded by another ijtihad 
today. He argued that the time in which premodern jurists arrived at their decision, commu-
nities were deeply divided over Islam and Muslims were under political and physical siege 
from a number of fronts. Thus, you were either a Muslim defending Islam or a non-Muslim 
attacking it. For these jurists, apostasy at the time meant rebelling against the State and join-
ing forces against the Muslims. There are a number of incidents at the time when apostates 
subsequently took arms against Muslims. According to Dr Kurucan therefore, apostasy was 
treated as high treason by the premodern jurists and their ijtihad of execution is in relation to 
this, not to the mere renouncing of faith. 

This is an important observation backed by other scholars today as well:

Many of the scholars and jurists defi ne apostasy in terms of rebellion against the State, where a 
Muslim-subject of the Islamic State after denouncing Islam joins with those who take arms against 
the Islamic State and thus commits a political offence against the State.49 

Dr Kurucan’s PhD thesis (2006), entitled Freedom of Thought in Islam, substantiates this 
argument further. In summary, it argues that the Qur’an makes no reference to temporal pun-
ishment for apostasy, that to the contrary it states that there is no compulsion in religion50; 
that there are a number of recorded incidents in the Prophet’s lifetime when an apostate went 
without punishment whatsoever; that much of the justifi cation for this ijtihad is based on inci-
dents that occurred during the reign of Abu Bakr when whole communities uprose against the 
central government and that therefore these were political acts of rebellion against the State; 
that the Hanafi  school of thought states that a woman apostate is not punishable by death 
since she cannot take arms against Muslims, which, coupled with the fact that Islam treats 
man and women equally in reward and punishment, helps prove the overall point that in the 
premodern jurists’ mind, apostasy was equated with high treason and political rebellion. Dr 
Kurucan argues that since apostasy can no longer be charged with such meaning today (as 
imminent physical attack by the apostate) and that times have changed, then this ijtihad can 
be superseded by another.

48  See Gülen 1995: 218 for a short discussion about the need to consider the socio-cultural conditions, perceptions 
and customs of the time.  
49  Baderin 2003: 124
50  Qur’an: 2:256
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Whether or not one agrees with Dr Kurucan’s reasoning is irrelevant for the purposes of this 
paper, since we are not engaged in a theological study. The point is that Gülen and the move-
ment are using Islamic tools of reinterpretation and renewal to reunderstand Islamic history 
and teachings. In doing so, they are referring to traditional texts and methodologies and form-
ing a new discourse and school of thought. 

Given the importance of the topic and its potential for controversy, it is unthinkable that Dr 
Kurucan would take such a stance without Gülen’s prior approval. Thus, the various incre-
mental stages of this ijtihad include Gülen’s article dating back to the late 1970’s, the overall 
dialogue works that became a priority for Gülen in the mid 1990’s, the various meetings with 
minority religious leaders in Turkey in same period, the repeated emphasis on freedom of 
belief and human rights in the Abant meetings in the 2000’s and Dr Kurucan’s academic work 
in 2006. All of these comprise a further reason and justifi cation in themselves towards a new 
position on the issue of change of religion in Islam. 

Therefore, what we have here is an incremental development and communication of a hith-
erto minor opinion through new arguments to change the conventional thinking and attitude 
towards freedom of belief in general, apostasy in particular in traditional Islamic law. I expect 
that Gülen will publicly endorse this position in the near future, completing the incremental 
process of this ijtihad’s formation. This will then comprise a signifi cant piece of the Gülen 
tajdid on dialogue, pluralism and human rights. 51

It is true that Gülen does not criticise the punishment for apostasy in the article referred to 
above or since. However, it should be noted that this was back in the 1970’s, that in the same 
article Gülen hinted at the line of thought that would be later developed by Dr Kurucan and 
that since then an incremental change of position has taken place in conduct and word. What 
is more, this is perhaps one of the most sensitive topics in Islamic law and given that Gülen 
is lambasted by some religious fanatical groups that he is trying to water down religious sen-
sitivity in order to Christianise the Turks and ultra laicist militant margins that he is trying to 
establish an Islamic State in Turkey and Islamisize the whole world, one can appreciate why 
Gülen would take a cautious note on this issue.

A number of jurists and scholars have also held that apostasy is not a punishable offence. 
However, the difference in Gülen’s case is that he has the infl uence to change the thought of a 
critical mass to make a real difference. In doing so, Gülen and the movement are challenging 
a religiously-couched cultural reaction to the ‘right to change religion’ in the Muslim world. 
Religion is a matter of conscience and many Muslims believe that it is there duty to oppose 
the freedom to convert out of Islam, because of Islam. It is this which Gülen is incrementally 
challenging. 

This does not mean that opposition to change of religion will immediately crumble, espe-
cially in the political circles. For them, controlling the right to change religion is a means to 
controlling opposition and religious authority. After all, it is they who decide what amounts 
to apostasy. However, the likes of Gülen’s efforts will undermine the religious, cultural and 
public support for such a stance and in time will infl uence the thinking of the masses on free-
dom of belief in the wider Muslim world.  

51  Other Gülen incremental ijtihad’s incubating for the time being include “metaphysical democracy” and Islamic 
art in the modern age. 
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Gülen’s Influence in the Muslim World 

What we have examined above are some of Gülen’s transformative views on frontline con-
temporary debates in the Muslim world. The point is to now assess whether Gülen can infl u-
ence the Muslim world along the lines of the discourse espoused above. 

Gülen on the Muslim world

Gülen’s goal of universal peace allows us to judge the importance he ascribes to the Muslim, 
and for that matter, non-Muslim world. In his short English biography, often used as an intro-
duction to most of his translated books, it states:

Gülen envisions a twenty-fi rst century in which we shall witness the birth of a spiritual dynamic 
that will revitalize long-dormant moral values; an age of tolerance, understanding, and interna-
tional cooperation that will ultimately lead, through intercultural dialogue and sharing of values, 
to a single, inclusive civilization (emphasis added).52 

In one of his early writings, Gülen states that this inclusive civilisation will emerge from the 
cooperation of the East and West and the respective values and strengths each represent:

Communities based on the cooperation of science and morality always have established true civi-
lizations. For this reason, Western civilization remains paralyzed because it is based mainly on 
science, and Eastern (Asian) civi lizations are not “true” because, in their present conditions, they 
have no sci entifi c background. The civilization of the future will have to be established upon a 
combination of Western science and eastern faith and morality.53 

In another of his writings, Gülen explains further what those values and strengths are;

The West cannot wipe out Islam or its territory, and Muslim armies can no longer march on the 
West. Moreover, as this world is becoming even more global, both sides feel the need for a give-
and-take relationship. The West has scientifi c, technological, economic, and military supremacy. 
However, Islam possesses more important and vital factors: Islam, as represented by the Holy 
Book and the Sunna of the Prophet, has retained the freshness of its beliefs, spiritual essence, 
good works, and morality as it has unfolded over the last fourteen centuries. In addition, it has the 
potential to blow spirit and life into Muslims who have been numbed for centuries, as well as into 
many other peoples drowned in the swamp of materialism.54 

Thus, for Gülen, universal peace and the will of God can only be achieved in an inclusive 
civilisation that merges the values and strengths of the East and West. 

That is how we should read Gülen’s request of his students to replace a map on his wall that 
solely shows the Muslim world, with one that shows the entire world. That is also consonant 
with the movement’s efforts that span four continents and more than one hundred countries. 

Therefore, Gülen’s primary objective is religion-neutral and includes all people. To achieve 
this however, the Muslim world must be willing to contribute. To do so, Gülen argues that 
they must reform and revive themselves.55 As to the nature of that revival, Gülen explains 
elsewhere

With all sincerity, we support a renaissance that would consist of the rediscovery of lost human 

52  Woodhall & Cetin 2005: viii
53  Gülen 2006: 56 
54  Ünal and Williams 2000: 247
55  The Islamic world continues to squirm in the vicious grasp if error…[W]e must work within the Islamic world… 
which will lead to a comprehensive renewal… The Islamic community needs to be revived… (Gülen 2003: 3)
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values and the rapprochement of humanity with universal human morals. Again, we support a ren-
aissance that allows the questioning of dictatorship and the end of dictators, and working towards 
a democratic society. A renaissance that fosters great achievement in the fi ne arts and promotes 
a careful reading of the book of the universe, which has been lost for a long time, is greatly ap-
plauded. We support a renaissance that promotes a longing for research, a passion for knowledge, 
and the articulation of religion in accordance with the understanding of our century in a new style 
and new manner. (Emphasis added)56

From another perspective, it is clear from these essays that for Gülen, Turkey is socio-cultur-
ally, historically, geographically and geopolitically very important. Indeed, if we are to judge 
Gülen’s priority by the scale of the movement’s investment, then again -no doubt- Turkey 
tops the list. Unlike Hakan Yavuz, who seeks to explain Gülen’s emphasis on Turkey, as 
nationalistic tendencies originating from his dadas spirit or frontier experience57, I believe 
that this is due to Gülen’s estimation of Turkey’s past and future potential to lead the Muslim 
world towards an inclusive civilisation. Turkey is critically important to Gülen, because the 
future of Islam, the Muslim world and universal peace are so inextricably linked in Gülen’s 
mind. 

In his essay ‘The World We Long For’, Gülen speaks of ‘our nation may shortly realize a 
second or third renaissance’ and his prayer to God to ‘[s]ow our people to the ways to revival 
in the Muhammadi line’58. In this essay, Gülen is alluding to the leadership role of the Turks 
in reviving the Muslim world

After long ages of crises and depressions, despite all odd, this nation is still capable of such regen-
eration; it still has the potential to realize a new resurrection… Moreover, it has the advantage of 
the subconscious acceptance by peoples which shared history, a leadership which may possibly be 
of use again in the future.59

Thus, Turkey’s signifi cance in Gülen’s estimation is due to the role it is yet to play in this 
Muslim world. 

Another clue on the topic is Gülen’s ongoing intellectual project since 1991; a compilation 
of essays running into four volumes, entitled Key Concepts of Sufi sm. Here Gülen looks at 
key terminology and values in the practice of Sufi sm by locating these concepts within the 
Qur’an, the sunnah and the lifetime of the Prophet. Gülen oscillates between concepts such 
as ashq, jazba, tevazu, tevekul, vasil, halvet, kurb-buud, and the Qur’an, Hadith and practice 
of great Sufi  masters. Thus, in these essays, Gülen is legitimising Sufi  practice, thought and 
perception. He is meticulously threading a theological and philosophical link between Sufi sm 
and the sharia. In doing so, Gülen is strengthening one of the fundamental dynamics and un-
derlying bedrock of Anatolian Muslimness, namely Sufi  appreciation and perception. 

These essays were clearly intended for Muslims. Its purpose is to spiritually reform. To do so, 
it defi nes and contextualises Sufi  concepts in Islamic sources. Turkish Muslims do not need 
to be convinced of the legitimacy of Sufi sm in Islam. They accept this outright. I therefore 
argue that the primary audience of these works are not Turks but the wider Muslim world 
which, according to Gülen, desperately needs the Sufi  touch. For Gülen, Sufi sm (or tassawuf 
to use a better word), is the spirit of Islam and a practice void of this is didactic, rigid and 
conformist. 

56  An Interview with Fethullah Gülen 2005: 458
57  Yavuz 2003: 22
58  Gülen 2005: 28
59  Gülen 2005: 25
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Thus, Gülen’s intellectual project spanning sixteen-years is, in part, geared towards the 
Muslim world. 

Why then is the movement so much more active in the West than it is in Muslim countries? 
The answer is practicality. The Gülen movement moved very quickly into Central Asia be-
cause it could, and because Gülen wanted to pre-empt Saudi and Iranian infl uence in the re-
gion. As for Europe, there was already an existing Turkish Diaspora there and the movement 
quickly fl ourished as a result of this existing base. What is more, for Gülen, Turkey is the 
most important Muslim country in the Muslim world, with its history, Anatolian Muslimness 
and ability to bridge the East and West and therefore the movement has always been at the 
heart of the Muslim world from the very beginning. Pakistan, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Egypt are some of the other Muslim countries where the movement is also now active. 

The main reason why the movement has not, until recently, been active in Saudi and Iran is 
to do with these countries refusals. Saudi and Iran consider Turkey and Turkish-Islam as a 
threat to their Wahhabi and Shiite practices, respectively. It is widely known that both coun-
tries spend millions of dollars each year to convert Muslims to their Islamic outlooks through 
Islamic cultural centres, mosques, bookshops, student sponsorships etc. 

However, none of this should be taken to mean that Gülen is not concerned with the Muslim 
world. My contention is that Gülen is seeking to mobilise and infl uence the Muslim and Arab 
world through the example and credibility the movement gains in the West. Gülen needs this 
credibility, since he is seeking to enter a resilient and, at times, hostile market

Q: What do you say about the attitude: “Forget about Europe, and become the leader of the Muslim 
world in the East. You’re not European anyhow.”

A: We have one side in common with Europe and one side in common with the Muslim world. Our 
integration with Europe will necessarily bring the other. (Emphasis added)60 

The well-known Professor Akbar states in the Forward of A Dialogue of Civilisations, “[t]he 
size and effectiveness of the Gülen movement has grown exponentially over the past thirty 
years” and adds:

While conducting a research project for the Brookings Institution entitled “Islam in the Age of 
Globalization” during the spring of 2006, I travelled to nine Muslim countries, and my research 
team and I were shown just how infl uential Fethullah Gülen has become. In an attempt to un-
derstand the “mind” of Muslims throughout the Muslim world, we prepared a questionnaire that 
asked direct personal questions to each participant. The questions posed attempted to gauge reac-
tions towards the West and globalization. We found that many people are following those who seek 
to put barriers around Islam, and to exclude everything else, especially Western infl uence. This 
idea is rapidly gaining popularity across the Muslim world. In Turkey, however, we saw that the 
most popular contemporary role model was Fethullah Gülen, indicating to us the importance of his 
intellectual movement and also its potential as a countervailing force to ideas of exclusion that are 
gaining more traction within the Muslim world.61 

It is this potential infl uence of Gülen in the Muslim world that we now turn to appraise. 

Gülen’s infl uence in Muslim world

As noted at the very beginning, human rights values are an intrinsic value in the Gülen dis-
course. For Gülen, human rights are an inalienable part of one’s humanness. Gülen’s ideas 

60  Sevindi 1997: 189 
61  Akbar 2007: Foreword
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surrounding tolerance, acceptance of one another, pluralism, democracy and the West are all 
connected with human rights and human freedoms. Gülen’s Anatolian Muslimness, in par-
ticular, is a conveyor of Sufi  perception which is favourable to human rights discourse. 

Thus, Gülen’s infl uence in the Muslim world on human rights will not be as distinct as some 
would have thought at the beginning of this paper. Rather, it will part and parcel of the Gülen-
package. In fact, as seen above, Gülen will not claim to be changing or infl uencing anything. 
That is why he has a greater chance of success. Instead, the movement will concentrate on 
schools, dialogue efforts, media and intellectual gatherings. In time, the Gülen tajdid, ethos 
and principles will permeate the Muslim world through the example of the movement.

This is in fact what is needed. The problem in the Muslim/Arab world is intricate, complex 
and deep rooted and no progress can be made on any front unless the solution is encapsulat-
ing, incremental and localised or locally driven. The problems that surround the practice of 
human rights in the Muslim world are vast and complex and cannot be tackled on its own. 
A wider approach that deals with the underlying cultural, economic, social and political di-
mensions of the problem is needed. An approach that is not reactive to the problems of the 
Muslim world, but is positive and proactive. 

That is why the Gülen solution is signifi cant. It seeks to empower and enable the common 
person through education and dialogue which challenges cultural perceptions and overcomes 
dogmas. It seeks to mobilise the individual and society towards achieving to become insan-i 
kamil which can only progress in a free, fair and just society. Since Gülen’s goals and teach-
ings are justifi ed in traditional Islamic sources, they have no problem of legitimacy or au-
thenticity. Just as Gülen’s and the movement’s efforts have helped strengthen the periphery 
in Turkey, my contention is that this will be replicated in the wider Muslim world. The pace 
of this infl uence naturally depends on the movement’s presence in this region.

Since 2005, the Gülen movement have begun a new initiative in the form of an Arabic maga-
zine, called Hira.62 The magazine is published quarterly and includes topics such as religion, 
theology, culture, education, science and poetry and an editorial article by Gülen for each 
issue. The magazine is based in Istanbul and Cairo and draws writers from both Turkey and 
the Arab world. Contributors from the Arab world include very well known and respected 
writers and scholars. This is a new development; the only Gülen initiative that is exclusively 
dedicated to engage the Arab world. Clearly this is a medium through which Gülen is seek-
ing to introduce the underlying dynamics of Anatolian Muslimness to the Arab world. The 
overall ethos of the magazine, refl ect the Gülen emphasis and thinking of religion and soci-
ety. Although the magazine does not engage in politics, its discussion of faith, religion and 
society will eventually help communicate Gülen’s views on these issues.  The challenge for 
the magazine is to catch and maintain the interest of the Arab youth. It is too early to assess 
whether it is achieving this. 

The 12th Abant meeting, entitled ‘Islam, the West and modernization’, was held in Cairo over 
two days in February 2007.63 Intellectuals, scholars and journalists from both countries took 
part in this two day-long platform. This was the fi rst time the Gülen movement organised a 
signifi cant conference in an Arab country. The event was co-organised by the prestigious Al 
Ashram centre for Political and Strategic Studies think tank which publishes a daily news-
paper with a circulation of one million. The meeting in Cairo was entitled Turkey-Egypt 
Talk I, signalling that its mark the beginning of a series of events to be organised by the 

62  http://www.herkul.org/yazarlar/index.php?view=article&article_id=2727.
63  http://www.gyv.org.tr/bpi.asp?caid=336&cid=874
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Abant platform. The underlying objective of this meeting was to look at modernisation in 
the Muslim world; how to overcome common problems among Muslim societies; universal 
values such as human rights, democracy and rule of law and spreading these notions in the 
Muslim world through Muslim interpretation. The second of these meetings will be held in 
February 2008 in Istanbul and it is expected that leading universities from Egypt such as Al-
Ezher and Seem University will take part. 

Clearly it is very signifi cant that this meeting was held in Cairo and can be taken as a further 
indication that Gülen is starting to slowly engage the Arab world. The fact that both Hira and 
this Abant meeting was based in Egypt is no coincidence. It is well known that both countries 
have good relations and share a long history together. Unlike, Saudi Arabia and Iran, Gülen 
speaks favourably about Egypt. Perhaps Egypt will serve as Gülen’s springboard to the rest 
of the Arab world. If Hira and Abant are anything to go by, this certainly seems likely. 

Given that the Gülen schools are not centrally coordinated, there is no verifi able data as to the 
exact number of schools in any given region. Recent estimates suggest six hundred schools in 
over a hundred countries64. The website for the 5th Turkish Language Olympics organised in 
Istanbul by the movement states that 550 contestants took part in the event in Istanbul from 
100 different countries65. It is well known that all of these contestants were service-recipients 
of the Gülen movement in some capacity, often as a pupil in one of Gülen’s schools. This 
confi rms previous estimates regarding the number and span of Gülen schools. 

The list of contestants from Muslim countries include: Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Algeria, Chad, Indonesia, Ethiopia, Morocco, Philippines, Ghana, India, 
Iraq, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Kosovo, Maldives, Malaysia, Mali, Egypt, Mongolia, 
Mozambique, Nigeria, Pakistan, Senegal, Syria, Tajikistan, Tunisia, Turkmenistan, Uganda, 
Jordan and Yemen.  Of the 57 member states of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference, 
which includes all but a very few countries of Muslim population, the Gülen movement is 
active in approximately 42 of these. What is more, we know that some of these countries 
have more than just one school, for example there are seven each in Pakistan66 and Yemen67, 
six in Afghanistan68, and three in Northern Iraq. Some of these we know about from the 
Internet69 others from word of mouth. So at the very least, the Gülen movement is active in 
over forty Muslim countries; the more credible likelihood is that this activity involves at least 
one school if not more.    

Clearly therefore, there is a Gülen presence in the Muslim world. What is lacking is the 
Middle East. Attentive readers will have noticed ‘Iran’ in the above-list of countries. During 
discussions with volunteers of the movement who have worked in the region, I was told that 
there are student-dormitories in Iran and in every major city of Saudi Arabia. Apparently, 
one purpose of these dormitories and hostels are to serve pilgrims. This is very signifi -
cant. Conventional research and thinking on the movement has always maintained that the 

64  Ref
65  http://www.turkceolimpiyatlari.org/ 
66  http://www.pakturk.org/
67  http://www.tissenior.com/
68  Abdullah Gülen (the then Foreign Secretary), attended the opening ceremony of the Afghan Turkish Girls school 
with a 1500 student capacity, in Kabul in February 2007. It was later reported that Mr Gul informed Margaret Becket 
(the then Foreign Secretary of Britain) of these schools and that she encouraged him to make these efforts known to 
the European leaders: http://www.zaman.com.tr/webapp-tr/haber.do?haberno=522069 
69  There are a few websites that list some links to Gülen schools, such as http://www.turkokullari.net/index.
php?option=com_weblinks&catid=14&Itemid=22 
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movement is non-existent in Iran and Saudi. My research suggests otherwise. Whether the 
movement will set up schools in Iran70 and Saudi is another question, but they are certainly 
active there. 

What is important to note at this juncture is the pace at which these schools and the span of 
the movement is growing. If we are to go by the Turkish Language Olympics, the number of 
countries taking part is growing at a phenomenal speed. In 2006, the number of countries that 
took part was 87, in 2007 this number reached to 100. Clearly, this is not a defi nitive estima-
tion of growth, since a Gülen school may have chosen to only take part in 2007 despite being 
around in 2006. While this is quite possible in theory, it is unlikely in practice, given the 
importance Gülen places on these Olympics. In this respect, it would not be far off to suggest 
that the countries and schools that take part in these Olympics refl ects the approximate size 
and scope of the Gülen movement in general and schools in particular. 

Another indication of the Gülen movement’s pace of growth, for example, is in the media 
industry.  In 2006 there was two international TV stations, Samanyolu and Mehtap. In 2007, 
three more TV stations came on air: Samanyolu Haber, a 24 hour news channel; Ebru, an all-
English TV channel based and broadcast from the U.S and fi nally Yumurcak, a children’s TV 
channel. In 2007, Zaman, the movement’s Turkish newspaper, became the highest circulat-
ing daily at an average of 650,000 copies. In 2006, the movement launched its fi rst English 
daily newspaper, Today’s Zaman which is already the highest selling English newspaper in 
Turkey.71 

Gülen’s books translated into Arabic include, the Infi nite Light, a topic based commentary on 
Prophet Muhammad’s life (pbuh); Key Concepts in the Practice of Sufi sm; The Statue of our 
Souls – Revival in Islamic thought and action and ‘İrşad Ekseni’.72 Gülen’s offi cial website 
is accessible in twenty languages including Arabic, Persian and Urdu. 

New Phase: Adolescence and the Muslim World

The founding of an international relief and development charity in 2004, called “Kimse Yok 
mu?” (Is There No One?), which seeks to alleviate suffering and poverty in the world, signals 
a new phase for the movement, a coming of adolescence. The ambit of this charity is not 
just the Muslim world but poverty in the South and suffering all over. The charity website 
explains the various national and international relief programmes and projects carried out by 
the charity. The charity fi rst undertook national relief programmes and ad hoc relief efforts to 
alleviate poverty and help natural disaster victims (Agri 2004, Bingol 2005, Eastern Turkey 
2007). From 2005 onwards, the charity began relief programmes abroad. In January 2005, 
the charity appealed for donations for the victims of the South Pacifi c earthquake. With funds 
collected, the charity provided water sanitation machinery, clothes, food and medical help 
and support to victims of the Ace province in Indonesia. In 200673 and 200774 the charity pro-

70  I was told that when the movement proposed opening a school in Iran, the Iranian authorities replied “give us 
the funds and we will open it for you”. 
71  http://www.Todays Zaman.com 
72  Not translated into English
73  Following the 2006 eartquake in Asia, the charity built three tent-villages in Pakistan which accommodated 
approximately 5000 victims. The charity provided these villages with food and support for six months. The charity 
also presented the Pakistan authorities with a four million dollar cheque as relief aid to the victims of this earthquake. 
The charity also built ten pre-fabricated schools, each with a capacity for 350 students, and provided school material 
and equipment.
74  In 2007, the charity began a campaign entitled ‘Hand in hand with the Palestinian and Lebanon People’. This 
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vided aid and support to Pakistan and Lebonan. The local Gülen institutes helped coordinate 
the aid and support in these countries. 

The efforts of this charity vis-à-vis the Muslim world is important for two reasons: (i) the 
credibility it will provide the movement in the Muslim world, and (ii) the wider implications 
of the movement entering a phase of development. The charities efforts to date prove that the 
Muslim world is important to Gülen and the movement, and is an excellent way to win the 
“hearts and minds” of the Muslim people in the region. What is more, this is also an excellent 
means of raising the profi le and visibility of the local Gülen movement in the region and use 
of their local experience and knowledge. Through such relief work, the Gülen movement is 
gaining the awareness, sympathy and support of the Muslims in the wider Muslim world, 
enhancing its prospects of success in this region. 

The second point is that this relief charity demarcates very clearly a new phase in the devel-
opment of the Gülen movement. 

Crudely put for the purposes of this paper, until recently, the main focus of the movement 
has always been to build its own capability, credibility and capacity. In that sense, all works 
and projects were geared around winning over volunteers and support. These works in them-
selves were always charitable but one unchanging dimension was the contingent gain for 
the movement. One example is that all donations received would only go to a public cause 
organised directly by the movement itself. In this sense, the movement was still in its early 
developmental stage.

What this relief charity does, is clearly mark out what was slowly emerging anyway; that the 
movement has now entered a stage of adolescence where it undertakes more complex and 
burdensome projects which do not necessarily benefi t the movement itself. The fact that the 
relief charity collects money from businessman in Turkey, often the same people who fund 
Gülen projects, and then donates that money to earthquake victims in Pakistan, despite the 
movement needing that money elsewhere, is a sign that the movement has now entered a new 
phase where it considers itself capable of making such a donation. Put differently, the Gülen 
movement’s charitable works have moved to a whole new altruistic level defi ned by “need of 
society” as opposed to “gain for the movement.”  

In the past the movement was criticised for remaining indifferent to wider public issues like 
poverty and human right violations. It appears that Gülen and the movement were not so 
indifferent to these issues after all, but building the mechanisms through which a meaningful 
attempt of contribution towards a solution could be made. 

I argue that this will mean a more active Gülen in the Muslim world and South. The move-
ment will not only spread as it fi rst did in Turkey, but do so with more authority and greater 
speed. The relief charity is a clear indication that the movement considers itself to be of suf-
fi cient maturity to attempt bigger and more complex issues and that it has turned its energies 
towards the Muslim world. 

In summary therefore, the Gülen movement is clearly present in most parts of the Muslim 
world. The movement is obviously strongest in Turkey and the Turkic states. However, the 
movement has clearly moved well beyond this and is now active in approximately 42 Muslim 
countries. The movement is not so active in the Middle East for reasons more to do with these 
countries than to do with Gülen. Gülen and the movement have demonstrated that they are 

involved sending food to Palestine (13 lorries) and Lebanon (14 lorries). The list of other international support pro-
grammes undertaken by the charity continues.
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now turning their resources to the Muslim world. The Hira magazine, conference in Cairo 
and expanding schools in the Muslim world demonstrates this and proves that this is not just 
a Turkish movement. 

Gülen’s view concerning the Muslim world in general and the Middle East in particular has 
been that much of the non-Arab Muslim world still approaches Turkey with affi nity and as 
their natural leader given the Ottoman past. This “subconscious affi nity and acceptance” is 
signifi cant for Gülen as shown by his repeated repetition of this. I contend that Gülen is now 
seeking to cash that subconscious credit in the Muslim world. Given that the problems in the 
Muslim world are complex, deep rooted and intricate and that there is –to some extent- an 
Arab and Iranian resistance to Turkey, the Turkish-model and the Gülen movement, Gülen 
has sought to build leadership in the Turkic world and credibility in the West before attempt-
ing to permeate the Middle East. That attempt is well underway and I predict a growing 
number of schools, periodicals, newspapers and eventually TV channel in the Middle East 
in the next 10 years. Through Today’s Zaman discussions are already underway with Arab 
counterparts. 

Conclusion

This paper argues that Gülen’s infuence is transferable to the wider Muslim world, given its 
underlying dynamics and nature. The scope and depth of this infl uence depends on the pres-
ence and activity of the movement in this region. All research indicates that the movement is 
now investing greater energy in the Muslim world, whether through Hira, book publications 
or a growing number of schools. 

The movement introduces Gülen’s philosophy, views and tajdid to the Muslim world through 
its example. Gülen’s tajdid proves itself to be adaptable, fl exible, durable and practical. Most 
importantly, it is collectively constructed, based on action and conduct and spread among the 
grass roots of society. In this way, it lends itself to localisation and indigenisation providing 
it with a greater chance of success in the Muslim world. An ever-present underlying streak 
in Gülen’s tajdid and discourse are human rights values. This is signifi cant since it means 
Gülen’s views, of themselves, promote human rights values by default. Gülen’s views are 
spread through the example of the movement. This is best illustrated in the movement’s 
dialogue activities among Muslims. These activities usher in Gülen’s dialogue theology and 
Anatolian Muslimness. Anatolian Muslimness is Gülen’s perception of Islam, which gives 
prominence to Sufi  perception, love, tolerance, forgiveness and peace. Gülen would say 
that this is Islam in itself. I suggest that Gülen is promoting Anatolian Muslimness among 
Muslims to fi ne-tune the rigid, conformist and literal Muslimness in practice in some parts 
of the Muslim world today. This is signifi cant for the development of human rights values in 
the Muslim world. 

What is more, Gülen promotes human rights directly by internalising democracy, human 
rights, freedom of belief, pluralism and Anglo-Saxon-style secularism. It is well known 
among human right lawyers and academics that democracy and pluralism are considered the 
prerequisites for the enjoyment of human rights. Where there is antagonism towards either, 
there can never be the enjoyment of the former. Furthermore, by de-politising Islam and 
replacing the theological support for an Islamic state or theocratic governance with respect 
for rule of law, elections and other fundamental principles as noted above, Gülen is directly 
promoting human rights through Islam, or because of Islam. His incremental ijtihad –ongo-
ing– on change of religion in Islam is signifi cant in this respect.
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The net effect of Gülen’s efforts has been to contribute to a new type of Muslim in Turkey, 
who while a strong believer supports democracy, pluralism and human rights because of his 
faith not despite it. This has helped strengthen the silent and signifi cant periphery in Turkey, 
who are now constructively participating in Turkey’s public life and contesting for centre 
ground.  

By tracing the movement’s presence and growth in the Muslim world, this paper suggests 
that a similar effect will take place in this world as well. The movement’s relief charity proves 
that the Muslim world is important to Gülen and that the movement has now entered a new 
phase of adolescence where it is undertaking wider social and more complex issues. One of 
these, I suggest, is enabling the civil society of the Muslim world. The growing activity and 
schools in this region bolsters this point further. This runs contrary to conventional thinking 
on the movement to date, which suggests that the Muslim world is not signifi cant to Gülen. I 
argue that the Muslim world has always been central to Gülen’s vision of an inclusive civili-
sation but practicality as opposed to philosophy prevented greater prominence to this region. 
What is more, the strong and resilient Arab culture against a Turkish model could only be 
countered through signifi cant credibility. I argue that the movement now possesses that cred-
ibility through it works and activities in the rest of the world and is now seeking to make use 
of it in the Muslim world. Based on the movement’s project so far and a long history of good 
relations, it is very likely that Egypt will serve as the springboard to the movement’s wider 
activity in the Middle East.

The fact that Turkey’s profi le has been on a steady rise in the Muslim world in recent years 
will only add pace to the movement’s efforts here. In time, and as in Turkey, that will lead to 
a change of culture, perception and mood on points pertinent to human rights enjoyment and 
contribute to a wider debate in the Muslim world on developing an internally meaningful and 
effective and externally coherent and consistent set of human right norms and laws.
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