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Summary

The main topic in this article is the latest interpretation of the Koran which is called progressive interpretation. The progressive approach to the Koran is almost strictly contextual. This means the inclusion of hermeneutical questions about the context of the interpreter, his/her framework of understanding or hermeneutical “keys”, that constitutes the basic ethos of the text, and the context of the text itself. The article therefore focuses on methods of progressive revelation of the Koran, i.e. asbab al-nuzul (“events occasioning revelation”) and that of naskh (abrogation), and on the context of the progressive interpreters, that has established a Koranic hermeneutic of liberation and pluralism.
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Progressive Muslims

Justice lies at the heart of Islamic social ethics. Time and again the Koran talks about providing for the marginalized members of society: the poor, the orphaned, the downtrodden, the wayfaring, and the hungry,. Progressive Muslims believe that it is time to “translate” the social ideals in the Koran and Islamic teachings into a way of action that those committed to social justice today can relate to and understand. (Safi 2005)
Farid Esack, a progressive Muslim, in his book Qur`an, Liberation & Pluralism, tries to show that it is possible to live in faithfulness to both the Koran and to one’s present context alongside people of other faiths, working with them to establish a more humane society. He also promotes the idea of Koranic hermeneutics as a contribution to the development of theological pluralism within Islam. He re-examines the way the Koran defines “believer” and “non-believer” in order to make space for the righteous and just Other in a theology of pluralism for liberation. And finally, he explores the relationship between religious exclusivism (support for apartheid) on the one hand, and religious inclusivism (support for the liberation struggle) on the other, and to supply a Koranic rationale for the latter. (Esack 2002: 19)
Progressive Muslims` Starting Point
Esack`s own approach to Koranic interpretation was developed in response to the situation in apartheid South Africa where he and other Muslims looked to the Koran for resources to support their struggle for justice and freedom. For Esack and other progressive Muslims, the struggle was on behalf of oppressed people, not just on behalf of Muslims. He therefore found in the Koran “keys” that enabled him to read the text in such way as to advance the liberation of all people. (Esack in Bennett 2005: 104)

Esack’s search for South African Koranic hermeneutics of pluralism in service of liberation was rooted in his commitment to comprehensive justice. (Esack 2002: 50)
Progressive Revelation of Koran(
Despite its inner coherence, The Koran was never formulated as a connected whole, but rather was revealed in response to the demands of concrete situations. The Koran itself is explicit about the reasons for the progressive nature of its revelation. First, the fact that it came as day-to-day guidance necessitated this manner of revelation. It is “a Koran which We only gradually unfolded so that you may recite it to people step-by-step and We have revealed it only in pieces.” (17: 106) Secondly, Islam unfolded in the midst of a struggle and Muhammad needed the ongoing support and solace in his encounters with revelation. In response to his detractors’ question “why it was not revealed to him all at once” (25: 32), the Koran says, “Thus that we may strengthen your heart thereby. We have arranged it well” (ibid.). The principle of progressive revelation is best manifested in the disciplines of asbab al-nuzul (events occasioning revelation) and that of naskh (abrogation).
Asbab al-nuzul deals with the transmission of the sabab (cause) of the revelation of a chapter or verse and the time, place and circumstances of its revelation. Given the general impression in the Koran of a God who is constantly involved in the affairs of humankind, this is certainly a credible reason for the allegation of a sabab. The constant reminder of the presence of God in the universe is one of the functions of sabab. The frequent reference to the occasion of revelation in the interpretation of the Koran, the dates and the circumstances of individual revelations, and its significance for the question of abrogation or naskh are all indications that the Koran is more than a text. It is extremely important to note that every chapter is vitally linked with its situational background knowledge of the occasions of revelation is of extreme importance and numerous verses will remain incomprehensible without it. Appreciating the occasions of revelation of certain verses could open the reader up to the possibility of a pluralist reading.
Naskh (abrogation) can be found in the Koran: “Any message we abrogate or consign to oblivion We replace with a better for similar one.” (2: 106) The modes of naskh may be classified as follows: 1) the Koranic abrogation of divine scriptures that preceded it; 2) the repeal of some Koranic texts that are said to have been blotted out of existence; 3) the abrogation of some earlier commandment of the Koran by later revelations, while text containing those commandments remained in the Koran; 4) the abrogation of a prophetic practice by Koranic injunction and 5) the abrogation of a Koranic injunction by the prophetic practice. There is unanimity about what Fazlur Rahman describes as the situational character of the Koran. Both the entire revelation as well as specific verses were revealed within the context of particular social conditions. As Muslim society was taking shape, Koranic revelation kept up with the changing conditions and environment. 
The principle of progressive revelation is best illustrated by the issue of the prohibition on the consumption of alcohol. In the Meccan period the Koran mentions alcohol among the blessings of God, along with milk and honey (16: 66-9). In Medina, a number of Muslims desired an expressed prohibition of alcohol. In response to this, a Koranic verse says: “They ask you about alcohol and games of chance; tell them that there is great deal of harm in them but there are also certain benefits for people in them; but their harm is greater than their benefits” (2: 219). 
The disciplines of naskh and asbab al-nuzul both form significant elements in contemporary attempts to contextualize the message of the Koran. The Koran is an integrated whole with a definite ethos, an exposition of an ethical doctrine where every verse and sentence has an intimate bearing on other verses and sentences, all of them clarifying and amplifying one another. An understanding of that interaction and context is a condition for reapplying it. To understand the Koran in its historical context is not to confine its message to that context; rather, it is to understand its revealed meaning in a specific past context and then to be able to contextualize it in terms of contemporary reality. 

Hermeneutical Keys

In reflecting on the hermeneutical keys that have emerged from South African engagement with the struggle for liberation and with the Koran, Esack tries to show how a Koranic hermeneutic of liberation would work, with its continuous shift between text and context and the ongoing reflections on their implications for each other. Those keys are indispensible tools for understanding the Koran in a society characterized by oppression and an interreligious struggle for justice and freedom. 

The first two keys, taqwa (an awareness of the presence of God) and tawhid (the unity of God), are aimed at developing the moral and doctrinal criteria with which to examine the other keys and the “theological glasses” with which to read the Koran in general and, more specifically, the texts dealing with religious Others. The second two keys, al-nas (the people) and the marginalized (al-mustadafun) define the location of interpretative activity. The last two, justice (adl and qist) and struggle (jihad), reflect the method and the ethos that produce and shape a contextual understanding of the word of God in an unjust society. 
Taqwa
Taqwa literally means “to ward off”, “to guard against”, “to heed” or “to preserve”. In the Koranic sense it may be defined as “heeding the voice of one’s conscience in the awareness that one is accountable to God.” Its comprehensive sense of embracing responsibility to both God and humankind is evident from the verses 92: 4-10: “Thus as for him who gives to others and is conscious of God (ittaqa) (…).” What is significant is the way the Koran links taqwa to social interaction and concern for others, such as sharing (92: 5), fulfilling covenants (3: 76) and to kindness (3: 172). According to the Koran, a commitment to God’s people is an inseparable part of a commitment to God. The Call in South Africa said: “Our involvement in the liberation struggle shows whether we really become aware of the plight of the oppressed. The hallmark of a Muslim who has truly fasted is his preparedness to throw in his lot with the rest of the oppressed in the struggle for liberation of all people in South Africa.” (Esack 2002: 153)
Tawhid

Tawhid means “to be alone”, “one”, “an integrated unity.” Tawhid is synonymous with the unity of God. Islam’s comprehensiveness or holism is rooted in a principle of tawhid. The notion of tawhid as a way of looking at life was widely used by the engaged interpreters in South Africa, both against traditional separation between religion and politics and against apartheid as an ideology. A Qibla pamphlet declared that “Muslims are Muslims because of their belief in the tawhid of God – a tawhid which goes beyond mere verbal acknowledgements and which necessarily demands that Muslims act in the face of justice.”  (Esack 2002: 160) The Call said that “He is not Muslim who goes to mosque on a Friday and to racial sport on Saturday.”  (Esack 2002: 162) (Blacks were forbidden to play).Tawhid in this sense means the rejection of a dualistic conception of human existence whereby a distinction is made between the secular and the spiritual, the faith and the actions. Viewing tawhid as a hermeneutical principle also means that different approaches to the Koran – philosophical, spiritual, juristic or political – must be regarded as components of a single tapestry. All of these are required to express the fullness of its message, for no single approach can adequately express it.
Al-nas

Nas refers to “the people” as a social collective and is usually employed as such in the Koran (114: 5-6). Divine trust was placed exclusively in humankind’s hands (33: 72). The centrality of humankind is reflected in God’s choice of them as His vice regent on  Earth, and by the blowing of God’s spirit into them at the time of their creation (15: 29). In the 1980s “the people” was presented as the revolutionary alternative to the apartheid state. The emergence of the University of the Western Cape as a “people’s university”, the growth of “people’s courts”, the search for “people’s history”, were some manifestations of this concept.
Al-mustadafun
Mustad`af refers to someone who is oppressed or deemed weak and of no consequence and is treated in an arrogant fashion. The mustad`afun are people of inferior social status, people who are vulnerable, marginalized or oppressed. The Koran also use terms to describe the lower and impoverished classes of society, such as aradhil, marginalized (11: 27), the poor (2: 271) and the indigent (2: 83). Koran 7: 150 uses the term with reference to Aaron, who complained that the Israelites had weakened him. In the chapter called al-Qasas (The Story) a preferential option  (this means that “unbeliever etiquette disappears” when you are poor and under exploitation of others) for the mustad`afun is made in unambiguous terms, despite their rejection of God. This preferential option for the oppressed is reflected in the particularized identification of God Himself with the oppressed, the lifestyles of all the Abrahamic prophets, the Koranic denunciation of the powerful and their accumulation of wealth, and the Koran’s message of liberation to women and slaves. The most significant text of the South African Koranic discourse on liberation is undoubtedly Koran 28: 4-8. This particular text was quoted very frequently: “And it is Our will to bestow Our grace upon the mustad`afun on the Earth (…).” The engaged interpreter approaches the text with a conscious desire to feel the empathy for the oppressed and locates oneself in this position. 
Qist and Adl
The Koran uses two terms to refer to justice: qist and adl. Qist means “equity”, “justice”, “to give someone his or her full portion.” Adl means “to act equitably, justly, or rightly.” These two terms are used interchangeably in the Koran (49: 9; 2: 282) and, according to it, justice forms the basis of the natural order: “And God has created the heavens and the earth in truth; and so that every person may be justly compensated for what he had earned and none be wronged” (45: 22). This verse, as well as Koran 39: 69, equates justice with truth. An understanding of adl and qist based on tawhid is well illustrated in the first verses of the chapter of the Koran titled “The Gracious”: “The Most Gracious has imparted this Koran. He has created humankind; He has imparted unto him speech. The sun, the moon follow courses computed. (…) He has set up the balance of justice in order that you may not transgress the measure. (…).” (55: 1-10) These verses place humankind and the task of working for justice within the context of responsibility to the Creator, on the one hand, and the order which runs through the cosmos on the other. In the context of South Africa, every publication, speech or sermon by progressive Muslims during the 1980s appealed to the Koranic demand for the faithful to rise as “God’s witnesses for justice.”. The Call has also dealt with various other dimensions of injustice such as the oppression of women and religious minorities in Muslim countries.
Jihad

Jihad literally means “to struggle”, “to exert oneself” or “to spend energy or wealth.” In the Koran, jihad is frequently followed by the expressions “in the path of God” and “with your wealth and your selves.” For Muslims, the term jihad has also come to mean the “sacralization of the combat.” Despite its popular meaning as a sacred armed struggle or war, the term jihad was always understood by Muslims to embrace a broader struggle to transform oneself and society. The Koran itself uses the word in its various meanings ranging from warfare (4: 90) to contemplative spiritual struggle (22: 78) and even exhortation (29: 8). Esack has rendered jihad as “struggle and praxis”. Praxis may be defined as “conscious action undertaken by a human community that has the responsibility for its own political determination.” Given that Koranic comprehensive use of the term and the way jihad is intended to transform oneself and society, one may say that jihad is simultaneously struggle and praxis. “Jihad”, said Qibla pamphlet “is the Islamic paradigm of the liberation struggle; an effort, an exertion to the utmost, a striving fort truth and justice.” (Esack 2002: 174) Praxis as a source of knowledge has always been widely recognized in Islamic scholarship and the Koran itself is explicit in its view that theory can be based on praxis: “And to those who strive in us/our path to them we shall show our ways” (29: 69). The Koran lays great emphasis on orthopraxis (action, activity) and strongly suggests that virtuous deeds and jihad are also ways of understanding and knowing. The Koran establishes jihad as the path to establishing justice and praxis as the way of experiencing and comprehending truth. Jihad, as praxis serving as hermeneutical key, assumes that human life is essentially practical; theology follows. As for the presence of the divine in the process of transformation, the verse stating that “God does not change conditions of a people until they change what is in themselves” (13: 11), was regularly invoked in South Africa to insist that history and society are the terrain where, for people, transformation effectively takes place.
Redefining Self and Other

Terms of exclusion and inclusion seem to be intrinsic to all religions and are usually ethically loaded. The two most frequently invoked ethical terms in the Koran are iman and kufr (usually loosely translated as “faith” and “disbelief”). In Muslim discourse though, iman has largely been substituted by islam as the key term for self-identification. The word islam, for example, occurs only eight times in the Koran whereas iman is found forty-five times. Similarly, the correlative of iman, mumin, in its various forms, appears more than five times as frequently as Muslim. This development is itself significant for any discussion of the Other in Islam. One of the manifestations of the process of Islamic theology becoming more and more rigid was the reification of terms such as islam, iman and kufr.  In other words, these words are no longer seen as qualities that individuals may have; qualities that are dynamic and vary in intensity in different stages of an individual’s life, as for example iman does. 
Rethinking Iman

The roots of the word Iman suggests “being secure”, “trusting in”, “turning to”, from which follows its meanings of “good faith”, “sincerity”, and “fidelity” or “loyalty.” The related word amana has the double meaning of “to believe” and “to give one’s faith”. Its primary meaning is “becoming true to the trust with respect to which God has confided in one by a firm believing with the heart” not by profession of belief with the tongue only. The term iman appears approximately 244 times in the Koran. Most frequently recurring is the expression “O those who have iman” of which there are 55 instances. While the term is used mainly in reference to the followers of Muhammad, in 11 instances it refers to Moses and his followers and in 22 instances to other prophets and their followers. 

Three interconnected themes may be discerned from the Koran 8: 2-4 (or 3: 173, 9: 124, 33: 22 etc.): the dynamic nature of iman, the interrelatedness of iman and righteous deeds, and iman as personal response to God. Iman has variously been defined as one or more of the following: affirmation, verbal testimony, belief or righteous conduct. Iman can increase and decrease and it means something more than recognition and verbal testimony. The Koran recognizes various levels of iman. This text speaks of the muminuna haqqan, which most of the interpreters have interpreted as “perfect muminun” (i.e. believers). 
The insistence on viewing righteous deeds as an intrinsic part of iman is well founded in the Koran, where the phrase “those who have iman and who do righteous deeds” occurs no less than thirty-six times. What is evident is that iman is intrinsically connected to righteous deeds whether they are part and parcel of iman or a necessary consequence of it. 
In addition, there are cases where texts in the Koran relate iman to heart. In the verses 49: 14-15 some Bedouin were told that the act of formally entering into the community of Islam was distinct from iman. Islam, in the sense of formally submitting to the new order brought about Muhammad, was merely the beginning of a faith that still had to take root in their hearts. The implication of this passage might have been that joining the community of Muslims did not necessarily reflect a personal faith. In this sense “faith” and “conviction”, rather than “belief”, are more accurate renderings of iman. When a whole tribe converted to Islam via a treaty with Muhammad, one must understand this treaty in terms of Arab – Bedouin cultural practices. Therefore, this practice may not have meant the same thing for all members of the tribe and the name “Muslim” could well have been a new identity of treaty rather than faith. The Koran is also explicit about the iman of those outside the socio-religious community of muminun.  (i.e. believers). Iman is in general a deeply personal response to God. 
Redefining Islam

The following text, particularly the first sentence, is an important one in Muslim claims that the only expression of religiosity acceptable to God since the prophethood of Muhammad is Islam, the religion institutionalized by Muhammad. “Behold, the din with God is islam; (…).” (3: 19) The entire third chapter of the Koran, “The Family of Imran,” wherein this text appears, is Medinan. It follows on from “The Cow” and, similarly, deals at length with People of the Book. In “The Family of Imran”, far more attention is devoted to Christians and to attempts by the opponents of Islam to wipe out Islam from its stronghold, Medina. This is one of several verses in the Koran which refers to islam as the only din acceptable to God. An examination of the terms din and islam is obviously central to an understanding of these verses and of the question of Islam and religious exclusivism or pluralism. Muslim scholarship has elaborated the meaning of din within the context of interpreting islam as din. Din in this context means the institutionalized religious life. But this meaning of din could not be the only reliable one. The term appears in the various periods of the Koran’s revelation. There are four distinct periods during which the term was employed. In the first and second Meccan period, the term appears as a verbal noun and mostly with the word yawm (day), as yawm al-din (i.e. Day of Requittal). In the earliest chapters of the Koran the emphasis is on humankind’s response to God, of either denial or agreement. However,the manner in which denial or agreement is used in the Koran makes it apparent that it bears little relation to a verbal rejection or affirmation of din or yawm al-din. It is rather a denial of a lifestyle of response or non-response to God and the idea of ultimate accountability with which the Koran is concerned. In the third Meccan period din seems to emphasize the individual’s  personal commitment to God. In the last part of the Meccan period, there is an identification of the unchanging din with the “community of Abraham” and “the straight path.” From that time forward the emphasis seem to be on a community of believers. This leads on to the Medinan period when the emphasis on din as personal commitment is replaced by the use of the term for commitment in the collective sense. For the first time the term “the true din” is now used. The one “true response”, it was being promised, would be established above other responses (61: 9).
The Koran is engaged in a dynamic relationship with its listeners; it speaks and uses expressions that understand a community or individuals at a particular stage of their development. Thus, din is not employed in the communal sense in the early Meccan context. The present near-universal understanding of din as “religion” and the corresponding virtual elimination of din as personal response to God is unfounded in the text of the Koran, as well as in traditional exegesis.

The infinitive of aslama, islam means “to submit”, “to surrender”, “to fulfill or execute.” Islam, as a verbal noun, appears only eight times in the Quran whereas its foundation verb, aslama, appears 24 times. The relative infrequent use of islam shows that the Koran is less concerned with words related to static thinking than with words related to active and dynamic conception. Islam as din could conjure up the idea of Islam as reified entity, one religion among others, but this is by no means the only--not even the primary-- interpretation. Din is viewed as an active response to the will of God, a submission of entire being, rather than ethno-social membership of particular group. God is akbar (greater than) any conception of Him or any form of institutionalized or non-institutionalized service to Him. It is to God that the Koran persistently requires islam.
Rethinking Kufr

Esack has selected the following verses to underpin his reflection on the Koranic use of the word kufr/kuffar: “Verily, as for those who reject/are ungrateful (yakfur) for the signs of God, and slays the Prophets against all right, and slay people who enjoin justice, announce unto them a grievous chastisement. (…).” (3: 21-2) The text denounces kufr and those who obstruct justice. The expression “those who reject the signs of God” is one of several ways of describing the (rejected) Other in the Koran using some form of the word kufr. Kufr in the Koran has become the term most pregnant with all that is despised in the rejected Other. Although the word kufr itself contains an important element of disbelief, this is not the only semantic constituent of the word. In the more widely used sense of “rejecter of faith”, kufr was first applied to some Meccans who insulted Muhammad and, later, in Medina, to various elements among the People of the Book as well. But the Koran portrays kufr as an actively and dynamic attitude of ingratitude leading to willful rejection of known truths and God’s gifts. Flowing from the Arabic word kufr, as well as intrinsically connected to it, is a pattern of actively arrogant and oppressive behavior. Thus, the Koran links kufr to those who worked “to sway people away from the path of God” (6: 26), kuffar struggle in the way of evil (4: 76) and kufr is linked to a refusal to spend one’s wealth on the poor (2: 254). The typical kufr oppresses the weak (4: 168). Has kufr something to do with dogma as well? The object of kufr in the Koran is at various times the unity of God, scripture, the signs of God, the resurrection, and the prophets. More specifically, the ran denounces as kufr notions of the divinity of Christ (4: 171) and any attempt to ascribe paternity to God (19: 91). But whenever the Koran links kufr to doctrine it does so within a real socio-historical context and is convinced that sincere belief in the unity of God and ultimate accountability to Him would lead to a righteous and just society. Denying God is for example connected to breaking promises and spreading corruption (2: 28). Kufr is not purely doctrinal. Koran also portrays the kufr as someone who has actually recognized the unity of God and Prophet Muhammad, but who nevertheless willfully refuses to acknowledge it (2: 146). Finally, the Koran is also specific about the motives of the kuffar decision to refrain from professing belief. They understood that belief implied more than a mental shift to another idea or set of ideas, but that it required a radical change in personal life, in values and socio-economic relations. They opted for kufr because of narrow material gains (21: 53), and tribal bonds (43: 22). Besides, in the Koran can been found also the denunciation of the Bedouin as “severest in kufr” (9: 97, 101), but there are also others “who believe in God and the Last Day (9: 99, 102).” And kufr are also Jews and Christians who justified exploitation of their own people by claiming that their scriptures permitted such practices. The Koran denounces this exploitation of the ignorance of ordinary illiterate people who had no “real knowledge of the Scriptures” (2: 78) by the priests of the People of the Book. The Koran denounces the claims of some of the People of the Book that the afterlife is only for them (2: 94). 

At the end, one should not forget that the Koran is explicit in its acceptance of religious pluralism. The notion that the Abraham was not a Jew or a Christian, but “one of us” is at variance with the rejection of all exclusivist claims in these texts. The Koran, thus, makes it a condition of faith to believe in the genuineness of all revealed religion (2: 136). The same din is enjoyed by  Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus (42: 13). And “unto every of you have We appointed a different path (shirah) and way (minhaj)” (5: 48). 
Conclusion

Asaf A. Fyzee says: “The message of Islam was sent to the world fourteen centuries ago. Does it need reinterpretation? Is it not meant for the whole world and for all time? The answer to both questions is in affirmative. I wish to understand Quran as it was understood by the Arabs of the Prophet only to reinterpret it and apply it to my conditions of live and to believe in it, so far as it appeals to me as a twentieth-century man. Islam must be reinterpreted, or else its traditional form may be lost beyond retrieve.” (Fyzee in Donohue, Esposito 2007: 153, 156)
To interpret Koran in terms of religious pluralism, tolerance, openness, and fairness in the 21st century of constant intercultural dialogue means to affirm the dynamic nature of iman, islam and kufr and their nuances, as well as to affirm the basic ethos of justice in the Koran. According to the Koran, it is not labels that are counted by God, but actions that are weighed (2: 177). The objective towards which the Koran moves is more significant than the premise from which it starts. This is so called “anagogical level” of the text. It illustrates the understanding of God’s intention and His wish to change our souls. To sum up: according to progressive Islam, we should be aware of Him and be responsible to Him and to people (taqwa), and being able to harmonize our minds and actions (tawhid), that will then - with our inner struggle (jihad) - enable us to strive for justice (qist, adl) for those who are poor and marginalized (mustad`afun), irrespective of their Otherness (characterized with iman, islam and kufr). As such, we are warmly invited to the God, who is above the diverse paths emanating from Him. (Esack 2002: 245, 301)
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