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Introduction
By Sayyid Muhammad Rizvi

Is Islām the only right path? Is as-Ŝirātul Mustaqīm (the right path) a single phenomena or are there
multiple paths leading to the same destination? What happens to the non-Muslims who live a decent life
and do not violate the rights of other people? Do they gain salvation, and go to Paradise or not? These
are some of the burning questions of the modern era.

The concept of religious pluralism is not new; it has been discussed in one form or another by past
philosophers and theologians of various schools. However, with the increased interaction between
followers of different religions and inter-faith dialogues, religious pluralism has taken a new life in the
stream of current thought.

When the great philosopher, Āyatullāh Murtadhā Muťahharī, wrote his seminal work, `Adl-e Ilāhī (The
Divine Justice) about thirty-five years ago, the debate on religious pluralism had not yet become that
popular in Iran.
What you have in your hands is the translation of `Adl-e Ilāhī’s last chapter on “Good Deeds of Non-
Muslims”.

The more appropriate place to discuss religious pluralism and its related issues would be under the
theme of “nubuwwah - prophethood” when discussing the finality of Prophet Muhammad’s (S)
prophethood, however the question “What happens to the good deeds of non-Muslims?” is also
connected to the theme of Divine justice; and so Āyatullāh Muťahharī has answered it at the end of his
`Adl-e Ilāhī.

Nonetheless, before discussing that question in detail, Āyatullāh Muťahharī has also briefly stated his
views on religious pluralism itself. As you will read yourself, he expresses the prevailing view of the
Muslim theologians and philosophers that Islām is the only right path.

However, and more importantly, he cautions the readers not to jump to the conclusion that since Islām is
the only right path therefore all non-Muslims will go to hell. The exclusivist view of Islām being the right
path does not automatically and necessarily lead to the belief that all non-Muslims will go to hell.
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In the last one and a half decades, the question of religious pluralism has been passionately debated
among the Muslims in the West as well as the East. Some Muslim intellectuals have even tried to
impose the concept of religious pluralism onto the Qur’ān itself!

I would like to take this opportunity to briefly present this discussion as a preamble to the writing of the
great scholar, Āyatullāh Murtadhā Muťahharī.

While discussing the concept of pluralism in the Islāmic context, it is important to define the term clearly.
Pluralism can be used in two different meanings: “Social pluralism” in the sociological sense means a
society which consists of a multi-faith or multi-cultural mosaic.

“Religious pluralism” in the theological sense means a concept in which all religions are considered to
be equally true and valid.

Social Pluralism

As far as social pluralism is concerned, Islām seeks for peaceful co-existence and mutual tolerance
between the people of different religions and cultures. Among the three Abrahāmic religions, it is only
Islām which has accorded recognition to Judaism and Christianity. Judaism does not recognize Jesus as
the awaited Messiah or the Prophet; and Christianity does not recognize Muhammad (S) as the true
Prophet and Messenger of God.

In the Islāmic worldview, God sent many prophets and messengers to guide mankind; the number given
in the Ĥadīth is 124,000 prophets. The first prophet was Ādam  and the last Prophet was Muhammad -
the Prophet of Islām (S). However, not all the 124,000 prophets were of the same rank and status.1

Five of these prophets are given the highest rank in the spiritual hierarchy: and they are Nūh (Noah),
Ibrāhīm (Abraham), Mūsā (Moses), `Isā (Jesus), and Muhammad (as). Almighty Allāh says in the
Qur’ān:

ميرم ناب يسعو وسمو يماهرباو نُوح نمنْكَ ومو ميثَاقَهم ينِالنَّبِي نخَذْنَا مذْ ااو.

“And when We made a covenant with the prophets: with you, with Nūh, Ibrāhīm, Mūsā and `Isā,
son of Mariam…”2

A Muslim is required to believe in all the prophets, otherwise he cannot be considered a “Muslim”.3 If a
person, for instance, says that I believe in Muhammad, `Isā, Ibrāhīm and Nūh but not in Mūsā as one of
the prophets of God, then he cannot be accepted as a Muslim; similarly, if a person believes in all the
prophets but refuses to accept `Isā as one of the prophets and messengers of God, then he is not a
Muslim.



That is why Islām considers the Christian and the Jewish communities as “the People of the Book” or
“the People of Scripture” (Ahlul Kitāb). Islām has even allowed a Muslim man to marry a Christian or
Jewish woman, but not those from the other faiths.

What is noteworthy is that Islām accorded this recognition to the Ahlul Kitāb fourteen centuries ago
when there was absolutely no talk of tolerance among people of different faiths or an ecumenical
movement among religions.4

On a socio-political level, a Muslim government would readily sign an agreement with its Christian and
Jewish minorities. Imām `Alī Zaīnul `Ābidīn, the great-grandson of the Prophet, writes:

“It is the right of the non-Muslims living in a Muslim country that you should accept what Allāh has
accepted from them and fulfill the responsibilities which Allāh has accorded them… And there must be a
barrier keeping you from doing any injustice to them, from depriving them of the protection of Allāh, and
from flaunting the commitments of Allāh and His Messenger concerning them. Because we have been
told that the Holy Prophet said, ‘Whosoever does injustice to a protected non-Muslim, I will be his
enemy (on the Day of Judgement).’”5

Although Islām does not accord to followers of other religions the same recognition that it has accorded
to Jews and Christians, it believes in peaceful co-existence with them. One of the earliest messages of
peaceful co-existence given by the Prophet Muhammad (S) to the idol-worshippers of Mecca is
reflected in Chapter 109 of the Qur’ān:

قُل يا ايها الْافرونَ. لا اعبدُ ما تَعبدُونَ. ولا انْـتُم عابِدُونَ ما اعبدُ. ولا انَا عابِدٌ ما عبدتُّم. ولا انْـتُم عابِدُونَ ما اعبدُ.
دِين لو مُدِين مَل

Say: “O unbelievers! Neither do I worship what you worship; nor do you worship what I worship.
Neither am I going to worship what you worship; nor are you going to worship what I worship. To
you shall be your religion and to me shall be my religion.”

(From the historical perspective, the treatment that Muslim societies have given to the minorities under
their rule, especially the Christians and the Jews, is comparatively better than the way minorities were
treated in Christian Europe.6)

Religious Pluralism

The most famous proponent of modern religious pluralism is John Hick, who abandoned his Catholic
exclusivist view and formulated his specific theory in the seventies. Hick’s pluralistic hypothesis claims
that each religion in its own way represents an authentic revelation of the Divine world and a fully
authentic means of salvation.



He believes that all religions are culturally conditioned responses to the same ultimate reality; and,
therefore, are equally valid, and salvation is possible through any of them.

Hick uses the famous story of the Hindu mystics to illustrate his point:
“An elephant was brought to a group of blind men who had never encountered such an animal before.
One felt a leg and reported that an elephant is a great living pillar. Another felt the trunk and reported
that an elephant is a great snake. Another felt a tusk and reported that an elephant is like a sharp
ploughshare, and so on. And then they all quarrelled together, each claiming that his own account was
the truth and therefore all the others false. In fact of course, they were all true, but each referring only to
one aspect of the total reality and all expressed in very imperfect analogies.”7

There are many flaws in Hick’s hypothesis. The most serious problem is of reconciling the conflicting
truth-claims of various religions: for example, monotheism of Islām as opposed to polytheism of
Hinduism; death and resurrection of Islām and Christianity as opposed to reincarnations and reaching
the state of nirvana of Buddhism; salvation through Trinity as opposed to Tawhīd (Monotheism), etc.

In order to resolve the problem of conflicting truth-claims, Hick suggests that religious traditions differ on
three issues:

(1) on historical facts;

(2) on trans-historical facts;

(3) on conceptions of the Real.

Then he proposes the solution for these differences.

For the disagreements on historical facts, Hick suggests that they are minor issues and they could be
resolved by application of the historical method.

As for differences on trans-historical facts (i.e., matters that cannot be established by historical or
empirical evidence such as “is the universe temporal or eternal” or “death and then resurrection versus
reincarnations”), he says that the resolution of such differences are not necessary for salvation and that
religions need to dialogue more in order to modify their beliefs.

For differing conceptions of the Real, Hick assumes that all religious traditions are authentic
manifestations of the Real and that each tradition’s deity is an authentic face of the Real.8

Finally, Hick believes that any religious belief that would conflict with, and if literally true, falsify another
religious belief, must be treated as mythological.

The end result of this theory is that in order to make it workable, Hick would have to redefine many
religious beliefs in ways that the founders and followers of those religions would strongly protest! Take



the example of the historical status of Jesus from Islāmic, Christian and Jewish perspectives:

Concept Christianity Islām Judaism
1. Miraculous
birth Yes Yes No

2. Miracles Yes Yes No
3. Status Messiah & Son of God Prophet & Messenger No
4. Revelation Gospels written by different authors. Injīl revealed by God to Jesus No
5. Death and
After

Crucified for the redemption of sins and
resurrected after three days.

Never crucified; taken to the
Heavens.

Crucified and
died.

Apart from the two first items (and that also only between Islām and Christianity), all three Abrahamic
religions have conflicting views on Jesus. According to John Hick’s theory, the first two common beliefs
would be considered as “facts” (at the least in Christianity and Islām) whereas the other points of
disagreements must be treated in two possible ways: Either these conflicting views should be resolved
by historical/empirical inquiry or they should be put in the category of “mythology”!

The first solution will force the Jews, the Christians and the Muslims to reject many verses of their
respective scriptures while the second solution will place many statements from the Bible and the Qur’ān
into the category of “mythology”. None would be acceptable to any of the three faiths.

I think this one example (that also of Islām vis-à-vis Christianity and Judaism which are closer to one
another than Islām vis-à-vis Hinduism and Buddhism) suffices to show that Hick’s theory of religious
pluralism is not workable.

Based on Hick’s solution for meta-historical facts (issues related to death and after), Muslims will be
forced to consider more than five hundred verses of the Qur’ān on death, resurrection and afterlife as
part of “mythology”!

Coming to the third type of differences on conceptions of the Real, Dr. John Hick wants us to believe
that the Trinity of Christians, the multiples idols of Hindus, and the Tawhīd (Monotheism) of Muslims are
equally valid and true! This hypothesis weakens the faith in one’s religion and pushes one towards
agnosticism if not atheism.

Using Immanuel Kant’s view of dualistic categories, Hick says that there is a difference “between an
entity as ‘it is in itself’ and as ‘it appears in perception’.”9

Something could be completely true “in itself” but when it is perceived by others, it is relatively true.
Based on this idea, Hick wants all religions to accept all differing conceptions of God as equally
authentic because none of them are absolutely true, all are only relatively true.

The way Hick has used the story of the blind men and the elephant, he has assumed all religious people
to be blind and that they lack the ability to know the complete truth. Unfortunately, he has missed the
moral of the same story as given by Mawlānā Rūmī:



Some Hindus have an elephant to show.
No one here has ever seen an elephant.
They bring it at night to a dark room.
One by one, we go in the dark and come out
saying how we experience the animal.
One of us happens to touch the trunk.
“A water-pipe kind of creature.”
Another, the ear. “A very strong, always moving
back and forth, fan-animal.”
Another, the leg. “I find it still,
like a column on a temple.”
Another touches the curved back.
“A leathery throne.”
Another, the cleverest, feels the tusk.
“A rounded sword made of porcelain.”
He’s proud of his description.
Each of us touches one place
and understands the whole in that way.
The palm and the fingers feeling in the dark are
how the senses explore the reality of the elephant.
If each of us held a candle there,
and if we went in together,
we could see it.10

These men were groping in darkness and, therefore, they came with wrong description of the elephant; if
they had used a “candle”, they would have seen the light! In Islām, God does not let a searcher for truth
grope in darkness:

له ول الَّذِين آمنُوا يخْرِجهم من الظُّلُماتِ الَ النُّورِ

“Allāh is the Protector of the believers, He brings them forth from the shadows into the light.” 11

The Qur’ān and Religious Pluralism

Some Muslim intellectuals have attempted to read the theory of religious pluralism into the Qur’ān itself.
The most famous argument used by them is that the term “Islām,” in the Qur’ān, should not be taken as
a noun but just as a verb.

Sometimes they differentiate between “islam” (the act of submission) and “Islam” (the religion); and say



that the main message of God and the basis of salvation is submission to God, and that it does not
matter whether the submission takes place through Ibrāhīm, Mūsā, `Isa or Muhammad (as).

This is nothing new; even Āyatullāh Muťahharī, in the present work, writes, “If someone were to say
that the meaning of ‘Islām’ in this verse is not our religion in particular; rather, the intent is the literal
meaning of the word, or submission to God, the answer would be that undoubtedly ‘Islām’ means
submission and the religion of Islām is the religion of submission, but the reality of submission has a
particular form in each age. And in this age, its form is the same cherished religion that was brought
by the Seal of the Prophets (Muhammad). So it follows that the word ‘Islām’ (submission) necessarily
applies to it alone.

“In other words, the necessary consequence of submission to God is to accept His commandments, and
it is clear that one must always act on the final Divine commandments. And the final commandments of
God is what His final Messenger [Muhammad] has brought.”12

“Islām” in the Qur’ān [3:19-20]

When the Qur’ān says, for example:

ملاسالا هنْدَ الع نَّ الدِّينا

“Surely the religion with Allāh is al-Islām,”13,

some Muslim intellectuals say that it does not mean “Islām” the religion that started in the seventh
century by Prophet Muhammad (S). They say it means “islām,” submission to God through any of the
Abrahamic religions.

In their attempt to read a politically correct idea into the Qur’ān, they even ignore the context of the
verse. Let us read the whole passage together:

هاتِ البِآي فُري نمو منَهيغْياً بب لْمالْع مهاءا جدِ معب نم لاا تَابْوتُوا الا الَّذِين ا اخْتَلَفمو ملاسالا هنْدَ الع نَّ الدِّينا
فَانَّ اله سرِيع الْحسابِ

“Surely the religion with Allāh is al-Islām. And those who have been given the Book [i.e., the
Christians and the Jews] did not show opposition but after knowledge had come to them, out of
envy among themselves. And whoever disbelieves in the verses of Allāh, then surely Allāh is
quick in reckoning.”

نعاتَّـب نمو هل ِهجو تلَمسا وكَ فَقُلاجنْ حفَا



“But if they dispute with you, say: “I have submitted myself entirely to Allāh and (so has)
everyone who follows me.”

وقُل للَّذِين اوتُوا الْتَاب والامـيِين ااسلَمتُم فَانْ اسلَموا فَقَدْ اهـتَدَوا وانْ تَولَّوا فَانَّما علَيكَ الْبلاغُ واله بصير بِالْعبادِ

“And to those who have been given the Book [i.e., the Christians and the Jews] and to the idol-
worshippers [of Mecca], say: “Do you submit?” If they submit, then they are rightly guided; but if
they reject, then upon you is only the delivery of the message. And Allāh sees the servants.”14

This passage clearly states the following:

“Al-Islām” mentioned in this verse is the message of submission as brought by Prophet Muhammad (S).

The People of the Scripture (i.e., Christians and Jews) are in opposition of this version of submission to
God.

The Prophet Muhammad (S) and his followers are followers of the Islām which was brought by him.

The People of the Scripture are being asked to submit to God through Prophet Muhammad (S) even
though they already are followers of Prophets Mūsā (as) and `Isā (as).

The same message is given to the idol-worshippers of Mecca.

If the People of the Scripture do not submit (as Prophet Muhammad (S) and his followers have
submitted), then they are not “rightly guided”.

So the term al-Islām, in this verse, refers to “submission to God” through His final message brought by
Prophet Muhammad (S) and not through previous prophets.

“Islām” in the Qur’ān [3:83-85]

Another passage from the same chapter is also relevant for understanding the meaning of “Islām”:

افَغَير دِين اله يبغُونَ ولَه اسلَم من ف السماواتِ والارضِ طَوعاً وكرهاً والَـيه يرجعونَ

“Is it then other than Allāh’s religion that they seek while to Him submits whoever is in the
heavens and the Earth, willingly or unwillingly, and to Him shall they be returned?”

يسعو وسم وتا امو اطبسالاو قُوبعيو اقحساو يلاعمساو يماهربا َلع نْـزِلا امنَا ولَيع نْزِلا امو هنَّا بِالآم قُل
والنَّبِيونَ من ربِهِم لا نُفَرِِّق بين احدٍ منْهم ونَحن لَه مسلمونَ



“Say: “We believe in Allāh, and what has been revealed to us, and what was revealed to Ibrāhīm,
Ismā’īl, Ishāq, Ya`qūb, and the Tribes; and what was given to Mūsā and `Isā and to the prophets
from their Lord. We do not make any distinction between (the claim of) any of them, and to Him
do we submit.”

رِينالْخَاس نم ةرالآخ ف وهو نْهم لقْبي دِيناً فَلَن ملاسالا رغَي تَغبي نمو

“And whoever desires a religion other than Islām, it shall not be accepted from him, and in the
hereafter he shall be one of the losers.”

This passage clearly explains basic beliefs of Allāh’s religion:

Among those basic beliefs is the requirement to believe in “what has been revealed to us” (i.e., the
Qur’ān that has been revealed to Muslims).

“Islām – submission” only follows when one accepts all the prophets and does not differentiate in the
truth of any one of them, including Prophet Muhammad (S).

“Islām” and “Imān “in the Qur’ān [2:135-137]

The following passage in Chapter Two of the Qur’ān further clarifies the meaning of “islām–submission”
as well as “imān–belief”:

وقَالُوا كونُوا هوداً او نَصارى تَهتَدُوا

“And they say: “Be Jew or Christian and you will be guided aright.”

ينشْرِكالْم نانَ ما كميفاً ونح يماهربلَّةَ ام لب قُل

“Say: “Nay! (we follow) the religion of Ibrāhīm, the sincere, and he was not one of the
polytheists.”

يسعو وسم وتا امو اطبسالاو قُوبعيو اقحساو يلاعمساو يماهربا َلا نزِلا امنَا ولَيا نزِلا امو هنَّا بِالقُولُوا آم
وما اوت النَّبِيونَ من ربِهِم لا نُفَرِق بين احدٍ منْهم ونَحن لَه مسلمونَ

“Say: “We believe in Allāh, and what has been revealed to us, and what was revealed to Ibrāhīm,
Ismā’īl, Ishāq, Ya`qūb, and the Tribes; and what was given to Mūsā and `Isā and to the prophets
from their Lord. We do not make any distinction between (the claim of) any of them, and to Him



do we submit.”

يملالْع يعمالس وهو هال مهيفيقَاقٍ فَسش ف ما هنَّما فَالَّونْ تَواـتَدَوا وفَقَدْ اه بِه نتُما آمم ثْلنُوا بِمنْ آمفَا

“If they (i.e., the Jews and the Christians) then believe as you believe, then they are rightly
guided; but if they refuse, then they are only in great opposition; and Allāh will suffice you
against them. He is the Hearing, the Knowing.”

These two verses clearly define the “imān - faith and belief” of the Muslims as opposed to that of the
Jews and the Christians. Central to the imān of the Muslims is belief in the revelation of all the prophets,
including the revelation to the Prophet Muhammad (S). They clearly say that if the Jews and the
Christians “believe as you believe,” only then will they be rightly guided.

Sūratul Baqarah (2), Verse 285 also confirms this meaning of “imān”:

هلسر ندٍ محا نيب قِنُفَر لا هلسرو تُبِهكو هتئلامو هبِال نآم لنُونَ كموالْمو هِبر نم هلَيا نْـزِلا ابِم ولسالر نآم

“The Messenger (i.e., Muhammad) has believed in whatever that has been revealed to him from
his Lord; and the believers all believe in Allāh, His Angels, His books, and His messengers. (And
they say:) “We do not differentiate between (the claim of) any one of His messengers.”

A note on “we do not differentiate between any one of the messengers” or “we do not make any
distinction between any one of them”: it does not mean that all the prophets and messengers of Allāh
(S) are of the same rank and status.

We have already mentioned that there are five prophets who rank highest in the spiritual hierarchy.
Rather, this means that we do not make any distinction in the truth of any of the prophets; all are equally
true in their claim.

This is unlike the Jews who accept all the prophets but reject `Isā (as) and Muhammad (S) or the
Christians who accept all the prophets but reject Muhammad (S).

Prophet Muhammad (S) and Religious Pluralism

Those Muslim intellectuals who preach about religious pluralism in Islām seem to be oblivious of some
historical facts of Islāmic history and the Prophet’s life.

If Judaism and Christianity are concurrently valid paths of submission to God, then why did the Prophet
Muhammad (S) work so hard to convey his message even to the Jews and the Christians? If they were
already on the Right Path (Ŝirat Mustaqīm), then why did the Prophet (S) feel it important to invite them



to Islām?

After the peace treaty of Hudaybiyya in 6 A.H., the Prophet of Islām (S) sent emissaries to various rulers
and tribes around and beyond the Arabian Peninsula with a distinct purpose of inviting them to Islām.
According to historians, around 25 letters were sent by the Prophet (S) to various rulers and tribes.15

Among those who were sent to the Christian rulers and tribes, we see the following names: Dihyah al-
Kalbī sent to Heraclius, the Emperor of Byzantine; `Amr bin Umayyah Zamrī to the Negus, the King of
Abyssinia; Hāťib bin Abī Baltā‘a sent to the Muqawqis, the King of Egypt; and the tribes of Ghassan
and Ĥanīfah (in northern Arabia). Three letters are important and relevant to our discussion.

In his letter to Heraclius, the Byzantine Emperor, the Prophet Muhammad (S) wrote:

“… Peace be upon him who follows the guidance.

I invite you to accept Islām. Accept Islām and you will prosper and Allāh will give you double rewards.
But if you refuse, then the sin of your people also will fall upon your shoulders.

O’ People of the Scripture, come to the word common between us and you that we shall not worship
anything but Allāh, and that we shall not associate anything with Him, nor shall some of us take others
for lords besides Allāh. But if you turn back, then say: Bear witness that we are Muslims.”

In the letter to the Negus, the King of Abyssinia, the Prophet Muhammad (S) wrote:

“… Peace be upon him who follows the guidance.

Praise be to Allāh besides whom there is no other god, the Sovereign, the Holy One, the Preserver of
Peace, the Keeper of the Faithful, the Guardian.

I bear witness that Jesus, son of Mary, is indeed a spirit of God and His word, which He conveyed unto
the chaste Mary. He created Jesus through His word just as He created Ādam with His hands.

And now I call you to Allāh who is One and has no partner, and to friendship in His obedience. Follow
me and believe in what has been revealed to me, for I am the Messenger of Allāh. I invite you and your
people to Allāh, the Mighty, the Glorious.

I have conveyed the message, and it is up to you to accept it.

Once again, peace be upon him who follows the path of guidance.”

In the letter sent to the Muqawqis, the King of Egypt and a Coptic Christian, the Prophet Muhammad (S)
wrote:

“…Peace be upon him who follows the guidance.



I invite you to accept the message of Islām. Accept it and you shall prosper. But if you turn away, then
upon you shall also fall the sin of the Copts.

O’ People of the Scripture, come to a word common between us and you that we shall worship none but
Allāh and that we shall ascribe no partner unto Him and that none of us shall regard anyone as lord
besides God.

And if they turn away, then say: Bear witness that we are Muslims.”16

Even the arrival of the delegation from Christian Najranis and how the Prophet (S) invited them to Islām
and, finally, the mubāhala with them is in the same spirit of inviting the Ahlul Kitāb to Islām.

All these letters and the meeting with Najranis prove beyond any doubt that if the Ahlul Kitāb (the People
of the Scripture) were on Ŝirāt mustaqīm - on the right path that leads to salvation - then the Prophet
(S) would not have invited them to Islām.

Important Caution

At the conclusion of this introduction, I would like to reiterate the caution that believing in Islām as the
only valid path of submission to God does not automatically and necessarily lead to the belief that all
non-Muslims will go to hell.

Neither does this exclusivist view of Islām as the only sirāt mustaqīm prevent us from promoting
tolerance and peaceful co-existence among the followers of various religions, especially the Jews and
the Christians.

While talking about polytheist parents, Almighty Allāh says:

وانْ جاهدَاكَ عل انْ تُشْرِكَ بِ ما لَيس لَكَ بِه علْم فَلا تُطعهما وصاحبهما ف الدُّنْيا معروفًا

“And if they insist on you to associate with Me (someone as on object of worship) of what you
have no knowledge, then do not obey them, however interact with them in this world kindly …”17

Thus, a Muslim has to resist the un-Islāmic influence of non-Muslims, but still be kind to them. In other
words, although your paths in the hereafter will be separate, that does not prevent you from being kind,
merciful, and just to non-Muslims in this world.

Sayyid Muhammad Rizvi
Toronto, Ontario
May 13th, 2004 / 23th of Rabīul Awwal 1425 AH
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