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Abstract

The encyclopedic approach to religion maintains that religion has a maximal
function across all dimensions of the lives of believers. This approach rests
on several important premises and components, including the truth of Islam;
the philosophy of Prophethood and the necessity of securing human felicity
in both this world and the hereafter; the comprehensiveness and perpetuity
of Islam; the existence of Qur’anic verses that address the totality of human
life; the diverse applications of Qur’anic teachings to human life; the role of
time and place in the formulation of practical religious rulings; and the
authority of the Qur’an, Sunnah, consensus (ijma ), and reason. According
to this view, every dimension of human life has a religious aspect, and this
world and the hereafter are not merely interconnected but stand in a
hierarchical relationship with one another. Consequently, no dimension of
human life lies beyond the maximal sphere of influence of religion and its
teachings. Characterizing these dimensions and domains as “Islamic” means
not only that they develop within an Islamic worldview but also that they
draw maximally upon the teachings of the Qur’an and Sunnah.
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Introduction

Among the various approaches to religion that address its functions in
different domains of human life, the encyclopedic approach has a long
historical background among religious scholars, particularly among
traditionally oriented members of the clerical establishment. Drawing on the
finality of the Prophethood of Muhammad, the infallibility and revelatory
nature of the Qur’an, and the comprehensiveness and perpetuity of Islam,
proponents of this view have concluded that the comprehensiveness and
perpetuity of Islam necessarily entail the actual capacity of its teachings to
meet the material and spiritual needs of Muslim human beings across all
domains of life, including the social, political, cultural, theological,
economic, ethical, educational, scientific, philosophical, and related spheres.
In effect, this view maintains that the Qur’an and the body of narrations
collectively constitute an encyclopedia in which answers to all of humanity’s
permanent and changing needs are already contained, regardless of temporal
and geographical circumstances.

Among the considerations supporting the encyclopedic view are the Qur’anic
verses and the large body of narrations transmitted from the Prophet
Muhammad and the Shi‘i Imams that have guided believers in managing
individual and collective affairs in various political, social, economic,
cultural, theological, ethical, educational, scientific, philosophical,
historical, and other domains. Moreover, the approximately ten-year period
of the Prophet’s rule in Medina and the roughly five-year caliphate of Imam
‘Ali, both of which were substantially grounded in the aforementioned
Qur’anic and narrational sources, can, in some respects, be regarded as
supporting evidence for the encyclopedic conception of religion. Likewise,
the scientific achievements of Muslims and the flourishing of Islamic
civilization between the third and seventh centuries AH, which were
certainly inspired in part by Qur’anic and narrative teachings, may be cited
by advocates of the encyclopedic view as an instance of a successful
historical experience. Ultimately, the most important characteristic of the
encyclopedic approach is its tendency to regard the entire order of existence,
and especially the various dimensions of human life, as “religious” and,
consequently, to seek appropriate answers within religious texts to the
diverse questions and needs that arise for human beings under different
temporal and geographical conditions.

As noted in the main body of this study, another important feature of the
encyclopedic approach is the fact that, throughout the centuries, many
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religious scholars within the Islamic tradition have embraced this perspective
and sought to define an Islamic way of life and to reconstruct Islamic society
and Islamic knowledge on the basis of Islamic teachings and doctrines. It is
on this basis that one may speak of such notions as Islamic government,
Islamic economics, Islamic educational sciences, Islamic culture, Islamic
medicine, and the like. In these cases, characterizing a science, body of
knowledge, culture, political system, medical practice, or similar domain as
“Islamic” means more than merely giving it an Islamic orientation. It implies,
more fundamentally, drawing maximally upon Islamic teachings, including
the Qur’an and narrations, in its foundations, principles, theories, methods of
inquiry, and standards of evaluation. This is because the two rich sources of
the Qur’an and narrations are viewed as an encyclopedia and a pharmacy in
which the foundations and means necessary for securing and preparing all
dimensions of the lives of believers are contained, thereby providing answers
to their needs in every age and under diverse geographical and cultural
circumstances. As indicated above, the encyclopedic approach faces
fundamental challenges and multiple tensions both in terms of the premises
that sustain it and its principles and criteria, as well as at the level of its actual
application. One of its foundational challenges is its tendency to regard the
entire order of existence, and particularly the totality of human life, as
“religious,” while overlooking those dimensions and aspects of human life
that are genuinely ‘“non-religious.” Another challenge is its failure to
distinguish between what is religious and what is non-religious within the
language of revelation, which results in conflating the religious and essential
dimensions of revelation with its non-religious and incidental dimensions.
Furthermore, by failing to distinguish between God’s essential purpose and
His incidental or secondary purposes in the verses of revelation, proponents
of the encyclopedic approach fall into the significant error of treating all
Qur’anic verses as having the same status from the divine perspective.

At the level of the principles and criteria underlying this approach, one may
point to its insufficient attention to the diversity of Qur’anic verses with
respect to such areas as theology, ethics, economics, politics, society,
education, culture, and related domains. The diversity of such verses
naturally indicates the horizontal and vertical differentiation of the divine
message manifested in them. This includes the need to distinguish between
verses that directly communicate the primary message of revelation and
those that address matters not directly related to the religious message but
ultimately reinforce belief in God, which constitutes the central message of
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religion. Similarly, the failure of proponents of this approach to distinguish
between the Prophet’s and other great religious figures’ religious and non-
religious roles has resulted in the conflation of their governmental rulings or
non-religious opinions with religious rulings and teachings.

Moreover, by placing excessive emphasis on the role of religious texts in
satisfying humanity’s fundamental needs, this approach overlooks the value
and significance of the great gifts God has bestowed upon human beings,
namely, reason, experience, creativity, and practical expertise. Yet an
examination of the historical experience of human life demonstrates that the
role of religions, including Islam, has not been identical at the three
fundamental levels of human life: foundations and values; rules and laws;
and practical programs and strategies. Rather, significant differences exist
among these levels. With respect to the provision of values and the
theological and ethical foundations of human life, the role of Islam is
maximal and universal, and this is, moreover, consistent with sound human
reason. With regard to the rules and laws governing human life, however, the
role of Islam is more limited. That is, Islam provides the minimum necessary
rules and laws for managing a simple and desirable form of life, whereas the
development of the more extensive body of rules and regulations required
for human life is entrusted to human reason, experience, creativity, and
needs.

Conclusions

Proponents of the encyclopedic approach overlook an important fact: the
primary role of religion in the lives of believers is largely to articulate the
values, standards, foundations, and systems of belief and morality that
govern their lives. By contrast, the extensive domain of human life-planning,
which is largely non-religious in character and highly changeable in response
to the expectations and needs of believers, generally falls outside the direct
sphere of religious intervention.
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