Sample Questions:

1.How would you define religious fundamentalism?

This expression is highly misleading and ambiguous.  It has become an emotive word though it was a descriptive label coined by liberal rationalist Christian writers of the 19th century to differentiate their own modern interpretation of Christian doctrine from the strict and rigid catholic position. I personally avoid using this expression as it hurts my co-religionists. However, religious fundamentalism is a definite attitude and approach to life, no matter what the religious context might be, and there must be some other word or expression to designate this approach to religious faith or any secular value system, including Communism.  

2.How can we, as Muslims, deal with rising intolerance in public life?

We must strongly resist the temptation to pay back in the same coin. We must stick to the ethic of sweetness and light by joining hands with the genuine protagonists and practitioners of tolerance among the human family. We must expose the root factors that breed intolerance, and by word and deed try to remove them as far as lies in our own power. 

3.How can we improve and energize interfaith relations?

We must produce suitable literature for different age groups, arrange for inter-faith youth camps and travel, and for mutual hospitality. We must not oppose inter-faith marriages when the concerned parties are temperamentally compatible.

4.Is traditional faith wrong about evolution? Can science and religion be reconciled?

I do strongly hold that opposition to the theory of evolution on religious grounds is a very irrational and futile approach.  Insofar as evolution is a scientific theory or hypothesis, it should be accepted or rejected purely on scientific lines. Yes, I hold that they can be reconciled if we do not confuse scientific laws/certainty with certitude in the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual spheres of life. The great philosophers and savants of the human family have always done so. 

5.How should American Muslims face up to the challenges thrown up by 9/11?

They must learn to look at matters from different points of view and to go to the roots of the problem instead of reacting in anger or depression. They must continue peaceful and cooperative efforts for social justice and take heart from the considerable rewards of peaceful fighters for justice such as Gandhiji, Martin Luther King, and Nelson Mandela and many others. They must appreciate their advantages and blessings of living in the most powerful and developed segment of the human family and to cherish and creatively develop their spiritual tradition no less than their great democratic heritage as American citizens. 

6.Is there a message in your new book “Living The Quran In Our Times” that you want readers to grasp?

No faith can be proved logically or scientifically. However, humankind must have some faith or other as a spiritual anchor. Every individual must discover for himself or herself what that anchor is in concrete terms without just repeating or proclaiming any creed or formula. This concrete interpretation must be truly authentic. Nothing else matters. The only other thing that matters, and matters as much as the faith itself, is genuine respect and empathy for the faith of others. 

       7.Do you have anything specific that you want to say to your readers?

I have honestly come to believe, after a lifetime of study of the major religious and spiritual traditions of the world that every religion, at its best, is one among several languages of the human spirit, and that they all have the capacity to fulfill the human yearning for total peace and cosmic harmony, in the ambience of full tolerance. 

8.Have you always believed in God?
Yes, I have, though I passed through a long ‘dark night of the soul’ starting from my going up to Cambridge University in 1949 when I was 23. However, I never became a complete skeptic.

9.After the Quran, which books have most influenced your life?

The books that first come to my mind are; H G. Well’s Outline of World History, Fromm’s Fear of Freedom, James’ Varieties of Religious Experience, Bhagwan Das’s The Essential Unity of All Religions, Nehru’s Discovery of India, Abul Kalam Azad’s Commentary on Surah Fatiha, Radhakrishnan’s Translation and Commentary on the Gita, Selections from Rumi’s Masnavi
10.Who are your favorite authors and what is it that really strikes you about their work?

Among my favorite writers are Bertrand Russell, Gandhiji, Jawaharlal Nehru, Victor Hugo, Romain Rolland and some others. I am struck by their simple but elegant style, and by their intellectual honesty, universal compassion and large hearted tolerance. Among the philosophers I have been struck by William James, Wittgenstein, John Wisdom, Karl Jaspers, Erich Fromm, Kant, Spinoza, Ibn Khaldun and Plato.
