Freedom of Religion in Qur’anic Exegesis
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Qur’an 2:256 “There is no coercion in religion. Sound judgment has become clear

from error. So whosoever disavows false deities and believes in God
has grasped the most unfailing handhold, which never breaks. And
God is Hearing, Knowing”

Works on the
development of the
tafsir genre

Al-Dhahabi’s al-Tafsir wa-al-Mufassirin

Ibn ‘Ashur’s al-Tafsir wa-Rijaluh

Al-TabarT’s analysis

Context of the revelation - revealed in reference to some people who
had children whom they had converted to Judaism or Christianity;
when God revealed Islam, they wanted to enforce it on them, but God
prohibited them from doing this ) ‘
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This verse is specified and not unconditional, since the Prophet fought
the idolaters and did not accept from them a tax as an alternative to
entering Islam
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There should be no coercion of the People of the Book to convert to
Islam
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Zamakhshart's
analysis

Connects the verse with another verse to strengthen the argument
against compulsion: “And had thy Lord willed, all those who are on the
earth would have believed all together. Wouldst thou compel men till
they become believers?”
- Had He wanted, He would have forced them to belief, but He
did not do this and rather based the matter on choice (ikhtiyar)
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Al-Razr's analysis

Since this world is a place of trial and affliction (ibtila’) for humankind,
any forceful imposition or oppression for the sake of faith annuls the
meaning of this divine test
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Connects this verse with another verse: “So whosoever will, let him




believe, and whosoever will, let him disbelieve”

Author’s criticism of
the aforementioned
analyses

They seem to perceive no disconnect between the basic ethical
import of the verse that forced faith is no faith and that it is a matter
between God and every individual’s heart, and the issues of jizyah or
fighting the kuffar

Al-QurtubT’s analysis

Mentions a report that Caliph ‘Umar once called on an old Christian

woman to enter Islam, and when she insisted on refusing, he recited

“There is no compulsion in religion” and said, “God be my witness”
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BaydawT’s analysis

This injunction is either a general commandment abrogated by “O
Prophet! Struggle against the disbelievers and the hypocrites, and be
firm with them,” or a specific one that concerns only People of the
Book
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Ibn Kathir's analysis

Author’s criticism

All peoples and communities should be called upon to enter
Islam, and those who refuse or do not pay the jizyah will be fought
- Quotes 3 verses intended to strengthen the argument for
fighting and almost to reverse the verse’s direct meaning of
prohibiting compulsion
wg‘;dpmg(ﬂ‘y\@A;quiuumi,duﬂ\m:uw@ Jiros Al Ju s
‘;\M\MJCJJSJ‘;\AdJﬁ‘M\)ﬂ\dﬂ}‘d&e&}@d}}ﬂ\wh‘@\u\ﬁ‘(’a)u-\ly\
VR i JG ‘u)@,\ *,Lm il s I e)s‘_,,l\ &se Sl fsllad ) J ol Y
RIS A R P B (A T Py ‘N_‘schs;\}ummb)uss\ mau_un
e o8 1555 JE
- Each of these verses belongs to a specific textual and
historical context which Ibn Kathir ignores

Al-AlGsT’s analysis

The grammatical form is that of ikhbar but it carries the meaning of
nahy

It is either a generalized rule abrogated by the injunction to strive
against disbelievers and hypocrites, or specific to the People of the
Book who accepted paying the tax

Mentions the point raised by Zamakhshari and Razi about the test of
faith being invalidated by coercion
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Muhammad ‘Abduh’s
analysis

Argues against the accusation that Islam was founded and spread by
the sword
- Verse was revealed in Madinah at the height of Islam’s
dominance
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Author’s words
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- Prophets were sent as simply messengers, either bringing
good news of future reward or delivering a warning
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- Motive behind the verses commanding fighting was to
safeguard the religion and avert the harm of the disbelievers
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- Quotes: “And fight them until there is no strife (fitnah), and
religion is for God. But if they desist, then there is no enmity
save against the wrongdoers”
- The interpretation of ‘fithah’ determines the legitimate
causes for fighting:
- Many considered fitnah to mean idolatry, and so
ending fitna is overcoming idolatry
- Desist could mean they stop being
idolaters and become Muslims
- Or what they should desist from is
aggression and hostility
- This is supported by the plain
sense of the verse
- Jihad is not an objective of the religion but a protective
measure; it is not something required for its own sake
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Shaltat’s analysis

Permission to fight was governed by the historical context of the early
Muslims defending themselves

Qutb’s analysis

The clear distinction of sound judgment from error is proof that choice
is left to human beings

lbn ‘Ashiir’s analysis

This verse apparently was revealed after the conquest of Makkah and
the triumph of Islam
- Once the truthfulness of Islam was made clear to all with no
impediments and a community of believers was formed, God
abolished fighting to enforce the religion and upheld fighting
for the expansion of its sovereignty
- Hence, verse 2:256 abrogates the previous verses of
warfare, not vice-versa
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Khaled Abou EI Fadl

The poll tax is not a fixed theological principle to subordinate or
coerce the nonbeliever, but was only endorsed as a common
historical practice and as a response to a specific set of
circumstances

The Islamic law of apostasy, which punishes conversions out of the




faith by death, is a major failure and even a betrayal of the Qur’anic
teachings

Abdul Aziz
Sachedina

The Qur’an treats the diversity of religions as a divinely ordained
system, and the unification of all humanity under one confessional
tradition as beyond any human power
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