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Abstract: The purpose of this article is to evaluate fatwa on the
Wahhabite interpretation of the ambiguous verses in the Qur’an given in
2014. Classical Muslim scholars respected the intellectual freedom of the
other theological schools as long as their interpretations did not attribute
human characteristics to God. However, this intellectual tolerance is not
demonstrated by the Ulama Council in Aceh, Indonesia today, which only
accepts their interpretation of the Qur’an. Rival interpretations
propagated by other ideological groups, such as the Wahhabites, are ruled
as blasphemous and deserve public outcries of condemnation. It seems
that the Ulama Council in Aceh has instrumentalized the Shari‘a to
suppress any ideas that are not in line with the Ash‘rite creed, even
though there are other legitimate schools and approaches. Any group that
promotes a different view is now liable to public condemnation.

Keywords: Classical Universal Law; Acechnese Sharia; Wahhabism;
Ash‘arism.

Introduction

If there was no theological freedom in classical Islam, then how
come there existed so many different theological schools of
speculative theology (%m al-kalim), such as Shi‘ism, Qadarism,
Kharijism, Jabarism, Murtjiism, Mu‘tazilism, Ash‘arism, Maturidism?
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Each group of scholars offered their own interpretation of ambiguous
verses in the Qur’an (d@yat mutashabiba), which was permitted to be
taught and discussed publicly as part of the intellectual discourse. This
made the history of Islamic thought a very rich and colorful history
and left a long record of the freedom of inquiry and intellectual
endeavor that was at the core of the Islamic scientific tradition, in
accordance with the Islamic worldview." The scholarly discourse was
relatively free from political intervention, with the exemption of the
miphna under the ‘Abbasid Caliph al-Ma’mun. This condition has given
the emergence of many branches of knowledge, theology, and
jurisprudence that successfully managed to coexist, respectful of each
other’s differences of opinion.”

The different theological schools established their own centers
of learning where renowned scholars maintained their own student
circles, taught publicly, and wrote their respective works.” In other
words, freedom of expression and freedom of religion formed the
very basis of Islamic civilization at that time. Although there were
internal fractures and horizontal conflicts, the intellectual discourse
was relatively free of censorship and state interference. For example,
the development of the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence was the
direct result of scholatly debates and different lines of argument.”

Likewise, in its golden time of Islam in Southeast Asia, both in
the ‘Lands Below the Wind’ (negeri di bawah angin) comprising of the
sultanate of Samudera Pasai (7-16" century), the Sultanate of Malaka
(15-16™ century), and the Sultanate of Aceh (15-20" century) and in
the ‘Lands Above the Wind’ (negeri di atas angin) comprising of the
Safawid sultanate (16-18" century), the Ayyubid sultanate (12-14"
centuty) and the Ottoman sultanate (13-20" century), many different

U Alparslan Acikgenc, Islamic Scientific Tradition in History (Kuala Lumpur: Penerbit
IKIM, Institut Kefahaman Islam Malaysia (IKIM), 2014); Alparslan Acikgenc,
Scientific Thought and Its Burdens: An Essay in the History and Philosophy of Science
(Istanbul: Fatih Universitesi Yayinlari, 2000).

2 Cemil Aydin, “Modern Muslim Cosmopolitanism Between the Logics of Race and
Empire,” in Cosmopolitanism in Conflict: Imperial Encounters from the Seven Years’ War to
the Cold War, ed. Dina Gusejnova (Shaffield: Palgrave, 2018); Ussama Makdisi, -4ge
of Coexistence: The Ecumenical Frame and the Making of the Modern Arab World (Oakland:
University of California Press, 2019); Cemil Aydin, “Globalizing the Intellectual
History of the Idea of the Muslim World,” in Global Intellectual History, ed. Samuel
Moyn and Andrew Sartori (New York: Colombia University Press, 2003).

3 Acikgenc, Scientific Thought and Its Burdens.

4 Makdisi, Age of Coexistence.
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schools of theology flourished and enjoyed their intellectual freedom.’
Mehdi Nakosteen states these circumstances as below:

In the golden centuries of Islam, religion encouraged freedom

of inquiry. Scholarship and intellectual excellence were

regarded most highly. Students were encouraged to debate

their views with their teachers. Libraries, both public and

private, even the courts of caliphs and the palaces of kings

were centers of open and free inquiry by scholars, who often

received financial aid to pursue their interests.’

The freedom enjoyed by each intellectual tradition fostered the
spirit of brotherhood and unity in Islam, where each group professed
to the same universal truth about the Oneness of God and the
Prophethood of His Messenger, the Qut’an, and his Sunna, reflected
in their shared Islamic creed. For instance, the Mu‘tazilite, Ash‘arite,
and Maturidite schools eventually merged in the twelfth century,
subsequently morphing into the Ah/ al-Sunnab wa al-Jami‘ah or the
Sunni school of thought (known in Indonesia as ASWAJA)” whose
internal theological differences were minor, compared to their
differences with the Shi‘ite school. At present, Aceh has officially
started to implement the Shari‘a and become the ASWAJA center in

5 Saifuddin Dhuhri, “Menilik Proses Keilmuan dalam Sejarah Islamisasi Asia
Tenggara: Studi Kasus Dayah, Aceh Indonesia (Scientific Tradition of Southeast
Asian Islam: A Case of Dayah-Aceh, Indonesia),” International Journal of the Asian
Philosgphical Association (IJAPA) 13, no. 2 (2020); Saifuddin Dhuhti and Tarmizi
Jakfar, “Maturidite Kalam among Southeast Asian Ash‘arite: A Synthesis of
Maturidite Influences on Dayah’s Theology”, al-Jami‘ab: Journal of Isiamic Studies 58,
no. 2 (2021). https://doi.org/10.14421/2jis.2020.582.391-418; Saifuddin Dhuhri,
“From Pasee to Southeast Asian Islam: An Archaeological Semiotic Study of Shared
Symbols among Malays,” in The 1 Ar-Raniry International Conference on Islamic Studies
(ARICIS) (UIN At-Raniry Press, 2017) http://dx.doi.otg/10.22373 /aticis.v1i0.959;
Peter Gregory Riddell, ‘4bd al-Ra’nf al-Singkilr’s Tarjuman al-Mustafid: A Critical Study
of bis Treatment of Juz’ 16 (Canberra: The Australian National University, 1984); Jorge
Santos Alves, “Aceh through Portuguese Eyes, Views of an Indian Ocean Port-
State,” in Mapping the Acebnese Past, ed. R Michael Feener, Patrick Daly, and Anthony
Reid (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2011); Michael Laffan, Islamic Nationhood and Colonial
Indonesia: The Umma Below the Winds (London: Routledge, 2002).

¢ Bayard Dodge and Mehdi Nakosteen, “History of Islamic Origins of Western
Education”, Journal of the American Oriental Society 84 (Colorado: University of
Colorado Press, 1964), 57. https://doi.org/10.2307/596793.

7 Dhuhti and Jakfar, “Maturidite Kalam among Southeast Asian Ash‘arite”.
Saifuddin Dhuhri, “The Text of Conservatism: The Role of Abbas’ Ahl Al-Sunnah
wa al-Jama‘ah in Underpinning Acehnese Current Religious Violence,” Studia
Islamika 23, no. 1 (2016). DOL: https://doi.otg/10.15408/sdi.v23i1.2405.
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the region.® At the local level, the Ulama Council (Majlis
Permusyawaratan Ulama, short MPU) is the formal authoritative body
in charge of religious affairs. In Aceh, Indonesia, it is responsible for
the freedom of religious speech and theology in modern Aceh.’

One of the important issues concerning the implementation of
the Shari‘a in Aceh is the recent ruling condemning the Wahhabite
interpretation of the ambiguous verses (ayat mutashabiba) in the Qur’an
given by MPU, namely Fatwa 09/2014. A considerable amount of
literature has been published on the meaning of certain verses which
are not explicit and can be given various interpretations.'’ Classical
literature demonstrates that the scholars adhering to the Mu‘tazilite,
Ash‘arite, and Maturidite schools of theology agreed that any
acceptable interpretation of these ambiguous verses should not
contain elements of anthropomorphism. This legal opinion was first
outlined by the Persian theologian Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1209),
who described it as the universal law (alganin al-kulli) on God’s
Transcendence." His opinion would form the consensus among

8 Syarifuddin, “Islamic Plurality in the Perspectives of Ulama Dayah in Aceh,” Jurnal
Limiah Penradenn 9, no. 3 (2021): 567-86.
https://doi.otg/10.26811/peuradeun.v9i3.583. Abdul Manan and Cut Intan
Salasiyah, “Evaluating the Implementation of Sharia in Aceh, Indonesia (Examining
the Qanun Jinayat in Bireuen Regency),” Jurnal Ilmiah Peuradenn 9, no. 3 (2021): 549—
66. https://doi.otg/10.26811/peuradeun.v9i3.593.

9 Saifuddin Dhuhri, “The Representation of God in Acehnese Qur’an Translation
Wahhabi-Salafi Translations of Anthropomorphic Verses and the Verdict on
Heresy,” in Qur'an Translation in Indonesia Scriptural Politics in a Multilingnal State
(London: Routledge, 2024), 60—76. Syamsuar et al., “Settlement of Islamic Sharia
Violations in the Perspective of Teungku Dayah and Local Wisdom Values on the
West Coast of Aceh,” Jurnal Ilmiah Peunradenn 11, no. 3 (2023): 985-1004.
https://doi.otg/10.26811/peuradeun.v11i3.995; Sti  Suyanta, Saifuddin, and
Syamsul Bahri, “Tolerance Development Model for Students of Dayah Salafiyah in
Aceh,)”  Jurnal  Ilmiah  Peuradeun 12,  no. 2 (2024): 809-30.
https://doi.otg/10.26811/peuradeun.v12i2.1308.

10" Binyamin Abrahamov, “The ‘Bi-La Kayf#® Doctrine and Its Foundations in
Islamic Theology,” Arabica 42, no. 3 (1995): 365-79; Henri Lauziere, “The
Construction of Salafiyya: Reconsidering Salafism From the Perspective of
Conceptual History,” International Journal Middle East Studies 42 (2010): 369-89,
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020743810000401; Joas Wagemakers, “Revisiting
Wiktorowicz: Categorising and Defining the Branches of Salafism,” in Salafism After
the Arab Awafkening: Contending with Pegple’s Power, ed. Francesco Cavatorta and Fabio
Merone (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).

11 Aba Hamid al-Ghazali, Kitab Qawa‘id al-‘Aga‘id, www.al-mostafa.com, 2012; Abu
Hamid al-Ghazali, allgtisad fi al-I'tigad (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyah, 1983);
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Muslim theologians at that time; however, few studies investigated the
role of this universal law against anthropomorphism in more detail.

This article attempts to examine the application of the universal
law against anthropomorphism concerning the interpretation of
ambiguous verses in the Qur’an in classical Muslim scholarship.
Further, how was freedom of thought applied to the interpretation of
the ambiguous verses in the Qur’an, and how did the different
theological schools interpret them? ILastly, does the MPU fatwa
against the Wahhabite interpretation reflect the proper application of
the universal law established in classical scholarship?

The researcher found that the MPU fatwa does in fact not
acknowledge the universal law of allowing any interpretation of the
ambiguous verses in the Qur’an as long as it does not contain
elements of anthropomorphism. Further, the rigidity by which MPU
only allows the Ash‘rite interpretation and condemns rival
interpretation and rules them as impermissible reflects the decline of
the intellectuality of modern local #lema, particularly in theology (%
al-kalam). The implementation of the Sharia in Aceh does not
accommodate other theological schools and has lost its connection to
the classical kaliz discourse. This article is based on analytical
comparative legal research'? on MPU documents and interviews with
seven representative informants. The primary sources of this work are
found by content analysis of MPU Fatwas No. 4 in 2007 and No. 9 in
2014. Both fatwas represent rulings on theological issues as part of
the implementation of the Sharia in Aceh. Fatwa 4 ruled on the
identification of blasphemy, while Fatwa 9 ruled on the perception,
thought, practice, and propagation of Islam in Aceh.

To critically analyze MPU’s approach to producing legal rulings
in Aceh, minor field studies concerning the investigation of
Wahhabi’s teachings at Gampong Pulo Raya in Titeui, Sigli, were
undertaken, and two MPU members were interviewed. Altogether,
seven informants were involved in this study. The two leading MPU
ulema were Meurah, one of the chairpersons of MPU, and Phonna, a
member of the Top Ulema Board (Dewan Paripurna Ulama). Two

Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Asas al-Tagdis (Cairo: Matba‘ah Kurdistan al-‘Ilmiyah, 1328);
‘Abd al-Malik b. Yusuf Abu al-Ma‘ali al-Juwayni, Luma“ al-Adillab fi Qawai‘id al-
‘Aga‘id Abl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama‘ah (Cairo: Jami‘at ‘Ayn Shams, n.d.).

12 Mark Van Hoecke, “Methodology of Comparative Legal Research,” Law and
Method 12 (2015): 1-35, https://doi.otg/10.5553/REM/.000010.
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informants, Nyoehoka and Hoka Gata, were members of Wahhabite
groups and purposively selected to understand their reason for
organizing mass protests against the MPU fatwa, three Ash‘arite
scholars, and Meugat Sikada in the role of a critical observer of the
conflict. For ethical purposes, the participants were given
pseudonyms.

To understand the issue of freedom of thought as applied in
Islamic theology, a conceptual analysis of the classical as well as the
modern interpretations of the ambiguous verses (a@yat mutashabiba) in
the Qurian (Q.S. 20:20, 25:59, 7:54, 10:3, 32:4, 57:4, 2:29, 13:2, 20:5,
41:11) was completed. This allowed the researcher to identify the
extent of their commitment to the wuniversal law, which
accommodated different interpretations. Fakhr al-Din al-Razr’s (d.
606/1209) wotk Asas al-Tagdis (The Foundation of Declaring God’s
Transcendence) and [thbat ‘Uliw Allah (The Affirmation of the
Transcendence of Allah) by Muwaffaq al-Din ‘Abd Allah Ibn
Qudama al-Maqdist (1147-1223) were also employed to understand
both sides of the argument.

Particularly, the analytical study of the modern Wahhabite
literature on the @yat mutashabiha as reflected in Ithbat Sifat al-Uluw is of
great importance since the leading Wahhabite scholars heavily relied
on this work to justify their interpretation and reject the MPU fatwa.
This work contains a comprehensive collection of Islamic traditions
concerning the confirmation of Allah positioning Himself on the
Throne (istiwa'nhn ‘ald al-‘arsh). The textual sources include narrations
of thirteen sayings of the Prophet (badith), twenty statements from his
Companions (sapabah), eight statements of the following generation
(tabi‘nn), and 24 opinions of the great scholars of jurisprudence.

The Classical Universal Law of God’s Transcendence and the
Freedom of Interpretation

There are two categories of Qur’anic verses: the explicit ones
(al-mupkamat) and the ambiguous ones (al-mutashabiha?).” The classical
Muslim scholars were in no disagreement about the definition of both
categories; however, they differed in some details. The meaning of the
explicit verses is straightforward and easily understood, whereas the

13 Muhammad ‘Abd al-Fadl al-Qushi, Mawgif al-Salaf min al-Mutashabibat bayn al-
Muthbitin wa al-Mu’awwilin: Dirdsah Nagdiyah li-Minhaj Ibn Taymiyah (Cairo: Dar al-
Quds al-‘Arabt, 2010).
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meaning of the ambiguous verses is obscure and has multiple possible
meanings." The Persian scholar al-Tabari (838-923) in his Jami‘ al-
Bayan fi Ta'wil Ayat al-Qur'an (Collection of Statements on the
Interpretation of the Verses of the Qur’an) defined both categories as
follows: The explicit verses are defined as verses that can have only
one meaning and, thus, cannot be misinterpreted, whereas the
ambiguous verses allow for several interpretations.””

This research focuses on the theological discourse on
anthropomorphic elements in the interpretations of ambiguous
verses. For example, some verses describe Allah as having human
body parts, such as hand (yadd), eye (‘ayn), face (wajh), and positioned
Himself on the Throne (istawa ‘ald al-‘arsh), thus suggesting corporeal
movement in space. These figurative descriptions are found in Q.S.
20:20, 25:59, 7:54, 10:3, 32:4, 57:4, 2:29, 13:2, 20:5, and 41:11. In
addition, some verses describe God as having the sense of smell and
taste. If these descriptions are taken literally, they mean that God has
not only physical dimensions but also a body resembling a human
body.

Since these verses can be understood in the literal sense, they
can be used to justify anthropomorphism. The classical £alin scholars
included those verses in the category of ambiguous verses as they can
be either understood literally or figuratively. Anthropomorphism is
the belief that Allah has fashioned humans after Himself and has a
body, which is an anthropotheist view (mujassima).

The Qarmatians, a militant Isma’lli sect of Islamic theology
founded by Ibn Jahm b. Safwan al-Qaramiti (696-745), insisted on
interpreting the above verses in a strictly literal sense, arguing that if
God Himself revealed He had a hand and an eye, it was not their
place to challenge this. However, the Qarmatians were considered
heretics, and their interpretation was rejected and ruled as heresy by
the kalam scholars who argued that Allah was unique and above all
description; thus any form of anthropomorphism was to be

14 Mahmaud al-Zamakhshari, Tafsir al-Kashf ‘an Hagqad'iq al-Tanzil wa Uyin al-Qawil f
Wujith al-Ta’wil (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 2009); Mahmud Muhammad al-Dahshan,
al-Khildf al-Usili bayn al-Hanafiyah wa Jumbir al-Usiliyin: Dirasab Tabliliyah wa Nagdiyah
(Damascus: Risalah, 2015); ‘Abd al-Halim Mahmud, Manbaj al-Mufassirin (Cairo: Dar
al-Kitab, 2000).

15> Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, “The Canons of Ta'wil,” trans. by Nicholas Heer in Abu
Hamid and John Renard, eds. Windows on the House of Islam (California: University of
California Press, 1998), 48-54.
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categorically rejected by every Muslim. This firm stance against
anthropomorphism was called ‘the universal law’ (al-ganiin al-kulli),
purifying the human conception of God from any such notion and
emphasizing His Divine uniqueness as a basic principle (asds al-taqdis),
the very title of al-Raz’s (d. 606/1209) work outlining this approach."®

The kalam scholars used different methods to interpret these
ambiguous verses while upholding the universal law of God’s
transcendence. They viewed that multiple interpretations of these
verses were possible as long as they did not contain any elements of
anthropomorphism. Classical literature demonstrates this rational and
accommodating approach to Quran interpretation, allowing space for
scholars to apply different methods and follow different approaches.
Some scholars decided to opt for relegating this matter to God (fafwid
al-amr li-llah) or interpreting them in a figurative sense.

All sound interpretations of the ambiguous verses should be
based on the explanations recorded from the earliest generations of
authorities, as recorded from the eartly sahdba, the tabi%in and the tabi‘i
al-tabi‘m. ‘All b. Abi Talib, for instance, is recorded to have made a
statement on the grave error of ascribing any human characteristics to
God:

‘All b. Abi Talib was asked, ‘How do you learn about your

God” He responded: ‘I know my God the way He

acknowledges Himself to me, neither by sense perception nor

by attributing to Him human features in perfection or

imperfection, neither as being positioned above nor below

things [...]. Nothing is like Him. I seek refuge in Him from
ascribing any similarity to Him."

As established by the early authorities, any form of
anthropomorphism was categorically rejected. Therefore, the verses
in the Qur’an, which contain descriptions of God as having a body,
were left unchallenged, withholding any judgment. This method of
interpretation is called Zafwidi interpretation. This was accordingly

16 Catl Sharif El-Tobgui, “From Legal Theory to Erkenntnistheorie: Ibn Taymiyya
on Tawatur as the Ultimate Guarantor of Human Cognition,” Oriens 46, no. 1-2
(2018): 6-61. https://doi.org/10.1163/18778372-04601002. Carl Sharif El-Tobgui,
“Ibn Taymiyya on the Incoherence of the Theologians’ Universal Law: Reframing
the Debate between Reason and Revelation in Medieval Islam,” Journal of Arabic and
Istamic Studies 18, no. 2018 (1970): 63-85. https://doi.org/10.5617 /jais.6521.

17 Ziyad Habub Abu Rajai, Ha/ Yajuzu an Yugala? Allab fi al-Sama’: Ma‘na al-Istiva’
(Cairo: Maktabat al-‘Aqidah al-Islamiyah, 2010).
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advocated by the classical authorities such as Abu Hanifah (699-767),
Malik b. Anas (711-795), and Muhammad b. Idsis al-Shafi‘T (767-820,
and Ahmad b. Hanbal (780-855). Ibn Taymiyah (1263—1328) argued
that these verses have to be accepted as they are, without further
attempt at explanation (bila kayf). The modern Wahhabite scholars
have adopted his stance, arguing that a figurative interpretation of
these verses, as established by the Ash‘arite school, is to be rejected
on principle. This opinion stands in direct opposition to the MPU
fatwa in 2014, which argues that ascribing a body to God constitutes
an act of heresy.

However, the classical scholars who adopted the Ash‘arite creed
applied multiple methods of interpretation. The earliest Ash‘arites
advocated the fawqifi method by accepting the stated verse while
withholding judgment or by ascribing a figurative meaning to it
(ta’wil). Abu Hasan al-Ash‘ari (873-936) himself offered two views on
explaining the ambiguous verses. In his Magalat  al-Isiamiyin
(Theological Opinions of the Muslims), al-Ash‘ari advocated the use
of allegorical interpretation, while he preferred the zawfigi method in
his Ibana fi al-Diyana (The Clear Statement on Faith). Similarly, the
Persian scholar al-Ghazali (1057-1111) subscribes to the ta'wili
method in his al-lgtisad fi al-I tigad (The Moderation in Belief) and the
tawfigi method in his Ijam al-Awwam min 1im al-Kalam (Saving Muslims
from Speculative Theology).

Thus, it can be argued that classical discourse on the ambiguous
verses was by no means limited to one method of interpretation and
accommodated differences of opinion. There were different reasons
for this cautious approach, such as the limitations of human language
when describing God and the limitations of the five human senses,
which could not be directly applied to God. Although it was revealed
that “There is nothing like Him, for He alone is the All-Hearing, the
All-Seeing, (Q.S. 42:11), this did not mean that God has ears and eyes
like His human creatures.

MPU’s Fatwa on the Ambiguous Verses and the Wahhabite
Response

In 2014, MPU issued Fatwa 9 on the perception, thought,
practice and propagation of Islam in Aceh (pemabaman, pemikiran,
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pengamalan dan penyiaran agama Islam di Aceb)."® This fatwa has been
subject to heated discussions among Acehnese #/ema, in particulatly
those of the Wahhabite persuasion. It charges those subscribing to
the Salafi position on the ambiguous verses in the Qur’an with
blasphemy, in particular the Wahhabi position on the following:

The belief that God’s essence is only on the Throne above the

heavens.

The belief that the essence of Allah is determined by time, place, and

direction.

The belief in the Word of Allah is constituted by letter and voice.

The belief in the Prophet Adam and Idris are not messengers [but

prophets].

There are a number of similarities between Fatwa 4/2007 and
9/2014; however, the backlash of the latter was more intense, leading
to public demonstrations against the Wahhabi groups and their
mosques in Aceh. Informant Sikada confirmed, “I suspect that the
mass mobilizations to expel the Wahhabis was the direct result of this
MPU fatwa.”"

The interview of several traditional Muslims in Beureuneun and
Titeui revealed the fatwa prompted them to demonstrate in front of
the Daud Beureueh® and Titeui mosques to demand that they stop
teaching Wahhabi doctrines, as reported by Dhuhti*' and Ichwan.”
Similar demonstrations occurred in front of other mosques known to
be run by Wahhabi groups, and the Ash‘ari-Wahhabi tensions
continued to rise until 2018.

At the time, we were shocked, wondering why all these people

were suddenly gathering [in front of our mosque| and cheering

for Governor Zaini. Then we realized that they were thinking

we were misguided (sesaf).”

18 Mohd. Syam, Ghazali, Muslim Ibrahim, Daud Zamzamy, and Faisal Ali,
Pemahaman, Pemikiran, Pengamalan dan Penyiaran Agama Islam di Aceh, ed. Majelis
Permusyawaratan Ulama Aceh (n.p.: n.p., 2014).

19 Sikada, Interview on 17t March 2020 in Rambayan, Beureueneun, Aceh.

20 Concerning  the very protest of the mosque, see also
https:/ /www.youtube.com/shorts/ TqK6unH2TVI.

21 Dhuhri, “The Text of Conservatism.”

22 Moch Nur Ichwan, “Neo-Sufism, Shariatism, and Ulama Politics: Abuya Shaykh
Amran Waly and the Tauhid-Tasawuf Movement in Aceh,” in Islam, Politics, and
Change: The Indonesian Experience after the Fall of Subarto, ed. Kees van Dijk and Nico
J.G. Kaptein (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2016).

2 Nyohoka dan Hoka Gata, Wahhabites 1 dan 2
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Following these demonstrations, the government moved to
change the management of many Wahhabi mosques in North Aceh,
Lhokseumawe, Pidie, and Banda Aceh, followed by two mass
demonstrations in Baiturahman in 2014.** In short, the tensions
between the local Wahhabi groups and the traditionalists had
intensified after the MPU fatwa was issued in 2014. Informant Nawi
recalled, “I was in my village when all of a sudden, I heard people
loudly protesting against the Wahhabis, so I rushed to the mosque to
get it from them.”” Kartini added, “We have many times attempted to
take control of the Titeui Mosque. Now it is ours, but the
management of the mosque has become worse. It has become dirty
and is abandoned.””

Referring to Ibn Qudama’s work Ithbat Uliw Allah (The
Affirmation of the Transcendence of Allah), the Wahhabi
representatives of Titeui, Harist Abu Naufal, Imam Abu Abdillah, and
Adam Abu Rifky, urged MPU to review their fatwa. Their criticism
and arguments are detailed in a document called the White Book
(Buku Putih).”” They firmly objected to the accusation that their belief
in Allah above the heavens is a heresy since this belief is confirmed in
the Qur’an, the Prophet’s traditions, and the recorded statements of
many great fabi7in and the founders of Islamic schools of
jurisprudence. Further, they argued that the fatwa constituted a direct
violation of the universal principle of theology and the freedom of
speech.”

Most interviewees agreed that the fatwa is problematic since it
attempts to impose its own views on theological issues, which are
subject to interpretation. Further, the group of wlma involved in
enacting this fatwa were not qualified to do so since this issue fell
under the category of speculative theology (&alin). Islamic theology

24 Dhuhri, “The Representation of God in Acehnese Qut’an Translation.”

%5 Nawi, Interview on 12t February 2020 in Rambayan, Beuteuneun, Acch.

26 Kartini, Interview on 12 February 2020 in Lamlo, Kota Bakti, Aceh.

27 “Al-Bayan al-Ilmi ‘ala Fatawa Majlis Mushawwarah al-‘Ulama’, Atjich; Raqgm 9
Sanah  2014,” 2014,  https://dodiabuabdillah.wordptess.com/2014/08/22/
download-penjelasan-ilmiah-terhadap-fatwa-majelis-permusyawaratan-ulama-aceh-
mpu-aceh/ https://app.box.com/s/09ar5ab9i4jr78blwqGi.

28 While visiting Titeui and Beureuneun on 03 April 2020, the researcher
interviewed several informants, including Rahman and Ahmad Daud.
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should not be used as an ideological and political tool to assert
dominance and control by state authorities.”

Throughout the history of Islamic thought, the £alim scholars
respected the methods and interpretations of different schools
concerning ambiguous verses. Based on Q.S. 20:5 and 42:11, they
argued that the belief that Allah is above the throne (‘arsh) is justified,
while the mode of His positioning therein is unknown. The fact that
it is not possible for the human mind to know how God is in the
heavens does not mean this assumption is incorrect. After all, Allah is
beyond human imagination and is not subject to human knowledge
and understanding.

To support their belief that Allah is above the throne (‘arsh),
they refer to the traditions narrated from well-known gsajdba like
Sufyan al-Thawri (716-778) and the founders of the four legal
schools. As pointed out earlier, the translation of God gathering
Himself onto the Throne (istiwa'ubn ‘ala al-‘arsh) above the heavens, in
His transcendence and devoid of anthropomorphism, is noted by
early scholars like al-Darimi1 (797-869), Ibn Khuzayma (837-923) and
confirmed by later authorities like al-Dhahabi (1274-1348) and Ibn
Taymiyah (1263-1368). The interviews conducted with several local
Wahhabis who had taught in the Titeui mosque confirmed this view,
urging MPU to review their fatwa. In their opinion, the fatwa has
been instrumentalized by the traditionalists to limit the freedom of
interpreting ambiguous verses by theological groups not subscribing
to the Ash‘ari creed.”

Literalism and the Rejection of the Universal Law of God’s
Transcendence

There is a lot of literature that evaluates Shari‘a implementation
in Aceh’ and the role of the traditional religious community.” The

2 Meurah and Phonna, Interview on 17 June 2020 in Banda Aceh.

3 The exchanges and notes published on Facebook from March to August 2020
indicated that many traditional scholars, particularly of the Dayah, accused of the
Wahhabites of mujassima.

31 Manan and Salasiyah, “Evaluating the Implementation of Sharia in Aceh;
Syamsuar et al., “Settlement of Islamic Sharia Violations in the Perspective of
Teungku Dayah; Reza Idria, “Cultural Resistance to Shariatism in Aceh,” in Regime
Change, Democracy and Islam: The Case of Indonesia, Final Report Isiam Research Programme,
ed. Kees van Dijk (Jakarta: Universiteit Leiden, 2013); Moch Nur Ichwan, “The
Politics of Shari’atization: Central Governmental and Regional Discourses of Shari’a
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current discourse on the ambiguous verses in the Qur’an deserves
further examination, as it plays a crucial role in the MPU’s assertion
of control over the religious teachings propagated in the region.

Aside from the arguments forwarded by the classical scholars
al-Ghazali (1058-1111) and Ibn Rushd (1126-1198) over the role of
human reasoning and the intellect, illustrated in the former’s Tahafut
al-Falasifa (The Incoherence of the Philosophers) and the latter’s
response in his Tabafut al-Tahafut (The Incoherence of the
Incoherence), which was only the concern of elite scholars, the
dispute on the interpretation of the ambiguous verses in the Qur’an is
much more heated and divisive, especially on the ground. Although
the debates over the most controversial issues have already been
concluded centuries ago, each school putting forth their arguments
and the justifications for their points of view, today’s Ash‘arites and
Wahhabites continue to be at loggerheads with each other. If this
debate was confined to scholarly circles, there would be no cause for
alarm; however, differences of opinion are quickly politicized, forcing
the public to take sides and pitting local groups against each other.

The existence of the universal law of God’s transcendence
meant that there was an atmosphere of mutual toleration among the
rivaling theological schools; however, in the modern context of Aceh,
every religious issue can quickly become a political issue challenging
the religious authorities and mobilizing the public for support. The
MPU fatwa shows only the Ash‘arite interpretation of the verses,
insisting that any other interpretation, in particular the terms iszwa’
and kalamullah.

Implementation in Aceh,” in Islamic Law in Contemporary Indonesia: Ideas and
Institutions, ed. Michael Feener and Mark Cammack, Islamic Legal Studies Program
(Boston: Harvard University Press, 2007).

32 Saifuddin Dhuhti, Dayah: Menapaki Pendidikan Warisan Endatu, Aceh (Banda Aceh:
Lhee Sagoe Press, 2014); Syarifuddin, “Islamic Plurality in the Perspectives of
Ulama Dayah in Aceh”; Ichwan, “The Politics of Shari’atization”; Muhammad
Suhaili Sufyan, Zulkarnaini Zulkarnaini, and Mawardi, “Employing Politics of
Identity and Nurturing Religious Piety: An Experience of the Majelis Pengkajian
Tauhid dan Tasawuf Indonesia in Aceh,” Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawuf dan Pemikiran Islam
10, no. 2 (2020): 283-301. https://doi.org/10.15642/teos0fi.2020.10.2.284-302;
Dicky Wirianto et al., “Unveiling Spiritual Guidance: Sheikh Muhammad Waly al-
Khalidy’s Role in Nagshbandiyah Sufi Otder in Aceh,” Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawnf dan
Pemikiran Islam 13, no. 2 (2023): 181-203,
https://doi.otg/10.15642/te0so0fi.2023.13.2.181-203.
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The MPU fatwa establishes the view that the Wahhabite
interpretation smacks of anthropomorphism and is blasphemous and
that the only acceptable method of interpreting them is that of
allegorical interpretation (fz’wil) in line with Ash‘arite teachings,
irrespective of the fact that other methods of interpretation are
equally valid and supported by Islamic sources.

Traditional MPU #lema understand that the fafwidi or tawfigi
method ultimately leads to anthropomorphism (zu#jassima), which is
not demonstrated in the source texts. They believe that a literal
interpretation of these verses as employed by the Wahhabite groups
may confuse the Muslim public, who do not have access to these
texts and are not equipped with the necessary knowledge and training
to appreciate the finer details and implications of this debate.
Therefore, the MPU #/ema decided to suppress and condemn non-
Ash‘arite interpretations.

However, what is grossly overlooked in the MPU fatwa is the
fact that authorities frequently cited by the Wahhabites, such as Ibn
Taymiyah did in no way condone mujassima in their interpretations,
thus placing them safely within the circle of those opinions protected
by the universal law of God’s transcendence.

In addition, the fatwa is greatly influenced by the stance of later
Shafi‘ite scholars like al-Subki (1284-1355), Ibn Hajar (1372-1449),
and Ramli (1513-1596), who were scholars of figh rather than kalam
and also staunch opponents of Ibn Taymiyah. Therefore, it seems
that the MPU w/esa, whose own education is limited to one particular
legal and theological school, developed a strong bias against the
intellectual traditions of other schools. They also did not acknowledge
that the classical Islamic scholars had already agreed to respect the
universal law of God’s transcendence, tolerating the interpretations of
other theological schools as long as they did not violate this law.

As MPU is dominated by the traditional Dayah wlema, they
referred to the authority of this institution to promote their own
views and interests. Using the interpretation of the ambiguous verses
in the Qur’an as a pretext to ban the local Wahhabite groups from the
public sphere, they decided to publicly condemn their teachings as
blasphemous, rather than criticizing them and engaging in dialogue,
which would have created a more beneficial atmosphere of
intellectual tolerance and freedom of inquiry. It can be argued at this
point that any form of repressing rival views is always a sign of
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intellectual weakness rather than strength. It also shows a certain lack
of faith in the Muslim public who need to be ‘protected’ from
‘misguided’ teachings based on the underlying assumption that they
are essentially ignorant and, therefore, easily led ‘astray’ from the fold.

Examining the arguments put forward by the Wahhabite groups
to justify their interpretation of the ambiguous verses in the Qur’an, it
becomes clear that the MPU’s decision to rule their views as
blasphemous was rash and unfounded, as argued below.

First, the point is not that there are different interpretations of
the a@yat mutashabiba but that any acceptable interpretation must not
liken God to His creation and ascribe human qualities to Him. The
Ash‘arite scholars achieved this by interpreting the face, hand, and eye
of God and His descension and ascension in space allegorically. On
the other hand, scholars like al-Darimi (797-869), Ibn Khuzayma
(837-923), al-Dhahabi (1274-1348), and Ibn Taymiyah (1263-1368)
chose a literal method of interpretation, so as not to negate the word
of the Qur'an. However, at no point in their discussion of the subject
did they ascribe human features to God, claiming that God had a
humanlike form and a physical body moving in space. In response to
those who understood these verses in such an ignorant way, Ibn
Taymiyah stated:

The fafwidi opinion—it is ignorant and must be rejected. It is

against common sense that the early generations were ignorant

of the words and their significance. Impossible, since they are

the greatest men who fulfilled all conditions of understanding

the Qur’an and the Sunnah. They are also the most competent

in understanding the Arabic language and its meaning,”

Second, all Muslim scholars agreed that Allah is unfathomable
by the human mind which can only perceive and understand Him by
applying the degree of perfection to Him. For instance, God is known
as the All-Seeing, the All-Knowing, whereas man can only see and
know things to a small measure. This is known as ‘inference from the
known to the unknown’ (gzyds al-shahid ‘ald al-gha’ib) coined by Imam
al-Juwayni (1028-1085), ‘inference of perfectness (gzyas al-sila)
introduced by Ibn Taymiyah, ‘criterion of the intellect for perfection
and imperfection’ (mi'yar al-‘aqli fi al-kamal wa al-nags) by Sayf al-Din
al-“Amidi (1156-1233) and Imam al-Ghazali (1058—1111), and the
principle of probability for superiority and probability for inferiority

3 al-Qushi, Mawgif al-Salaf min al-Mutashabibat, 29.
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(qd’idat al-imkan al-ashraf wa al-imkan al-akbas) by Shihab al-Din al-
Suhrawardi (1154-1191). In short, the Wahhabite interpretation of
God’s transcendence is essentially in line with the approved methods
and completely free of anthropomorphism.

Third, although both groups implemented their own
methodologies in the interpretation of the ambiguous verses
describing God, the scholars agreed that the safest approach was to
rely on the testimony of the earlier generations. Ibn Taymiyah argued
that the first generation of Muslims were the most authoritative
individuals to understand the Qur’an, for they understood the Arabic
language as it was spoken at the time and learned the Qur’an from the
Prophet himself. Similarly, Juwayni referred to the first generation of
Muslims as those who could consult the Prophet in person.

Finally, even the most cautious approach to the allegorical
interpretation of the a@yat mutashabiba is problematic because human
language is limited, and God is beyond human experience and
imagination. Commenting on the term Z#wa’, Ibn Taymiyah and the
modern Wahhabite scholar al-Qushi explained that spatial references
are not compatible with God’s omnipresence. Those attributes are
immanent, while Allah is transcendent. Besides the problem of
language (al-mushkila al-inghawiya), there is the problem of the limited
human intellect (a/-muskila al-‘agliya) to grasp the full meaning of these
verses. Human perception is simply unable to understand the nature
of God. Al-Qushi argued that the previous kalim scholars are
suffered from psychological difficulties when trying to explain God.
Accordingly, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (1150-1210) and al-‘Amidi (1156-
1233) commented as follows:

If you wish to project on godhood, you should create another

self. If you wonder about the state of celestial and terrestrial

objects, think about their features, and the way they are. If you

wish to wonder further about divinity, you should create

another self and another mind which is totally different from

the mind that is capable of conceiving physical matters.3

It is indeed that God is unknown by way of comparison or by

communication between God and man. Both comparison and

communication are the result of illusion by which the unseen is

34 al-Razi, Asds al-Tagdis, 13.
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seen through the physical things and the transcendent is seen

through the immanent.”

The early Ash‘arites and Maturidites agreed that God cannot be
known by the human self, which is immanent. Therefore, the kalin
scholars’ attempt to explain what cannot be explained was futile, and
their different interpretations were irrelevant. Al-Qushi recommends
the Zafwidi method of interpretation is the safest and most correct way,
so as not to fall into the error of speculation and conjecture, trying to
explain the inexplicable. On this perplexity of the limitedness of
human language the modern Austrian philosopher Ludwig
Wittgenstein (1889-1951) wrote pointedly that “we are unable clearly
to circumscribe the concepts we use; not because we don’t know their
real definition, but because there is no real ‘definition’ to them.”

MPU’s interpretation of the ambiguous verses in the Qut’an, as
noted in their Fatwa No. 9/2014, is not representative of the views of
classical Islamic scholarship. Identifying one particular interpretation,
namely the Wahhabite interpretation, as erroneous and even
blasphemous without acknowledging and discussing its foundations
seems to be a politically motivated act intended to isolate the
Wahhabite groups in Aceh and incite public action against them. The
fatwa completely disregards the historical context in which certain
interpretations were offered, such as the concept of God’s Throne
(‘arsh), which was part of the debate between various theological
groups in the thirteenth century. All scholarly debates on the
interpretation of the ambiguous verses in the Qur’an were held under
the aegis of the universal law of God’s transcendence, which all
parties upheld.

Far from respecting the informed opinions of the other
theological schools, today’s traditionist #/ema, particularly those
representing MPU in Aceh, exhibited an alarming level of intolerance
towards the intellectual endeavors of other schools, even going as far
as to charge them with blasphemy. The local Wahhabite groups have
voiced their disagreement with this verdict and defended their views
in the form of a written response, with the hope that the fatwa will be
reviewed in light of this evidence and subsequently withdrawn.

35 ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Amidi, Ghdyat al-Marim fi ‘Um al-Kalim (Cairo: Majlis A‘la 1i-
Shu’an al-Islamiyah, 1971), 185-86.
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Concluding Remarks

This study identified a strong relationship between the modern
approach to interpreting the ambiguous verses in the Qur’an
employed by Wahhabite scholars and the #afiwidi method of eatly
Muslim exegetists. Ibn Taymiyah, following the literal approach,
explained the important terms in simple Arabic language and
cautioned his readers that their meaning remained obscure and could
not be specified (bila kayf). The early Ash‘arite scholars opted for the
simple allegorical method (al-ta’wil al-ijmali), while the later Ash‘arites
used the in-depth allegorical method (a/-za’wil al-tafsili). However, all
approached were followed on the basis of God’s Transcendence.
Therefore, none of their interpretation methods resulted in
descriptions of God, which could be ruled as blasphemous.

This article argues that attempts to suppress some of the
approved interpretation methods, as in the case of the MPU fatwa of
2014, are unwarranted and unjustified. Further, such wilful acts limit
the freedom of thought and reduce Islamic scholarship to the
traditionally accepted views of one religious authority while ruling
other views as impermissible and erroneous. Upon careful and in-
depth study of the source texts, MPU may criticize or question certain
views that are upheld by other religious groups; however, the
traditional spheres of jurisprudence and speculative theology should
be duly respected and acknowledged. Further, disagreements in views
on theological issues should be discussed in the form of scholarly
debate and not by legislation. The existence of different methods and
opinions is not a challenge to religious authority but an expression of
the freedom of thought and intellectual enquiry. Although the
methods and teachings of other schools may not be approved by
MPU, there is no need or cause to vilify them and expose the
Wahhabites to public condemnation and moral outrage. Most
importantly, the wider Muslim public should not be drawn into this
debate, as it gives rise to social division, polarization, and communal
strife.
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