Can Islam Promote Human Rights and Peace? 
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Let’s travel back in time for a moment to the 6th century. It was a time, when you did not stand a chance unless you were a man from the right family and the right class, you were lucky if as a woman you were not mistreated, if you were born a servant you would die a servant. Greed was rampant. The poor and the sick were at the mercy of the rich.
It was at this time that the book, the Holy Quran, was revealed. And it spoke to all of humanity, about all of humanity. Most importantly it commanded its followers to be kind, just, generous and compassionate to all. (16:90)
Now back to present day – everyone indulge me with your imaginations for a moment. Imagine a man. He is in his early forties. He is neither short nor tall, nor dark nor fair, nor thin nor heavy set. He doesn’t have much of an education. His parents died when he was little, leaving him an orphan and he was raised by his uncle. He makes a living transporting goods from one part of the country to the other. He may be driving a truck. His wife is much older, beautiful, smart – and she owns the business he works for – he is her employee. According to everyone who knows him - and he knows many people - he is an honest guy and very loved.
What I’ve described to you is the 21st century version of a man – bearing much similarity to the description of an actual man who lived in the 6th century by the name of Muhammad ibn Abdullah – who we, Muslims, now revere as our holy Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him. 

And it was to this man, who understood what it was like to be among the common folk, who respected women as equals, who met a variety of different peoples by virtue of his job and who was trusted by so many - it was to this man to whom the Quran was revealed in the 6th century.

And the Quran was revolutionary. Because in an era when honour and status was everything - the Quran commanded its followers to stand up for justice, even if it was against one’s tribe, one’s family, one’s kin, one’s self, even if it was against the rich. 

And he did.

But what is Justice – according to the Quran? 

Is justice about setting up a Muslim state and forcing citizens to conform or be persecuted? Is about restricting the freedom of women under the guise of male protection?  Is it about allowing men to beat their wives? Is it about throwing rape victims in jail, stoning adulterers and hanging homosexuals? Is it about bombing people who hold other beliefs?

It is not. 
Though a few loud extremists would have you believe this is Islam. Because the interpretations of Islamic scriptures that promote such injustice provide some Muslim governments and others an easy way to escape personal responsibility. It is not us, they say, it is our religion.
Can Islam promote human rights and peace? 
In parts of the Muslim community what some scholars are doing now is critically re-examining our scriptures and asking – “what do they really say?”
The Quran is supposed to be simple in its message of compassion and love. 
Every single surah or chapter of the Quran (except one) starts with the words – “in the name of Allah (Arabic for The God), the kind, the merciful. 
So in interpreting the Quran we must remember a kind and merciful God is speaking to us. 

Should we be avoiding, marginalizing, persecuting people because they are not Muslim? 
Not if we are told in the Quran “we … have made you into nations and tribes so that you might (affectionately) come to know one another”.(49:13)
Should women be oppressed - unable to lead, to speak, to travel freely? 
Not if the Quran says “believing men and believing women” (9:71) have the same duties and privileges. Nowhere in the Quran does it say a woman cannot fend for herself. In Islam, women are supposed to be free.
Do Muslim governments have the right to prosecute anyone in the name of religion? 
Nowhere does the Quran speak of stoning. Nowhere does the Quran demand that we kill adulterers and homosexuals. It was not done in the time of the Prophet. In fact, taking a human life is a sin with few exceptions.
And the Quran is clear: “There shall be  no coercion in matters of faith…”.(2:256)
So the Quran provides free will, freedom of conscience. It means a Muslim theocracy is un-Islamic if citizens are forced to swear allegiance to a faith or face the crime of apostacy for rejecting it. 
With the responsibility to interpret our scriptures with mercy and compassion we must take a hard honest look at the current interpretation.  

Is the verse about jihad, more specifically qital (2:191) – warfare - in which we are told to kill the unbelievers strictly about self defence?

Is THAT the only issue? 
Who are the unbelievers? 

The Quran is clear when it says “whoever works righteousness, man or woman, to them we will give a reward.” (16:97)
It has started – this  Ijtihad – or critical analysis of our scriptures. 
And it will change the world. 
Can religion promote peace and human rights? Can Islam? 
With all the injustices taking place in her name in our era, Islam has no choice. She must.
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