From experience to knowledge and from knowledge to practice.

In “Meeting Rimini,” I shall talk about the influence that Don Giussani’s book “The religious sense,” had on me as an Arab Muslim, and how during my encounter with his work I experienced a moment of illumination and discovery at both a human level and at an epistemological level.  

I will summarize this experience through the following points:

1.)  The first point is that friendship is the way to knowledge.  Knowledge of the other’s reality is not possible if it only exists from an abstract knowledge, with the absence of interpersonal relationships.  A relationship not made of flesh and blood is not alive, and will ultimately lead to a distorted view of the other.  Friendships rid ourselves of prejudices towards others, while delivering us from the abstract, into a world of reality.

As Don Giussani says in his book: “The more I share your life, the more certainties I have about you, and the way to reach this certainty is in the fact of being human.  The more human one is, the more he can trust the other.”

This is a call for humanity to return to a knowledge of the other that can only come from interpersonal relationships, and not from knowledge gained simply from abstract sources.

In my experience there are two main types of religious men.

The first is a religious man who is armed with the sword of morals and legalistic living, and believes that the application of these morals is more important than man himself.  The man who applies his religion in this way is in actuality out of touch with reality.

The second type is a man who believes that religion stems only from supernatural spiritual experiences, while ignoring reason, and earthly reality. 

Through his work Don Giussani presented to me a new model of experiencing religiosity through the everyday human experiences of life that are filled with arts, literature, and philosophy, etc.  By this we can re-unite the broken relationship between God, humanity, and nature.

By taking the side of man’s common everyday reality, he presented a path to true religious experience and knowledge.  Because of this I would not simply characterize Don Giussani as a religious man, but more so as a man of life.

2.)  The 2nd point concerns the essential elements of the book by Don Giussani which are elementary experience, realism and reason.  Don Giussani presented these concepts with a new meaning, and he turned them into a new method of gaining knowledge where the point of reference is man, with no contradiction between elementary experience and reality.  This is in contrast to the way in which modern Western philosophy has been interpreted and understood in Arab culture, where realism and reason often times imply an absence of religion and God.

In the opinion of Don Giussani, reality is man and his world and realism needs to be liberated from pre-conceived ideas and prejudices.  This means to be liberated from ideologies that stereotype reality into set forms.    

This liberation is the condition of reason.  This reason is not an abstract concept but a relationship between the ability of understanding and the presence of man and world.

Reason is the freedom of  practising life and of giving a sense of meaning to life.

This reason does not have any contradictions between spiritual and physical, intellectual and realistic, or logic and abstract.  As Don Giussani says, “this reason is life, life before the complications of reality, of its diversity and of its richness.”

Reason is an instrument and mechanism of producing knowledge through the relationship with reality, while keeping religious thought from turning into ideology, which in turn produces fundamentalism.  This is the problem that we are experiencing today in the Islamic world.  This relationship with reality is what will protect religious thinking from turning into an ideology that excludes human life.

With the previous reflection of my experience in Rimini, I would like to discuss how this experience turned into knowledge and how knowledge turned into practice.

The context for this practice stems from the Pope’s speech at the German University, which caused a violent reaction in the Islamic world.  When faced with the Pope’s speech and the reaction it produced, I had two choices.  The first of which was to accept what the Arab and Western media wrote about the Pope’s speech.  The second option however was to read the speech myself in a critical and rational way, ignoring what was written about it in the media, and come to my own conclusions. 

Starting from the experience of which I spoke before, I chose the second option.  I asked my friends to send me the text of the speech in English so that I could read it myself.  This was because the speech was not available in Arabic, and unfortunately what was happening was that the people who were criticising the Pope’s speech, had not actually read it for themselves.  

After reading the text, I found out that the main idea was that reason is at the basis of faith.

This idea had been completely ignored by the media, while they concentrated on the quotation from the dialogue between a Byzantine Emperor and a Persian Muslim. This quotation was hurtful to Muslims feelings.

I found myself reacting with two opposite feelings.  Happiness for the elevation of reasons’s value in religion, and sadness that Islam was accused as being evil and violent.  To react to the speech out of these emotions would be to judge the speech while taking it out of its original context, and to judge it with prejudices. Because of this most of the people who were writing about the Pope’s speech were either against it or in agreement with the speech, and thought he was either correct or wrong.  However the main problem with this response was that no one was asking why he actually made these comments.  To answer the question why, we must put the speech in it’s proper context, and in doing so we find out the following:

First, we can’t reject the accusation that Islam spread over the world through using the sword, while at the same time praising the colonial wars led by medieval emperors and call them “holy wars” for the propagation of faith.  But those wars were far away from religion.

The Byzantine Emperor made this speech while the capital city of his empire was under the siege of Ottoman armies, that used religion as an instrument to build the Ottoman Empire.  So in order not to be accused of not saying the truth, I’ll quote to you the text of a letter sent by the Ottoman emperor Selim 1st to the Egyptian Muslim governor Toman Bey:

From my sublime abode I inform you, rebel slave, that God revealed to my glorious person that I own Egypt from the east to the west. If you want to escape my power go and engrave my name on your coins. If you don't do this and you don't obey us, I'll invade Egypt in order to destroy its fortresses and to kill even foetuses in their mothers' bellies.

Any Muslim (who) believes that this sultan undertook a war in the name of Islam, has no right to ask the other to look at his history with fairness, because in this way he himself accuses Islam of having spread through using the sword.

The reason which we're speaking of  can't be considered with duplicity. Unfortunately Muslims, while celebrating their history, don't look at the way by which Islam spread over South-East Asia without violence and without wars, through the spiritual sufi movements and by commercial relations.

So when we speak of the relationship between Islam and Reason, or Islam and violence in history or in the present moment, we must distinguish this from three different levels:

1st level: Islams a religious theory.

2nd level: The interpretation of Islam in a specific historical moment.

3rd level: the practice of Islam today, in everyday life.

At the first level, we don't find any texts against thought and reason.

However, at the second level, in the interpretation of Islam in specific historical contexts, we find a lot of thoughts and principles against reason and against the Islamic religion itself.  Here I will quote what the Muslim philosopher of the 9th century al-Kindi said, because he explains to us when the interpretation of Islam is against reason and religion altogether: 

“Those are the ones who went away from truth, and nourish feelings of hostility towards philosophy to defend the positions they occupied without being worthy of them, but to excel and to trade with religion. But they have no religion because who trades with something, sells it, who sells something doesn't own it anymore, so who sells religion has no religion and it’s right to deprive of religion those who are against (philosophy) and called it misbelief.”

Some centuries after al-Kindi, the great Muslim scholar Ibn Rushd (Averroes) came to repeat the same words.

At the 3rd level, in the actual practice of Islam, we can clearly see the scientific and economic backwardness, and the political corruption in which Muslims live today.  This backwardness controls and affects their practice of Islam. Today we have two Islams:  the first Islam is the ideal Islam that we believe in, and the second one is the Islam that we actually live and practise in everyday life, which oftentimes belongs to medieval interpretations more than to the reality of the Holy Scriptures themselves.

So, I conclude that I don't find any contradiction between what the Pope said – that reason is at the basis of faith and faith is opposite to violence – and my belief that Islam is a religion of love and mercy.

That's why after the irrational reactions, my friends and I did our best to publish in Egyptian newspapers and magazines alternate and more rational opinions, like the interview to Don Pino and to the Italian Muslim journalist Magdi Allam.

Giussani’s thoughts and the Pope’s speech as a true basis of inter-religious dialogue.

The actual results of inter-religious dialogue seem to be disappointing because “the inter-religious  dialogue” has been deprived of its human and inter-personal aspects.  It has turned its back on this important reality because it ignores the truth that it’s not the actual religions that are having dialogue, but the believers and adherents of the religions themselves, who are living in reality.   The dialogue must aim to improve the conditions of the reality in which they live and practise their faith. 

A dialogue that takes theology as its main point of reference, whose subject is theology and whose aim is to bring different theological ideas close to each other, is not suitable in our current reality today.  Today dialogue should have interpersonal relationships as its starting point, man as its point of reference, the reality in which man lives as its subject, reason as its language, and its protagonists should not only be religious men, but also believers.

A lot of people said that the Pope’s speech put an end to inter-religious dialogue, and I agree with them.  This is because he introduced a new basis for inter-religious dialogue, which is faith in the context of reason and reality.  Reason is the basis of faith because it has a relationship with reality, and as Giussani said, reason is life. Only this new basis to dialogue can bring us from an apparent partnership in faith to a true partnership in life, because reason is the basis and the language of true dialogue. 

Now I'll try to explain very briefly some characteristics of Arabic Reasoning.

What's the context in which Arabic Reason was shaped?
Rural civilizations were distinguished as the connection between man and place. In this way the place was always a vessel and a container of civilization, as we notice in both Europe and in Ancient Egypt where architecture, sculpture are the local arts are the main vessels for civilization.

But in the desert, where man is not fixed in a precise place, this connection disappears and man lives in a state of separation between time and space.  In the desert Man doesn't belong to a space. He belongs to his tribe, and his tribe belongs to his founder that is fixed in the past.

So man's roots in the desert aren’t connected to a place but to a time.  When people meet in the desert they ask each other: "Whose son are you?" or "From whom do you come?."  They don’t ask each other, “Where are you from?”

Therefore we find out that all Arabic words that express stability in a place, also express the moment of a passage in the desert.

The word "manzil" home, comes from the verb "nazala" that means to get down from a camel.  The word "bayt" house, comes from the verb "Bata" that means to spend the night. The word "maskan" habitation comes from the verb "sakana" that means to be still, not to move.

In this context, language was the only way for Arabs to preserve their knowledge and history.  As an oral society the instrument they had to preserve this knowledge was their memory.  This is demonstrated by the verb "dhakara" that has two meanings: the first one is to remember, and the second is to inform, to teach. The verb "aqala", that comes from the word "aql" reason, means to bind- tie up; that's the reason for which the big savants in Arabic culture were called "memorizer imam".

This context means that for Arabs, morals are the basis for gaining knowledge which are preserved in memory, to gain knowledge in his relationship with reality.  On the contrary, Greek Reason bases the acquisition of morals on knowledge.  In this case the meaning of reason is based upon awareness of its causes.

In Arabic Reason we find the opposite.  Knowledge is based on moral values.  But in this case, knowledge is not a discovery of the relations that tie natural phenomena together.  It is not an action in which Reason reveals itself in nature.  Reason is a distinction among objects of knowledge: good and evil, beauty and ugliness. In this case, the function of Reason is to keep man from doing evil and to push him to do good.  His highest performance will be poetry, the art of voice (that's also a movement in time) and the memories of society.

The second step in the development of Arabic Reason is writing.  The transfer of knowledge from oral societies to written forms was a fundamental phase in the development of Reason in European culture.  This transfer enabled people to move from simply thinking about their thoughts to actually a much deeper understanding of why they view things the way that they do.   

where the separation between the person who thinks and the object of his thoughts granted an abstract thought or passage from a reflection through Reason to a reflection of Reason.

In Arabic culture this phase distinguished itself for through two trends: first, the trend that wrote down ancient memorized texts, and second, the trend that translated European philosophical inheritance. For this reason Arabic culture finds itself in a conflict between two tendencies: the tendency to memorize ancient texts and their ancient interpretations, and the tendency toward Reason, that is related directly to texts in order to discover itself in the texts themselves.

Today this conflict between al-Ghazali and Averroes (two philosophers who helped to develop the two forms of the Islamic tradition) is still going on, and it is getting further complicated due to the backwardness in which Muslims currently live.  Because of this the dialogue with self is necessary for the dialogue with others.

In the end I'd like to say that I came today as a Muslim Arab in order to make a first personal step towards dialogue through self-criticism, and to say to you that the love and understanding that I found in Rimini, was for me an incentive to make this first step.  So don't let fear keep you from loving, don't lose the courage of love.

