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MUSLIM RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN THE FEDERAL REPUBLIC OF GERMANY -

THE QUR'AN SCHOOL DIBATEH *
Muhammad S . Abdullah

When ore talks of Qur'an schools or Qur'an courses one must
necessarily also talk about that Qur'an which has given its name to
this educational institution. The Qur'an is the fundamental document
and the centre of Islam, around which the worldwide community of
Muslim believers is gathered, Both for the community and for the
individual Muslim it is the straight path, the path to salvation, which

must be followed if one wishes to attain salvation.

Along with the Qur'an schools the Qur'an itself has now become the
object of argument. Recently, a number of voices have suggested that
the scripture of Islam "undoubtedly contains passages which are not
compatible with the constitutional bases of the Federal Republic". It
is clearly recessary that this sensitive subject be tackled without
timidity. Behind the subject of Qur'an schools one begins to sense
that possibly Islam and its very core are intended, when it is
sugeested that a spirit of intolexrance against those who have a

different faith is being taught in these schools.

In May 1979 a Protestant clergyman expressed the fear that those who today
are demanding that Qur'an courses be prohibited, might tomorrow come
up with the demand that Christian religious education in the schools

be abolished,' This statement needs no further comment.

% This paper is translated from the German original in C IBEDO
Dokumentation, no.3 (Jurie 1979). The author is a German Muslim working
as a journalist for the radio service Deutsche Welle; he is also a

representative of the World Islamic Congress which has its headquarters

in Karachi, Pakistan.
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Since the Qur'an has increasingly become the focal point of the
debate, an account of the history of its compilation, 1its content and
its position in the Muslim community [rom an Islamic point of view
introduces this paper Only with this background in mind can one
wnderstand why the Turks living amongst us are so attached to this
institution of the Qur'an course, although a majority would prefer to

modernise it and to adapt it to the diaspora gituation.

¥ N K K

The histo of the compilation Qf the Qur'an, its content and 1ts

position in the community

In the Name of God, Most Gracious, Most Merciful.
We have indeed revealed this (Message) in the Night
of Power:
And what will explain to thee what the Night of Power is?
The Night of Power is better than a thousand months.
Therein come dovm the angels and the Spirit by God's
permission, on every errand:

" Peace! ... This until the rise of Momrn.

- In these_words the 97th Sura of the Qur'an tells of the first
revelation, which the Prophet Muhammad received at the age of forty‘
yvears on the 27th day of Ramadan in the yzar 611AD, and by which,

according to. the Muslim faith, he was called to become the seal of the

nrophets (Sura 33.40).

The Arabic word Qur'an is a lone word from the Aramaic with the

meaning: reading, recitation, from the corresponding verb qar‘s, 1.8,

-

to read, to recite. By Muslims the Qur'an is often called simply the
Book (aleitab) which contains the totality of the divine messages
which the Prophet received in the course of tﬁo decades, just as they
are recorded in the "motheT of the book" (umm al-kitab), the source
which was created at the beginﬁing'of the world. In this régard the
Qur'an itself says: e

Nay, this.ié'a Glorioﬁs Qur'an,

(Inscribed) in a Tablet Preserved! (Sura 85.21-22) =

And verily, it is in the Mother of the Book, in our
presence, high (in dignity), full of wisdom, (Sura 43.4) .
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So the Qur'an is the word (kalima) of God and consequently the

believer always introduces o quotation with the phrase: God has said
(gqaala Allah).

The Qur'an contains a structure of religious traditions, social
regulations and political obliwations covering and regulating man's
total life. lor Muslims it is the original form of the law, the
primary meality of Islam 1t is not only the concentration of all the
teachings of ‘the Prophet, oult of which a broad stresm of traditions
has grown, but above all the inal authority, the word of God through
the mouth of the Prophet who founded Islam. In other woxrds the Qur'an
1s & verbally inspired document of revelation, dictaied to Muhammad.
woxrd by word. However, its authority is not primarily based on the
method of its revelation, but is to he found a2t a deeper level, JFor
the Muslim the Qur'an is, as alrecady mentioned, the reflection of an
eternal, original scrinture of revelation cxisting outside history,
which is preserved with God. This is clear from the following
passages from the Holy Books

We have wviithout doubt, sent dovm the message; and
We .will assuredly guard it (from corruption)., (Sura 15,9)

Do they not consider the Qur'an (with care)? Had
it been from other than God, they would surely have
found therein much discrepancy. (Sura 4 82)

This is the Book; in it is guidance sure, without
doubt, to those who fear God; (Sura 2.2)

Say: "If the whole of mankind and Jinns were to

cather together to produce the like of this Qur'an

they could not wroduce the like thercof, even if

they backed up each other with help and support.

And We have explained to man, in this Qur'an,

every kind of similitude: yet the greater mart of

men refuse (to receive it) except with ingratitude! (Sura 17.88-9)

Worth noting furtner is that the style and nature of the Islamic

.scripture of revelation differs gignifiicantly from the Bible., The
Qur'an conveys another understanding of time and history, which
excludes a Christian interpretation of history as salvation; history
in a dimension of space and time. In other words, the Qur'an offers
neither an historical accoint of nrogressive revelation from creation
until the last day, nor a collection of documents for theological

and dogmatic formulations. ©Solely on these grounds there is hardly
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a possibility for exegesis in a Christian sense. The Qur'an itself
strongly wams azainst simple interpretations. For example in3?

It is He Who sent dowvn to thee (step by step), in

truth, the Book, confirming what went before its (Sura 3.3)

He it is Who has sent down to thee the Book: in 1t :

are verses basic or fundamental (of established meanihg) ;
they are the foundation of the Book: others are allegorical.
But those in whose hearts is perversity follow the- part
thereof that is allegorical, seeking discord, and

searching for its hidden meenings, but no one knows its
hidden meanings except God. And those who are firmly
ocrounded in knowledge say: "We believe in the Book;

the whole of it is from our Lord:" and none will grasp

the Message except men of understanding. (Sura 3.7)

A.L.R. (This is) a Book, with verses basic or fundamental

(of established meaning). Further explained in detail, -

from One Who is wise and well-acquainted (with all things) @
(Sura 11 1)

So the Muslim seeks to understand his sacred book in another way -
by reciting aloud. He secks to make the Qur'an inwardly his ovm.
Consequently he also uses Qur'anic formulas in his daily life and
acopts a Qur'anic way of thinking which influences nhis total outlook.
So just as a Christiun can say that he lives with Christ, a Muslim
can say the same regarding the Qur'an., The secrcd scripture of Islam
is thus not an abstract boolk which exists as a separate object. The

Qur'an exists as a challenge which expects an answer, which draws the

listener in. The word Islam, after all, means surrender and the word

Muslim the one who surrenders. So it is the Qur'an which creates a
group of followers for itself: the Islamic community, The Muslims
live in the Qur'an and according to it and the Qur'an, wvice versa,

lives on in, with and under the recitation and response of faith,

The Qur'an is also, if one may put it that way, the Christ of
Islam, not the Prophet through whose mouth it was revealed., In

Christianity the Word became flesh, in Islam it became Qur'an.

If one wnderstands this central signigicance of the Qur'an for

the Islamic community it becomes easy to understand why the 'ulema'

(religious scholars) guard the purity of the text so zealously.

Even today every translation of the Qur'an must go through an
extremely detailed process of proof reading and checking, before

permission to print is given. This rigorous process, howeverwm,
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aﬁ]ﬁiiiés not only to translation into.foreign languapges. - they are

usually entitled not "The Holy Qur'an" but "The Meaning of the Qur'an'

‘= but also to Arabic copies. The work of @) Q,ur"‘m c,ornml.s._.lon is, of

course, made significantly simpler hv tho exa.ﬂcnoo of the source text.

The Prophet' Muhammad himself leamt by heart all the revelations
which came to him and regularly. momormod them, so that he always
had the text at hmd In addition he t»ok a number of procautlons to
preserve the text. It is knovm that *Muhammaé. a,ppomtod a, number of
persons to whom he could dictate each revelation as it was received,

One source rccalls 15 names of secretaries to the Prophet®, among them

the later Caliphs Abu Bakr, 'Umar, 'Uthman and 'Ali, the son-in-law
of the Prophet. |

When in the early Islamic community the demand to learn the secred
texts by heart grew, Muhammad himself trained four men as scriptural
experts and 'delegated to them the responsibility for transmitting the

Qur'an According to the tradition their names were Abdallah b. Mas'ud,

‘Salim Mawla Abi Hudﬁayfa, Mu'adh b, Jabal, and-Ubayy b. Ka'b, In

addition to these four, trained as Qur'an experts by the Prophet him-

self, the sources also record the names of thirty male and three female

Q.ur an reciters, among them the Prophet's secretary Zayd ibn Thabit,

In the fou:cth year a;ftor the Hijra, i e. 626 AD, Muhammad sent

.seventy of his companions as Q.ur'an teachers to various Arab tribes.

Fach of them could recite the Qur'an by heart. Already during the

lifetime of the Prophet thousands of Muslim committed the Qur'an to

~memory In this way  Accordinzy to tradltlon.} five hundred out of

three thousand Qur'an reciters fell in the battle asainst Musaylima who
rose arainst the community in the year 632, after the death of the Prophet.
The BritiSh orientalist, Sir William Muir, stetes in this connection
in his bodk The Caliphates: "The slaughter among the reciters was

so great, that Umar decided to collect the sacred text so that nothing

of it should go lost". L

At the sugoestlon of Umar, ltl,tc:I to become Caliph, the reigning
Caliph Abu Bakr, asked Zayd b. Thabit to collect -all surviving
written fragments (SllpS of paper, palm leaves, stones, bones, pieces

of leather and wood)g to expand these W1th the orallj preserved texts
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of the Qur'an reciters and to commit this text to ordered pages.

When the toxt brought together in this way had been examined and.
approved by a commission of reciters, it was put together in a book
and presented to the congregation cCVery day during the month of

Ramadan in the year 633 AD and thereby finally rccognised as authentic,

Besidos this first copy of the Qur'an, which later came into the
possession of the daughtexr of 'Umax, the widow of the Proohet, Hafsa,
four other rescensions existed in the nrovinces. The authors of these
copies were, besides the alrcady mentioned scholars Abdallah b, Mas'ud
and Ubayy b Ka'b, the long-serving 1icutenant of the Prophet Abu Musa
Abdallah alfﬂsh'éri.andMiqdad b 'Amr, on of the carliest followers

of Islam According to tradition the rescensions of these four men

differed from that in the possession of Hafsa only in the arrangement
of the suras and in a few insignificent textual variations. It was
left to the Caliph 'Uthman to canonise the text in the year 653, in
other words twenty one years aftcr the death of the Prophet. The
basis of the so-called Medinan model codex (alﬂImam) was the Hafsa
Qur'an, and the chairman of the editorial commission vias again Zayd
b. Thabit who had been responsible for the first compilation., On

the basis of this model' codex seven copes were sent to the great cities

of the time,. among others Mecca, Kufa, Basra and Damascus, together
with an edict that in the future no variation from the standard text
would be allowed, even when it was a metter only of the pronunciation
of consonants. Consequently all variant copics were destroyed.

Since then only the so-called uthmanic rescension has existed, going

hack to that of Zayd b Thabit, the text of which 1s still valid and

available today.

The alrcady quoted British orientalist, Sir William Muir,

summarises his remarks on the autherticity of the Qur'an as follows:

What we have, although probably corrected by himself
is still his own .... we amy state, with reference to the
stron=ost .proofs ., that cvery phrasc of the wur'an is the
spuine and unfalsifi.c cxopression from Muhammad himself
.., therc is equally every indication, internal as well
as external, that we possess the text, that Muhammad
himself pronounced and used .... and we believe that the
Qur'an is the word snpoken by lMuhammad as certainly as
the Muslims believe that it is the word of God. 2







