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Thank you for inviting me to make this presentation. I am pleased and privileged to be with you. As someone who has regularly engaged in public discourse, I am gratified to note that as our human problems add up and become more difficult and complex, ordinary people like us worldwide are reaching out to better understand the nature and causes of the problems being faced. That, I hope, will help us all form better judgments. 
The 17th century poet John Donne observed that no man is an island, separate unto himself. Today, as we increasingly take to globalization, we might as aptly say no problem is strictly local any more. Any serious disturbance in the human state of affairs anywhere, be it armed conflict, disease, poverty, corruption, or violation of human rights, now affects us globally. A human or environmental deficit anywhere turns into a human or environmental deficit everywhere. Mindful of our interconnectedness as such, nations more than ever need to reach out to one another and cooperate. Alongside that, as importantly, citizens of all nations need to interact more constructively as well.

In the context of this emergent global reality, your interest in discussing the variance between Sunnism and Shi’ism in Islam, against the backdrop of the violence exchanged between the extremists of both sects in Iraq, is well taken. As a religious organization, your empathy is understandable and laudable. 
Before getting to the Sunnism-Shi’ism variance, however, let me first offer, as background, a synopsis of Islam. 

Like all the major formal religions, Islam comes in four major components: Creed, Rituals, Laws, and Ethics. 

For Creed, Islam posits three core concepts: 1) Tawheed, affirming God as One, Unique, Absolute, Ultimate, Eternal, Transcendent; 2) Nubuwwah, affirming that guidance for humankind has come from God, historically through Prophets/Messengers, who were human themselves; and affirming Mohammad as God’s Prophet/Messenger; and 3) Ma'ad, affirming return after completing a life cycle on earth and accounting for one's conduct in life. 
For Rituals, Islam mandates daily prayers, almsgiving, fasting during the lunar month of Ramadhan, and once in a lifetime the pilgrimage of Hajj. These four, plus the Shahadah, the categorical statement that there is no god but Allah, and Mohammad is His Prophet/Messenger, constitute the five pillars of Islam. 
For Laws, Islam ordains the Shariah, which, besides prescribing rituals, comes in two main parts: the family law, and the law of transactions. Marriage, divorce, child custody and support, inheritance, trade, contracts, and certain criminal penalties are all covered by the Shariah. The Shariah is not meant to be static, although it so remained until recent years. Through expert, ongoing exercise of jurisprudence, the Shariah is meant to respond to changing circumstances.

Finally, for Ethics, Islam establishes Justice, Equality, Human Dignity, and Consultative Governance as cardinal principles, and it enjoins all universal, life-enhancing values. Cooperation, forgiveness, tolerance, honesty, modesty, and neighborliness are particularly emphasized for the maintenance of peace and comity. 
On all the preceding matters, which collectively comprise the essence and substance of Islam, Sunni and Shi’i understandings coincide. Both sects take the Qur’an to be God’s literal word, and the Prophet’s Sunna (Deeds and Sayings) as a binding paradigm. Indeed, essentially, all Muslims can be called Sunnis, for they all take the Qur’an and Sunna as the final authority for deciding on all matters Islamic, and they all can be called Shi’is in the sense that they commonly share great affection and respect for Ahl Al-Bait (Prophet’s Household). 
That being the case, what then distinguishes between Sunnism and Shi’ism; where do the two diverge? 

In the year 1909, a prominent Shi’i scholar named Abdul Hussain Sharafaddin went to Cairo, Egypt, to visit with Shaikh Saleem Al-Bishry, the Rector of the Al-Azhar University. Sharafaddin was of Lebanese, Jabel A’amil roots but he was graduated from the leading Shi’i seat of learning in Najaf, Iraq. He was concerned that the Sunnis and Shi’is were drifting apart, to counteract which he thought scholars on both sides needed to do more by way of strengthening Islamic unity. 

About that time, the Arab/Muslim intelligentsia had awakened to the current backwardness of the Arab/Muslim world, and much debate had ensued as to the causes thereof. Against the secularist view that the Islamic legacy was a serious encumbrance, the Islamists had countered that estrangement from Islam actually was to blame. Now, a more unified pan-Islamic stance was needed in the face of the secularist challenge. 

Solid Islamists that they were, the two scholars, the Najafite Shi’i, and the Azharite Sunni, agreed that estrangement from Islam was indeed the cause of the backwardness; therefore, Muslims had to more faithfully abide by the teachings of their religion. They also agreed that there was nothing fundamental about the differences between their two sects, and that both sects were firmly joined in Islam. 
Even so, they compared notes so as to pinpoint and deal with whatever sectarian differences existed. They found much indeed that was common to the two sects, and little that set them apart, except, remarkably, the controversy about Imamat (Political/Religious Leadership) and matters flowing therefrom. Realizing then that a full airing of the controversy required considerable time, they agreed to debate via correspondence. What ensued consequently, over a period of six months, were 112 letters exchanged.

Reading those letters gives one not only a clear understanding of where Sunnism and Shi’ism diverge, but, as importantly, also an appreciation of the far wider ground on which the two sects converge. It, moreover, imparts a deep sense of the fine disciplines of scholarly debate in the Islamic tradition. The scholars’ language is at once courteous and concise, their respect for each other’s learnedness ever present, and their desire to better understand each other’s standpoints evident throughout. That, I must sadly note, is a far cry from the shrill and corrosive Sunni-Shi’i verbal duels seditiously aired on the Arabic television networks these days.

What is the controversy about Imamat? 
The Sunnis, who form 85% per cent of the 1.3 billion Muslims worldwide today, of whom roughly one fourth are Arabs, maintain that Prophet Mohammad died without designating a successor. He left it to the community to choose a successor, who would become their political leader; beyond that, the community would be guided by the Qur’an and Sunna. Thus, with the Sunni sect, the religious and political authority in Islam came to rest with the community, based upon adherence to the foundational Qur’an and Sunna. 
The Shi’is, on the other hand, maintain that the Prophet did designate his cousin and son-in-law, Ali, to be his successor, but the Prophet’s word either was misunderstood at the time or went unheeded after his death. 
This difference, however, eventually moved beyond being merely historical and political. It acquired a doctrinal dimension as well. In Shi’ism, Imamat became a God-ordained corollary to the prophethood itself. God, the Shi’is argued, would not leave His eternal, universal message, Islam, unattended by continuous authentic authority to interpret it correctly for every generation, hence the necessary perpetual role of the Imam in the preservation of Islam. As such, not only Ali, as Imam, should have succeeded the Prophet, as the Prophet had meant, but also after Ali, his sons, Imams Hassan and Hussain, and thereafter the Imams from Hussain’s progeny, should have successively headed the Muslim polity. 
In Shi’ism, the Imam, as such, came to be conceived as someone divinely chosen and endowed with knowledge that rendered him infallible in word and deed. Thus, obeying the Imam and following his way became obligatory. This is why the Shi’is received their Islamic understandings from the Imams of Ahl Al-Bait, rather than from any other sources. 

Sunnism views the concept of Imamat in no such metaphysical terms. To the Sunnis, an Imam is a person of leadership in any given field, his competence for leadership being acquired through personal effort, and his merit being subject to recognition by the community. With the Qur’an and Sunna their twin perpetual guides, Muslims needed only to exercise sound, consensus-based jurisprudence in order to arrive at sound decisions in all spheres of their life.

As a result of this doctrinal divergence, the Sunnis in Usul (Fundamental Precepts), followed the 10th century scholar, Al-Ash’ari, and in Fiqh (Jurisprudence) the four 8th century schools of the grand jurists Abu Hanifa, Malik, Al Shafi’e, and Ibn Hanbal. The Shi’is, on the other hand, in both the fundamental precepts and general jurisprudence, followed the school of Ahl Al-Bait, associated more notably with their 8th century sixth Imam, Jaffar Al-Sadeq. 
>From this divergence, moreover, differences colored conceptions in four distinct areas, namely, 1) the interpretation of some important Islamic events; 2) the authenticity of the Hadith (Prophet’s Sayings) attribution; 3) the evaluation of notable Islamic personalities; and 4) the anticipation of the Mahdi (Guided One) before the end of the world. 
Among the events, both sects confirm but interpret differently the event of Ghadeer Khum; at that event, towards the end of the Prophet’s life, the Shi’is claim the Prophet installed Ali as his successor, while the Sunnis maintain that the Prophet merely spoke highly of him. Another event the two sects confirm but judge differently is the council held immediately after the Prophet’s death, at which Abu Bakr was nominated as the Khalifa, or successor to the Prophet. The Sunnis rule that nomination valid, supported by the fact that it subsequently was ratified by popular consent. The Shi’is question that nomination because of the haste in which it was handled and the very small number of those present and nominating. The variance in viewing these two pivotal events forms the genesis of the Sunni-Shi’i variance.

In the sphere of the Hadith the two sects have variances as well. Texts exist that one side accepts as authentic, while the other side does not. The Sunnis go by their six cannons of the Hadith, including the more notable Sehah (Accurate Compilations) by the 9th century authors Bukhari and Muslim. The Shi’is have their own four cannons, including the notable work, Al-Kafi, authored by Al-Kulaini, also of the 9th century. Even so, it should be pointed out, most of the Hadith is identical or similar in these two sets of cannons.

In the evaluation of personalities also, variances exist. This has been a chronic irritant in the relations between the two sects. Whether some notable persons were righteous or not sufficiently righteous, or who among those notables were more or less righteous than the others, has been a source of unending argumentation.

Finally, both the major sects of Islam anticipate the coming of the Mahdi, the Guided One who will bring peace and justice and restore true religion in the final few years before the end of the world. But the concept is more developed with the Shi’is. With them, the Mahdi is the same Twelfth Imam who at age four in the year 873 disappeared in a basement nearby the Sammarra shrine, the same one that was heavily damaged by a hostile attack last year. Since his disappearance, the Mahdi has been alive and observant of the world, but in hiding, waiting on God’s word to reappear and rectify the wrongs of a world gone corrupt and oppressive beyond ordinary reform. The Sunnis do not accept that version in its full metaphysical detail.

Notwithstanding the differences I just recounted, Sunnism and Shi’ism remain equally rooted and firmly joined in Islam, which has always been and remains solidly one cohesive faith. The differences between the two sects, as the Azharite Sunni scholar and his Najafite Shi’i colleague concurred, are very minor compared to their commonly shared understandings both on fundamental beliefs and general jurisprudence. In fact, in his last letter, the Al-Azhar’s Grand Shaikh graciously acknowledged that the discussion via correspondence with his Shi’i colleague had helped him better appreciate Shi’ism.

As a result, though somewhat belatedly, since 1959, Shi’i jurisprudence has been recognized and included in the curriculum of Islamic studies at the Al-Azhar University. Though established by the Shi’i Fatimid regime in 969, the Al-Azhar, after the collapse of that regime in 1171, became the paramount Sunni seat of Islamic learning, and now stands as the world’s oldest university. The Shi’i scholarship, on the other hand, has traditionally been seated in Najaf, Iraq, and, like the Sunni scholarship in Cairo, covers the full range of Islamic jurisprudence.

Now if that which is common between Sunnism and Shi’ism by far exceeds that which is divergent, and if both are organically joined in Islam, why are their adherents at each other’s throats in Iraq?

To be accurate, it is not the two sects fighting each other en masse, but rather only the extremists of both sects. The rank and file of the Sunnis and Shi’is have normal relations among them. By and large, familial, tribal, neighborly, and social relationships closely bind Iraqis across sectarian lines. But it is the extremists, with twisted agendas of their own, who callously create the bloody events that cause carnage and untold suffering all around. The silent majorities of both the Sunnis and Shi’is have had to haplessly endure the atrocities perpetrated by their respective gangs of extremists. Neither the Sunni nor Shi’i community has been able to pull back its extremists, nor the state, backed by United States armed forces, has yet been able to curb the extremists’ ongoing rampage. 
As a rule, within any major religion, sectarian differences are common and normally benign. However, when incited by extremists, they engender rabid resentment and anger that often result in altercations. Furthermore, when religious or sectarian differences are seditiously politicized, armed conflict follows in the wake. The Sunni-Shi’i variance in Islam is not unlike sectarian variances in the other major religions that, like Islam, have known long periods of peaceful coexistence and intermittent bouts of violence among their respective sects. Historically, religions, as well as sects within a given religion, have exercised tolerance, until politics was interjected. And nowhere religion and politics have merged, has either one escaped being twisted and tainted. Sadly, that has been the case in Iraq lately, and sadly, that is being increasingly incited across the Middle East.

Reflecting on the religion-politics fault line, I have always admired the wisdom of the founding fathers of this great nation in enacting the separation of religion and state, in a way that safeguards both the freedom of religion and the integrity and neutrality of the state. In all my study I have found no formulation that better achieves such separation than the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. Consequently, I find nowhere both religion and state better served than in these United States. 
Finally, as general comment, with a greater awareness of the vulnerabilities of our world -- a world densely populated, widely diverse, largely interdependent, and precariously technological -- we should tread more carefully than ever before. In particular, we should avoid mixing politics and religion, for that has always been, and is even more so today, tantamount to playing with fire. To that end, we should avoid provocative political rhetoric and incendiary religious or sectarian argument. Beyond that, in our own natural development as intelligent and moral beings, we should train ourselves to be more rational than religious, more ethical than political, and, above all, ever more humane in the ways we think and act in the world. 
Religion comes to us from the distant past, and although it brings us great spiritual insights, by which we may always illuminate our path and refine our outlook, we must not allow religious zeal or dogma to draw us apart, color our judgment, or limit our intellectual reach. For ours is a world much transformed from the world in which our religions were given. The whole idea of progress would stand thwarted if successive generations would remain rigidly leashed to ideas from the past.

Our world, moreover, is divided, yet interconnected; knowledgeable, yet vulnerable; prosperous, yet plagued by the poverty of so many of its citizens. Among our poor and dispossessed worldwide there lies immense talent yet to be helped out of depravation and enabled to flower and flourish, to the benefit of all humankind. To help and be helped, to make our world ever better and our lives universally happier and more fruitful, we need to develop more enlightened, more cooperative, and more caring modes of thinking. 
As a man thinks, so he is, the Bible reminds us. The Qur’an likewise reminds: Everyone acts in accordance with how one is (internally) formed. Let us then cleanse our insides, elevate our thinking, and cherish one another and the life we have been given briefly to share on this beautiful and bountiful planet. In Mahatma Gandhi’s words, let us be the change that we want to see in the world. To which I might add, let us be the best we can be, to which there is no limit. 

Thank you. 
---------------------------
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