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Muslim Countries should lead by example
Violent extremists, acting in the name of Islam, have struck many parts of the world and the recent Paris shooting and the tragic events of the 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington are only a few examples. Western and eastern officials as well wonder, "Where are the moderates?" Many world leaders, seeing only the extremism perpetrated by a radical few, despair of finding progressive and peaceful partners of standing in the Muslim world.
We therefore are extremely grateful to Secretary General Ban Ki-moon and his team, who have initiated just last Friday the Plan of Action to Prevent Violent Extremism at the General Assembly in New York. This Plan of Action and our proposal can work hand in hand in order to underline the fact, that the majorities around the globe, within the Muslim world as well from all other religions are part of the solution once they stand up and make sure, their opinion and respect to principles, standards and law are heard well above the awareness threshold.

Islamic renewal and reform is a process dating back to the 19th century, when centuries-old dynamics began to address the challenges of Western colonialism as well as the promise and perils of industrialization, economic development, and the Western nation state as a new post-imperial model for the organization and governance of Muslim societies. 
At the Dar al Iftaa, Egypt's supreme body for Islamic legal edicts over which I preside, we wrestle constantly with the issue of Islam’s critical engagement with modernity, much in the same way that the Roman Catholic Church underwent and is still immersed in this process. We issue thousands of fatwas or authoritative legal edicts — affirming women’s rights to dignity, education and employment, holding political office, and condemning religiously motivated violence and terror. We have upheld the right of freedom of conscience and of freedom of expression within the bounds of human dignity. We have promoted the common history and beliefs that exists between Islam, Christianity, Judaism and other eastern religions. We have underscored that governance must be based on justice and popular sovereignty. We are committed to human liberty and Islamic law. Nonetheless, we must make more tangible progress deepening understanding of Islam. 
Since my appointment as the Grand Mufti of Egypt, Islamic leaders have made it a point to reach out to the whole world to promote peaceful coexistence and to build bridges of understanding and cooperation. To all of us it was a real pleasure to see the world community coming together to meet the challenges of global climate change, most recently in Paris to reduce emissions and to work toward the 17 Sustainable Development Goals that the international community debated for years among leaders involving the representatives from all religions. Islam has and must continue to play a key role in advocating human flourishing, something that ought to be a source of hope within Muslim-majority societies as well as those societies in which Muslims are minorities invited to contribute their many gifts for the sake of the common good. 
The Muslim world today in both the east and the west is at the center of international debate, and I believe the time is ripe for further practical steps in order to build on recent successes to continue to build a sustained relationship of mutual trust and respect among world religions. 

My message in Davos on behalf of the Muslim world is that Muslims are important participants in the Davos-started C100 initiative that has established the C1 Foundation back in 2008 in London with the support and guidance by their founders Prince Ghazi of Jordan and Roland Schatz, founder of Media Tenor, both co-chairs, the Bishop of London and the former Grand Mufti of Egypt, Dr. Ali Gomaa as well as all the thought leaders from academia such as Prof. John Esposito from Georgetown University, Prof. Miroslav Wolf from Yale and Prof. David Ford from Cambridge University, politicians such as Tony Blair and media leaders like the former Director of Al Arabia, Nakhle El Hage and the Editor in Chief of Europe’s largest tabloid newspaper BILD, Kai Diekmann.

 
Muslim religious leaders, who have spent our lives in careful and intense study of our tradition, are charged with re-establishing the authority of our qualified religious leaders whose lives are dedicated to understanding, knowledge and expositing the truth of Islam as a way of life oriented toward peace and justice in the human family above all else.  I have set out to publish an authoritative picture of Islam which, I hope, will give the world a better understanding of Islam and the Muslim world.  That understanding will help us all to live together in peace, tranquility, and mutual cooperation.

As the American Muslim scholar and jurist Khaled Abou el-Fadl has pointed out, religious authority in Islam and other faith traditions is always threatened by authoritarian interpreters who have far less interest in preserving the integrity and vitality of traditional religious teaching than they do in using religion as a basis for their legitimizing and popularizing their claim to power. The most dangerous subset of these authoritarian interpreters is the violent extremists. 

In both Islam and other religions we are witnessing a phenomenon in which extremists without a sound foundation in religious learning have asserted themselves as religious authorities, even though they lack scholarly qualifications for making valid interpretations of religious law and morality. It is this unfounded rebellious pretention towards religion that opens the way for extremist interpretations of Islam that have no basis in the Muslim faith.

Furthermore, and this is very important, extremists have, for the most part, not been educated in genuine centers of Islamic learning. Rather, the vast majority are young men and women who have been raised in troubled environments in which many of them have themselves been the victims of the violence of militarism, both domestic and foreign, and in which an even greater number have witnessed gross injustices perpetrated against relatively helpless and voiceless civilian populations. As a result, these young people fall to distorted and misguided interpretations of Islam that have no basis in traditional Islamic doctrine and are aimed at enlisting them in a crass political agenda wrapped in the thin veneer of so-called religious virtue. Such extremism creates havoc and chaos in the lives of these young people, in their societies, and in the lives of an increasing number of innocent people—first and foremost fellow Muslims, but increasingly encompassing non-Muslims living in the Muslim majority world and in Western societies.  

Terrorist groups audaciously misinterpret Islam, citing from the Quran selectively to suit their own agendas and add a so-called “authoritative” dressing to their views. These deviant ideologies need to be fought by intellectual responses which debunk their erroneous ideologies. The international media as well as academic scholars are called to publish and broadcast the voices of authentic Muslim scholars who deconstruct the false claims and warped understanding of the Quranic exegesis.

We have to remember, however, that an ultimate defeat of violent extremists and terrorists cannot happen without revival and renewal, not only within Islam, but within the other major religious traditions of the world as they seek to be more faithful to their core teachings of peace and justice in a world suffering from the ills of materialism, militarism, poverty, and disease. 

As a Muslim religious leader, my responsibility is to call for Muslim religious leaders to re-visit with fidelity to traditional learning and openness to sound theories of modern critical analysis, the incredibly rich Islamic intellectual heritage. I also call for a renewed appreciation of the tremendous intellectual diversity in Islamic thought and recognition that the development and dissemination of Islamic thought has suffered a troubled history as a consequence of global political developments. This exchange of understanding Islam needs all of us to rededicate ourselves to creating a better world: in mosques, churches, synagogues, in politics, in schools, media, companies, sports and all walks of life. We will not reach this goal of understanding by excluding anyone.  
It cannot be stated strongly enough that violent extremism, whether perpetrated by non-state actors, recognized nation states, or unrecognized “states’ such as Da’esh, is opposed to everything Islamic law stands for. Islamic law is a sophisticated and humane system which mandates very precise rules that are designed to safeguard and advance core human dignity. 
The purpose of Islamic Law is not to establish theocracies, to subjugate non-believers or to subject people to capital punishment. Rather, the Shari’ah, as God’s will for the flourishing of His human creation, aims to facilitate a believer's attainment of God's grace, secure human well-being in this life and attain human salvation in the hereafter—ideals common to all Abrahamic faiths. 
The sensationalism over so-called “Shari'ah law” that we see time and again, is uninformed fear mongering. Islamophobic extremists who spread hate are completely ignorant of the fact that U.S. American Muslims, for example, practice the core tenets of the Shari’ah every day when they operate soup kitchens, donate their time to community service, marry, practice professions, run  businesses, have children, visit the sick, and respect human dignity.  

Unfortunately, some media outlets report only the speech and actions of a small, but highly visible and disruptive minority of people within the Muslim world. They imply, by the disproportionate coverage of Muslim extremism, that this speech and these actions represent the belief and practice of the majority of Muslims. They also either imply or expressly state that Islam has been a violent religion from its beginning. This view is unfortunately reinforced through the presentation of Islam in the wider mass media. 

The findings from the C1 World Dialogue Foundation, published in the Annual Dialogue Reports 2009, 2011 and 2015, demonstrate our efforts to overcome stereotypes that are predominant obstacles blocking acceptance of tolerance and respect for human dignity as we share this world together.

Allow me to be clear – authentic Islam is utterly against extremism.  We must understand the underlying factors that provide a rationalization for terrorism and extremism in order to eradicate this scourge. It is imperative that we understand and address the underlying causes of extremism and terrorism in order to build a better future that can bring an end to this grave situation that is inflaming the world.

Finally, Muslim leaders need to present Islam in a deeper and more comprehensive manner. Islam needs to enlist supporters to correct the lack of understanding and return from bias to objectivity in both the media and in academia, especially in non-Muslim countries. And Muslim countries have to let the world see how the Islam is grounded in diversity and mutual respect.
On my recent visits to many countries across the globe, I called for the promotion of scholarly cooperation, building bridges of cooperation and understanding and supporting the existing and ongoing efforts of the Muslim community towards positive integration.  

Although I believe that these recommendations were met with approval, I find it necessary to repeat them again today in the hope that you will assist me in making them a reality. There is no more powerful a weapon against extremism than truthful education. 
I wish to tap the “Spirit of Davos” to create concrete steps towards a world in peace defined by respect for human dignity and wellbeing. 

We are able to achieve peace in the beauty of God’s creation. We can ask our friends in the United Nations to take a leadership role to help build bridges. Here in Switzerland, in Geneva – an important UN locus genui – is the institutional base to prove that the desire for peace is more than only wishful thinking.
CV:  Shawki Allam

Shawki Allam is the nineteenth and the current Grand Mufti of 
Egypt since March 4th, 2013. 
Shawki Allam was born in the Nile Delta governorate of Beheira. He received his PhD in 1996 from the Al-Azhar University in Jurisprudence and Sharia law. Prior to his appointment as the Grand Mufti of Egypt, he served as the chairman of the Department of Jurisprudence at the School of Sharia at Al-Azhar University’s Tanta branch.
In February 2013, he was elected by Al Azhar's council of senior scholars replacing outgoing grand Mufti, Ali Gomaa.  His election is first that the Grand Mufti has been elected by Islamic scholars rather than appointed by the state.
The position of Grand Mufti is seen as very influential in Egypt as well as throughout the Arab and Islamic world. The Grand Mufti is the first and primary source of religious authority, is seen as the symbolic religious representative of the whole state, and issues fatwas on religious matters. His office, the Dar al Ifta (literally, the house of fatwas), an agency charged with issuing religious legal opinions on any question to Muslims who ask for them, issues some half a million fatwas a year in ten different languages, including both the official ones that he himself crafts on important issues and the more routine ones handled via phone and Internet by a dozen or so subordinate muftis. 
Dr. Allam is a prolific writer. He wrote more than a dozen books on various issues of Islamic Law including women's political engagement, Criminal justice, codification of Islamic Law, religious minorities and Islamic thought. 
Since his appointment as the Grand Mufti of Egypt, he made it a point to reach out to the whole world to promote an authoritative picture of Islam and spread peaceful coexistence and build bridges of understanding and cooperation. He was recently named the best promoter of interfaith understanding in 2014 by the interfaith alliance in South Korea. 
His writings and opinion pieces appeared in the Washington Post, the Times, the Newsweek, the Wall Street Journal and many other leading newspapers across the world. He is a frequent host for many international TV networks on Islamic issues including Reuters, AP, AFP, CNN, BBC, Euronews and many others. 
Allam has taken a very clear stance against extremist interpretations of Islam. He says that the use of violence to spread Islam is prohibited and extremists have not been educated in genuine centers of Islamic learning. He maintains that terrorists are criminals, not Muslim activists and indica.
He is of the opinion that terrorism cannot be born of religion. Terrorism is the product of corrupt minds, hardened hearts, and arrogant egos, and corruption, destruction, and arrogance are unknown to the heart attached to the divine.
Allam believes the best antidote to Islamic extremism is traditional Islam taught at Al-Azhar University in Cairo. 
He was recently selected the President of the world supreme council of Fatwa authorities. It is an initiative launched in Cairo of the senior leading Grand Muftis worldwide. 

Cairo, January 10, 2016 – HE Grandmufti of Egypt, Dr. Shawki Allam
