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Well, folks, we’re back! The surgery’s over, and what remains is convalescence. I’ve 
never really had to convalesce before. It’s an interesting experience. The other landmark 
Nancy and I have marked is that, as of March 1st, we have officially retired from our long 
association with the Reformed Church’s world mission program. It’s a moment in time’s 
passing. These Morning Land Meditations, however, will continue to be distributed by 
the RCA’s Middle East desk as they have in the past. And we are grateful for that. 

So much for a personal preamble. We have things to talk about. 

* 

We are in a new day and, God willing, a hopeful one. Muslim and Christian voices 
calling for a new and more open dialogue are beginning to make themselves heard in 
spite of the main-line western media’s virtual blackout. 

Especially as regards relations between Muslims, Christians and Jews, it may seem 
that our world has been overrun by bigotry and violence. Understanding and respect 
appear to be a thing of the past. They’ve been replaced by paranoia and ignorance. 
Tensions we never knew forty years ago have replaced the easygoing and good-humored 
life we once enjoyed in each other’s company. Those of us who remember those days 
thank God for the memory, but war and bloody conflict are no longer just rumors; they’re 
real and close at hand. And the pain this is causing is not simply physical; it is spiritual. 
It’s a hammer’s blow upon the crystalline structure of society and it shatters old 
relationships. Memory of better days is no longer enough. The shards of the damage are 
sharp underfoot and we bleed. 

So what is it that has ushered in the new day of hope? 

I think the first sign of hope is that people are no longer sucked in by those who 
intone, ‘Peace, peace!’ when there is no peace. So-called ‘Peace Processes’ that are 
sponsored by those who finance and promote violence (yes, among others, I mean the 
United States) have long been dead in the water precisely because they provide none of 
the elements that make for peace. As Martin Luther King observed years ago, ‘Peace is 
not the absence of violence; it is the presence of justice.’ And that is the burden of the 
voices (especially Muslim voices) that are now being heard. 

As the diverse and bewilderingly de-centralized Muslim community grapples with the 
realities of a global age, the issues are beginning to come into focus. For instance, less 
and less do we hear really serious Muslim voices raised in whining apologetic to say that 
extremist and violent Islam is not really Islam at all. The new generation of thoughtful 
Muslims is far more proactive. 
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They are taking on the Islamists on their own turf, carefully dissecting their ideas, and 
holding up a mirror in their faces to show up their disingenuity and the debt they owe to 
19th and early 20th century western distortions of Muslim thinking. This goes along with a 
mounting wave of Muslim thought that is working toward a thoroughgoing melting down 
and recasting of basic Muslim ideas and texts including the sayings and actions of the 
Prophet Muhammad (the Hadîth and Sunnah) and even the Qur’ân itself. The Turks will 
soon publish a new edition of the Hadîth that reflects a modern appreciation and is 
thoroughly critical about what is authentic and what is not. And new interpretations of the 
Qur’ân are appearing that revise ancient misconceptions. Take, for example, the well-
known passage that theoretically sanctions husbands beating their wives into submission. 
(Chapter 4:34) In my translation, the traditional interpretation reads more-or-less as follows: 

Men dominate women, because God has made the one more excellent than 
the other, and because they (the men) spend their property (on the 
women). Good women are obedient, guarding in secret what God has 
guarded. As for those (women) whom you fear are rebellious, admonish 
them, send them to their beds alone, and scourge them. Then, if they obey 
you, do not seek a way against them. 

The more honest and true interpretation that is being proposed is in this vein: 

Men are to look after their women. That is how God ordered their 
respective virtues (or status). Men provide women with material support. 
Good women are pious and keep in their hearts what God has kept (in his 
heart). As for those women you fear have fallen into discord, admonish 
them, send them to their quarters and walk away. If then they come into 
accord with you, do not harbor anything against them. 

The Prophet never beat his wives but, as the verse suggests, walked away when there 
was discord. The verse is also time-conditioned. It assumes a 7th century Arab society in 
which the man is head of the household, the breadwinner, and women maintain the home. 
But the most important point has to do with the verb that has been customarily translated 
‘beat’ or ‘scourge’. Its primary meanings, actually, are to leave alone, walk away from or 
shun, and the tertiary meaning is ‘to beat’. In the traditional interpretation we have a 
classic case of sexism that neither the Qur’ân nor the Prophet ever intended. 

* 

We’re all on a steep learning curve these days. 

What has struck me recently (or re-struck me) is the significance of words. Lately I 
have been particularly intrigued by two Arabic terms that point us in a constructive 
direction. One is the term ta‘âruf, meaning mutual recognition and intellectual 
understanding; the other is the term tasâmuh, meaning reconciliation (but is now 
frequently mis-translated ‘tolerance’). The first is a qur’ânic term; (chapter 46:10) the second 
does not appear in the Qur’ân but increasingly appears in Arabic Muslim literature. And I 
find them curiously complementary. 
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The Qur’ân has a strong streak of humanism in it. It frequently waxes eloquent on the 
topic of humanity. In all its diversity, the unity of the human race is one of God’s 
manifest ‘signs’ of mercy. We all start and we all finish at the same point — in the hands 
of God. The Qur’ân says, ‘We belong to God and to him we return.’ (Qur’ân 2:156) Muslims 
are increasingly finding this to be a baseline for their humanist approach to world affairs. 
That is, we are to seek the human bond that unites and transcends all else that may divide. 
It is a profoundly authentic Muslim sentiment, and a key component of what Muslims 
mean when they speak about their faith as being devoted to peace. 

When this insight is blended with the word tasâmuh something more happens. Even 
though Arab writers use it to translate the western notion of ‘tolerance’, they cannot help 
but be influenced by their Arabic term. In Arabic a new concept is born, one far more 
rich, profound and constructive than mere ‘tolerance’. The Qur’ân’s humanism is 
amplified to mean not just mutual recognition and understanding, but also by a drive to 
reconcile peoples, to bridge the divide and to hear folk say to each other, ‘We forgive one 
another.’ The pain of conflict and its wounds can be set aside. Turn the page! Something 
new may be written into human relations. It is humanism matured. 

Who’d’a thunk it? 

The intellectual effort of ta‘âruf and the radical ethical imperative of tasâmuh blend 
into one force. It is increasingly potent in today’s Arab and Muslim discourse and 
behavior. And this growing initiative is worthy of recognition and support. 

* 

It is the Easter season for many of us. This is the hope-filled season. And it puts 
courage in us to break out of the medieval intellectual and ethical trap in which we have 
all been ensnared. The makings of peace are accessible whether on the scared battlefield 
of relations between the sexes or on the grand scale of inter-cultural and international 
conflict. ‘Peace now!’ can begin to happen if we give ourselves to its cause. And there’s 
no better time than now for that to happen. 

That’s why I have hope. I think that we (representing humanity) will choose peace 
and pursue it. 

And I greet you from the Lands of the Morning. 


