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There are many Qur’anic verses emphasizing diversity and freedom of choice and belief, for difference and divergence are part of God’s decrees (Sunnah) on this earth. If we deny this fact, then we also reject God’s Will and the objectives of His Creation. The Qur’an states, for example:

To you be your way, and to me mine. (109:6)

Verily, [the ends] for which you strive are diverse. (92:4)

Let there be no compulsion in religion. Truth stands out clear from error. (2:256)

Divergence is an expression of diversity and plurality. It is in harmony with the natural world in which we live, comprising the wide range of living creatures and the variation of terrain and climate in different regions of the world.

To each among you, We have prescribed a law and an open way. (5:48)

…and made you into nations and tribes, that you may know one another [not that you may despise one another]. (49:13)

Invite [all] to the way of your Lord with wisdom and beautiful preaching; and argue with them in ways that are best and most gracious. (16:125)

In the past, the Holy Qur’an, the Prophet (pbuh), the rightly-guided caliphs and righteous imams all practised dialogue. They exemplified the reality of diversity, difference, negotiation and discussion as part of human nature, while detesting violent confrontation and extremism.

Knowledge is relative and it continues to evolve as part of the fruitful evolution of humankind, in which people are able to work and bring about constructive change. In the Qur’an, God says:

O you man! Verily you are ever toiling on towards your Lord, painfully toiling, but you shall meet Him. (84:6)

Thoughts and ideas cannot be weakened or overthrown except by alternative thoughts and ideas, nor can they be imposed on other people. The notion that Islamic beliefs can be instilled by force, because they are from Almighty God, is in fact nothing other than the innovation of Muslims who have lost not only the comprehensive understanding of the dialectical movement of history but also their own confidence in Islam itself. On the other hand, however, we do believe that Islam is eternal and complete, because it is from God, as confirmed in the Qur’an:

We have, without doubt, sent down the Message; and We will assuredly guard it [from corruption]. (15:9)

If this is so, then why should we feel so insecure about the destiny of Islam and lose our self-confidence when dealing with other people to the extent of imposing Islamic ideas and beliefs by force?

In addition, the imposition of the Divine Message without offering freedom of choice leads to hypocrisy and anxiety. Yet, Islamic jurisprudence clearly gives freedom of choice while also reminding individuals of their personal responsibility on the Day of Judgment. Surely, there cannot be responsibility without freedom of choice, which is the philosophy of the Qur’anic and Islamic approach. The freedom to choose one’s beliefs also provides one with the opportunity to perform good deeds in this world. The Holy Qur’an repeatedly uses phrases such as “do you not consider [think]” and “do you not understand” to promote rationality and reasonableness when convincing others of the truth. More importantly, it emphasizes the attainment of knowledge and freedom of thought as practical applications of the liberty of belief on this earth. In short, there is nothing in the Holy Qur’an which restricts freedom of thought.

The encouragement to acquire knowledge, especially scientific knowledge, does not refer to the religious and theological sciences as scholars and jurisprudents inform us. Rather, it is the acquisition of “earthly” knowledge and the natural sciences relevant to the position of human beings on this earth. The hadith of the Prophet (pbuh), “Seek knowledge, even if it is in China”, underlines the importance of this fact. Of course, in those early times, there were no Muslims in China who could teach the Arab Muslims. However, what is clear from the Prophet’s hadith is that Muslims ought to learn from non-Muslim cultures by making use of appropriate beneficial knowledge and integrating it into the Islamic way of life.

More importantly, as mentioned earlier, the frequently cited phrases of the Qur’an, such as “do you not consider [think]” and “do you not understand”, directly contradict the restrictions imposed by religious scholars, who are violating the spirit and words of God’s Holy Book.

The Holy Qur’an assigns leadership and responsibility to human beings, as described in the following verse:

Stop them, for they must be asked [as they are responsible]. (37:24)

Another verse states that God has handed down to human beings the stewardship (khilāfah) of this earth (2:30). He has endowed them with the freedom to use their intellect and judgement in interpreting situations, thus allowing them much room for manoeuvre and tactful negotiation. This endowment clearly implies responsibility, which, in turn, requires the existence of freedom. Indeed, irresponsibility is the characteristic of an individual who is not free. This is exactly what Surah 7 (Surat al‑Safāt) is referring to when it states that human beings are responsible for their actions, for which they will bear the full consequences on the Day of Judgment.

Therefore, if we reject the stewardship granted to humankind, then there can be no freedom of choice. If we deny the existence of the freedom of choice, then how can we consider human beings to be responsible for their actions?

In addition, the Qur’anic approach is that of scientific methodology, that is, the use of inductive knowledge which relies on experimentation, observation and analysis:

In the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the alternation of night and day…. (3:190)

We made from water every living thing. (21:30)

The sun is not permitted to catch up with the moon, nor can the night outstrip the day. Each [just] swims along in [its own] orbit [according to the law]. (36:40)

Therefore, freedom of choice and belief is a fundamental part of Islam and the Qur’an. The concept of killing those who change their religion was developed by earlier jurisprudents who were unaware of the value of intellect. Today, the imple​men​tation of such jurisprudence (Figh of killings) needs serious analysis and evaluation, so as to develop an equivalent jurisprudence capable of meeting the challenges of twenty-first-century society. Contemporary concerns are different from those which domi​nated society over one thousand years ago.

When examining the wars waged against apostasy during the caliphate, for example, of Abu Bakr, we see that it was an extremely unsettled period which required a firm and determined approach. First of all, those apostates had declared war against Islam. Second, war was declared after the death of the Prophet (pbuh). Third, Islam was in its primordial phase and any such widespread acceptance of apostasy would have led to catastrophic disunity among the Muslims. There were, in addition, other practical reasons justifying, in one way or another, the killing of apostates. Nevertheless, all this should be understood within the historical and social context of that period. Ijtihād and exegesis are tools used to interpret the past, from which we need to move forward while attempting to initiate new ideas appropriate for contemporary society.

Let there be no compulsion in religion. Truth stands out clear from error. (2:256)

“Truth” here means “no compulsion”, whereas “error” means “compulsion”. The verse explains quite clearly that an individual cannot be coerced psychologically or physically to believe in the Message of Islam.

In a valuable piece of research into freedom, justice and apostasy in Islam, Dr Mohamed Shahrour states that religious apostasy is simply

like a Muslim who wants to convert to Christianity or Buddhism. It may also refer to a Christian who wants to convert to Islam or Judaism. The charge in Islam against such conversion is the death sentence. Why should a converter be put to death? There are those who justify this prosecution by stating the hadith “Who changed his religion, kill him”.
 But, the Quranic verses say, “Let him who will, believe, and let him who will, reject [it]…” (18:29) “Let there be no compulsion in religion…” (2:256) and addressing the Prophet, “Therefore give admonition, for you are one to admonish. You are not one to manage [men’s] affairs” (88:21–22). When such verses are revealed, how can then God command the Prophet to carry out the death sentence of someone in a state of apostasy? Bearing in mind, there were those who rebelled against their faith and rejected their religion, while at the time the Prophet took no action. There are others who argue that when an individual accepts and enters Islam willingly, then they are not liable to abandon and leave this religion. But, most Muslims entered Islam “naturally” and submitted to it neither voluntarily nor by compulsion, for they were born to Muslim parents and naturally were reckoned Muslims. Were they to be born to Buddhist parents, they would have followed Buddhism.

We have not heeded the Qur’anic plea when it has appealed to our senses, asking us to reflect, to seek to understand the causes of phenomena, and therefore to be able to construct a great civilization. What we now have is social retardation, far removed from the civilization envisaged by the Qur’an. In our efforts to find solu​tions to the problems that continue to arise day after day, we retreat into the past to seek readymade answers. The execution of the apostate reflects our distrust in the intellect and our blind adherence to the use of violence, which are the result of our yielding to inferior animal instincts and our imitating the shameful attitudes of other nations.

Vietnam was liberated from the United States by means of violence and war. Today, it is economically backward. On the other hand, Japan liberated itself from the United States by means of its intellectual excellence and scientific knowledge. It did not resort to bloodshed and warfare to rid itself of American domination. Thus, Japan is today one of the leading economic and technological nations. India used Ghandi’s wisdom and the logic of non-violent non-cooperation to liberate itself from British domination. It emerged with the lowest losses to become a major power in South Asia. These last two examples may be compared with the “revolution of a million martyrs” in Algeria and the civil war and slaughter that followed. Israel, in particular, continues to use violence, carrying out fierce attacks in the region according to the logic of brutality. In response, force and suicide bombing are used by the other side, rather than alternative, peaceful means to defend with vigour the rights and interests of the Palestinians. Even today, the US government, as the dominant world power, employs violence as an end in itself, rather than a means to an end to further its interests.

Human beings have always used aggression or organized and systematic violence.  Religions have attempted to tame these base animal instincts by suggesting other ways of fulfilling objectives and furthering interests. Nevertheless, in one way or another, the logic of violence is reflected in our one-to-one dealings. Hence, we view the execution of the apostate as the ideal way to control those who renounce the Message of Islam, although the Qur’an offers people the choice so that they may be held responsible for their deeds on the Day of Judgment. So, let us ask, is it now time to re-examine carefully the fiqh (jurisprudence) concerning the killing of an apostate and many other issues?
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