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EDITORIAL

MERAMBAH JALAN SPIRITUAL

Mengawali tahun 2009, Refleksi mengusung tema “Merambah Jalan
Spiritual”. Dalam dua dasawarsa terakhir masyarakat di berbagai belahan
dunia yang dilanda oleh demam spiritualitas. Fenomena ini begitu luasnya
di Barat sehingga melahirkan slogan “Spirituality, yes, Organized religion,
no.” Abdul Muis Naharong mencoba mendeskripsikan New Age, salah
satu aliran spiritual, yang menyebar ke negara-negara Timur, termasuk In-
donesia, akibat proses globalisasi.

Fenomena gerakan New Age sebagaimana dipaparkan pada tulisan per-
tama juga diamini oleh M. Sidi Ritaudin pada pengantar tulisannya.
Menurutnya, gerakan New Age muncul sebagai suatu reaksi kritis ter-
hadap kemodernan yang rasional. Gerakan ini meyakini adanya peru-
bahan yang mendasar terhadap dominasi rasio dan ilmu pengetahuan di
atas Tuhan (baca: iman). Gerakan ini mencari suatu keseimbangan baru
antara rasio dan iman yang memusatkan jalan batin menuju sumber ke-
hidupan ilahiah.

Selaras dengan artikel kedua, Aktobi Gozali melihat kenyataan bahwa
al-Qur’an kadang dianggap tidak mampu menjawab berbagai persoalan
kehidupan. Menurutnya, salah satu faktor penyebabnya adalah kesalahan
dalam cara membaca al-Qur’an, sehingga dalam konteks ini penting repo-
sisi al-Qur’an berhadapan dengan subyek yang memahaminya, agar makna
al-Qur’an menjadi lebih kontekstual dan aplikatif dalam merespons
berbagai persoalan kehidupan. Sebuah pendekatan rasional-filosofis yang
melahirkan pemahaman kontekstual, menjadi keniscayaan saat pendeka-
tan tekstual/harfiah tidak dapat memberikan solusi baik pada tataran pem-
uasan rasio, maupun tuntutan praktis. Sebuah upaya reposisi yang berim-
plikasi pada konsekuensi ontologis, epistemologis dan aksiologis.

Persoalan makna al-Qur’an yang kontekstual dan aplikatif setidaknya
dapat dibaca pada sejumlah buku tafsir karya sarjana Muslim di Indonesia,
sebagaimana yang diungkapkan oleh Izza Rohman. Menurutnya, wacana
tafsir tematik di Indonesia berputar pada tiga isu: tema apa yang sepatut-
nya dikembangkan, prinsip-prinsip apa yang perlu digarisbawahi, dan



bagaimana metode tafsir tematik semestinya diterapkan. Beberapa sarjana
memandang bahwa tema-tema mengenai masalah sosial yang dihadapi
masyarakat, seperti kemiskinan dan keterbelakangan, lebih sepatutnya
dipilih dalam kajian tafsir tematik. Sedangkan para sarjana yang lain tidak
mengistimewakan tema tertentu di atas tema yang lain. Terlepas dari tema
(atau term) apa yang dibincangkan dalam tafsir tematik, setidaknya ada
dua prinsip yang umumnya disepakati. Yang pertama adalah pentingnya
memperlakukan al-Qur’an sebagai suatu kesatuan yang utuh, dan yang
kedua adalah pentingnya memerhatikan kronologi pewahyuan al-Qur’an.

Salah satu mufasir Indonesia yang karyanya sangat dikenal adalah
Hamka. Shobahussurur menganalisis tokoh ini dengan mengukur
produktivitasnya. Seseorang yang secara formal tidak mengenyam pen-
didikan sekolah, tetapi mampu menulis banyak hal. Hamka menulis ten-
tang secjarah, tafsir, hadis, tasawuf, bahasa, dan sastra. Karyanya
menghadirkan respons yang aktif dari kondisi yang terjadi di masyarakat.
ketika masyarakat urban menghadapi pemahaman tasawuf yang ekstrem
berhadapan dengan pola hidup sekuler yang hedonis, ia menulis 7asawuf
Modern. Saat terjadi fenomena perseteruan akut antara adat dan agama,
dia menulis Tenggelamnya Kapal van Der Wijck. Saat masyarakat modern
lari dari agama mengikuti kehidupan materialistis, dia menulis D7 Bawah
Lindungan Ka’bah. Respons terhadap kondisi masyarakat juga diungkap-
kan ketika sedang merenung di dalam penjara, hingga lahir karya monu-
mentalnya: Tafsir Al-Azhar.

Sebagai penutup pada Refleksi kali ini, Redaksi menyajikan book re-
view komprehensif yang ditulis oleh Mujiburrahman atas sebuah buku
yang berjudul Ensiklopedi Nurcholish Madjid. Book review ini membuka
pintu kemudahan bagi pembaca buku ini dengan melakukan klasifikasi
terhadap orang-orang besar dalam ensiklopedi ini. Klasifikasi tersebut
mencakup kelompok Nabi dan Rasul, sahabat-sahabat Nabi, para pemikir
muslim klasik, tokoh-tokoh agama dan politik di Indonesia, dan pemikir
muslim modern, ilmuwan, serta politisi Barat.

Selamat membaca.!

Redaksi



INDONESIAN MUSLIM SCHOLARS’ CONCEPTIONS
ON THE METHOD OF THEMATIC INTERPRETATION
OF THE QUR’AN

Izza Rohman
Universitas Muhammadiyah Prof. Dr. HAMKA (UHAMKA)
izza.rohman@ubamka.ac.id

Abstract: This study deals with Indonesian Muslim scholars’ discussions on the method of
thematic interpretation of the Quran during the period of 20 years, from the mid-1980s
to the mid-20005s. It shows that, in Indonesian discourses on thematic method of Qur'an
interpretation, three issues are recurrently dealt with: what kind of themes is most desira-
ble, what principles should be underlined, and in what way the method of thematic inter-
pretation should be applied. While some scholars argue that it would be better if the theme
selected is closely related to the real problems facing the society like poverty and backward-
ness, some others do not privilege a certain kind of theme over the others. Regardless of the
theme or the term to be discussed, however, two principles are commonly and recurrently
highlighted with regard to the application of thematic method. The first is the importance
of treating the Quran is on its own terms as a unity. The second is the importance of
paying close attention to the chronology of the Quran revelation. As for the issue of how
the method of thematic interpretation should be applied, this study shows that there are
[free important models of thematic interpretation introduced in Indonesia: the one that was
popularized by Quraish Shibab, the one that is introduced by Dawam Rahardjo, and the
one that was named thematic-chronological method by Taufik Adan Amal and Syamsu
Rizal Panggabean while discussing a contextual approach to the Qur an.

Keywords: Mawdi i, al-Farmawi, Key Terms, Contextual Approach.
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Abstrak: Penelitian ini membabas perdebatan wulama Muslim Indonesia mengenai
metode interpretasi tematis al-Qur an selama periode 20 tahun, dari pertengahan 1980-
an hingga pertengaban 2000-an. Penelitian ini menunjukkan bahwa, dalam wacana
Indonesia mengenai metode tematis interpretasi al-Qur an, tiga isu secara berulang kali
dibahas: jenis tema yang paling diinginkan, prinsip-prinsip yang seharusnya ditekankan,
dan bagaimana metode interpretasi tematis seharusnya diterapkan. Sementara beberapa
ulama berpendapat bahwa lebih baik jika tema yang dipilih erat terkait dengan masalah
nyata yang dihadapi masyarakat seperti kemiskinan dan ketertinggalan, beberapa lainnya
tidak memberikan keistimewaan tertentu tema atas yang lain. Namun, terlepas dari tema
atay istilah yang akan dibahas, dua prinsip umum dan berulang kali ditekankan terkait
dengan penerapan metode tematis. Pertama adalah pentingnya memperlakukan al-
Quran sebagai kesatuan dengan karakteristiknya sendiri. Kedua adalah pentingnya
memperhatikan kronologi wahyu al-Qur'an. Mengenai masalah bagaimana metode in-
terpretasi tematis seharusnya diterapkan, penelitian ini menunjukkan bahwa ada tiga
model interpretasi tematis yang diperkenalkan di Indonesia: yang dipopulerkan oleh
Quraish Shihab, yang diperkenalkan oleh Dawam Rabardjo, dan yang dinamai merode
tematis-kronologis oleh Taufik Adan Amal dan Syamsu Rizal Panggabean saat membahas
pendekatan kontekstual terhadap al-Qur an.

Kata Kunci: Mawdii’, al-Farmawi, Istilah Kunci, Pendekatan Kontekstual.

Introduction

Since about the mid-1980s, the method of thematic interpretation has
been frequently discussed and even widely practiced in Indonesian aca-
demia This represents to a large extent aa d sat faction with the classical
‘chained’ or sequential style of interpreting the Qur’an verse by verse
mostly in accordance with the mushaf (corpus) arrangement, known as
tafsir musalsal or tafsir taplili or tafsir tajzi’i. Many Indonesian Muslim
scholars seem no longer optimistic about the potential of such an interpre-
tive style to explore and deliver the meanings and messages of the Qur’an
in order to face the changed reality or to change the reality itself. Even
though musalsal commentaries still attract the writers and readers of tafsirs
(as demonstrated, for instance, by Quraish Shihab’s Tafsir Al-Mishbah and
Achmad Chodjim’s commentaries on popular sirahs), many Indonesian
scholars would recommend thematic approach to interpreting the Qur’an,
instead of musalsal approach.

The latter is now often considered to be “resulting in overlapping com-
prehension” and “unable to present balanced Qur’anic messages™ as well

Refleksi Vol. 11, No. 1 (2009)
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as “making the Qur’anic guides scattered and not delivered to its readers
wholly.”” The thematic method, on the other hand, is regarded as having
some worthwhile qualities. It offers the unity of Qur’anic concepts.> More-
over, it can be expected to provide new perspectives and thereby to be a
reliable way to attain new explanations about conventional understand-
ings.* More importantly, this method is considered to be “able to lead us
to Qur’anic views about various problems of life and the answers for
them.” In the context of struggles for gender equity for instance, thematic
interpretation would arguably lead to more favorable results than musalsal
interpretation.® Therefore, thematic interpretation is not only character-
ized as mere rearrangement of textual material, but also as a distinct
method of exegesis with new results.

While the method of thematic interpretation has been often practiced,
there is still no serious attention paid to how this method has been intro-
duced and conceived by Indonesian Muslim scholars. For that reason, this
essay seeks to scrutinize their works dealing with the thematic method
published during the mid-1980s till the mid-2000s. A close look at these
works suggests that there are, in fact, some models of thematic interpreta-
tion that have been proposed or popularized in Indonesia.

The Introduction of the Method of Thematic Interpretation

It would obviously be reasonable to argue that interpreting the Qur’an
topically had been frequently practiced in Indonesia a long time before the
1980’s—even though this fact is often unnoticed.” However, efforts to sys-
tematize thematic approaches to interpreting the Qur’an have been made
more recently. It may be argued® that the method of thematic interpreta-
tion is pioneered by Fazlur Rahman particularly through his Major Themes
of the Qurian (1980) in which he seeks to provide a thematic interpretation
of its kind by systematically presenting the Qur’an on its own terms as a
unity. If one agrees with this opinion, the translation of this book into
Bahasa Indonesia in 1983” would arguably be the first note. worthy intro-
duction of thematic method in Indonesia.

Nevertheless, Rahman does not provide his readers with some concep-
tions on how thematic interpretation should be applied, Therefore, one
may agree with Quraish Shihab'® who, referring to ‘Abd al-Hayy al-
Farmawi’s al-Bidiyah fi al-Tafsir al-Mawdi’i (1977), argues that the

method of thematic interpretation (¢afsir mawdii’i) was firstly introduced
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in Egypt by Ahmad Sayyid al-Kami (until 1981 chairman of the Depart-
ment of Tafsir of al-Azhar University) together with his colleagues. Ac-
cordingly, Shihab’s article in Beberapa Aspek Ilmiah tentang Al-Quran
(1986)!! could be considered as the first notable introduction of thematic
method in Indonesia. In this article, which was said to be once presented
in Makassar in 1983,'% Shihab introduces tafsir mawdi’i based on al-
Farmawi’s formulation.'? Later, in line with the success of Shihab’s “Mem-
bumikan” Al-Quran (1992) where a slightly revised version of the afore-
mentioned article is included,' this article becomes a very popular Indo-
nesian language introduction to the concept of #fsir mawdii i, and the one
that has been frequently referred to in later works. Even though this article
is principally an introduction of al-Farmawf’s version of thematic interpre-
tation, Shihab does make some contributions on his own by suggesting
some modifications and offering other comments. Firstly, he defines the-
matic interpretation differently as “the zafsir that picks a certain topic, by
way of collecting from various chapters all or some verses related to this
topic, to be connected to each other to draw a comprehensive conclusion
about the topic in accordance with the view of the Qur’an.”" Secondly,
he recommends that the mawdii 1 exegetes prioritize the themes closely re-
lated to the real problems facing society and consequently they need to
learn about these problems. Thirdly, he emphasizes the necessity to grasp
the meaning of a particular word by examining how the Qur’an uses that
word.

Shihab himself, as a leading mufassir in contemporary Indonesia, has
recurrently employed the method of thematic interpretation in his works.
One of his most important works is Wawasan Al-Qur'an (1996) which was
made up from his 33 papers presented in a routine religious learning forum
(pengajian) at Istiglal Mosque, Jakarta, since 1993.'° In line with his sug-
gestion to deal with the problems facing society, many of the themes dis-
cussed in this book have something to do with social life, such as justice,
welfare, economy, disease, women, and poverty—even though social sci-
ence insights could hardly be found there.

Some other early noteworthy conceptual introductions to the thematic
method are included in Taufik Adnan Amal and Syamsu Rizal
Panggabean’s Tafsir Kontekstual Al-Quran (1989), which argues for the
need for “thematic-chronological” approach to contextually interpreting
the Qur’an; Abdul Dijalal’s Urgensi Tafsir Mawdlu’i pada Masa Kini
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(1990), which initially was his professor’s inaugural speech in Surabaya in
1986, relies on al-Farmawi’s conception as well; and an article by the
Iraqi scholar Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr translated into Bahasa Indonesia
as, “Pendekatan Tematik terhadap Tafsir Al-Qur'an”, that was published in
a famous scholarly journal, Ulumul Qur'an (1990)." In the same journal,
in a series of articles published during the early and mid-1990’s, Dawam
Rahardjo—who basically is an economist and social researcher-elaborated
his own model of thematic interpretation which he more often called ‘in-
terpreting the Qur’an with the Qur’an itself.'” His series of thematic com-
mentary continually pick key terms in the Qur’an, such as panif, din, ta-
qwa, khalifah, jihad, and @l al-albab, but social science insights noticeably
shape his analyses.

The introduction of the method of thematic interpretation has been
followed by the continuously increasing number of published books mak-
ing use of this method in the last two decades, many of which were origi-
nally completed for academic purposes.”” This development could be at-
tributed partly to Quraish Shihab’s influence, especially in the Islamic
higher education institutions in which the method of thematic interpreta-
tion attracted a lot of students finishing their theses—although they do
not necessarily follow al-Farmawi’s framework or heed Shihab’s suggestion
to prioritize real problems within society. In Syarif Hidayatullah State In-
stitute for Islamic Studies (IAIN, now State Islamic University or UIN)
Jakarta where Shihab once spent a part of his intellectual life for an ex-
tended period of time, Suwito and Muhbib demonstrate that, of 48
Qur’an-related master theses submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies
during the period of 1991-2000, 24 (50%) are thematic Qur’an interpre-
tations.”’ My own survey shows that from 2001 to 2005, there are 50
(58,1%) master theses using thematic approach out of 86 Qur’an-related
master theses submitted to the faculty, and up to 2005, there have been
30 (46,1%) doctoral dissertations using thematic approach out of 65
Qur’an-related doctoral dissertations submitted to the faculty. Many of
these master and doctoral theses that interpret the Qur’an thematically
have been subsequently published as books.** It is fully correct to say that
this trend does not exclusively take place at UIN Jakarta.”

In more recent discourses, one could also find some endeavors to in-
troduce the conception of the method of thematic interpretation advo-
cated by the Egyptian thinker Hassan Hanafi since the 1990s. Among the
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most important ones are a chapter in Ilham Saenong’s Hermeneutika Pem-
bebasan (2002)** and an article by Hanafi translated into Bahasa Indonesia
as “Dari Teks ke Aksi: Merekomendasi Tafsir Tematik” in Jurnal Studi Al-
Quran (2006).

Notions Concerning the Method of Thematic Interpretation

In Indonesian discourses on thematic method of Qur’an interpretation,
three issues are recurrently dealt with: what kind of themes is most desira-
ble: what principles should be underlined, and in what way the method of
thematic interpretation should be applied.

According to Quraish Shihab, even though this method could be uti-
lized to discuss any theme, it would be better if the theme is closely related
to the real problems facing the society like poverty and backwardness, as
in such a way one could provide Qur’anic answers for these problems.?
Consequently, comprehending the problems prevailing in the community
is a requirement for mawdi’i exegetes. Shihab thus associates rafsir
mawdi i with pragmatic (social) purposes. Indeed, he stresses that themes
which are too theoretical should be avoided.”” Similarly, Taufik Adnan
Amal and Syamsu Rizal Panggabean argue that what is important in inter-
preting the Qur’an thematically is to provide practical Qur’anic solutions
toward social phenomena, and this necessarily requires a close look at so-
cial reality.?®

Rather differently, for Dawam Rahardjo, what is more important for
grasping the Qur’an through thematic approach is the ‘key terms’ (istilah-
istilah kunci).”® As to what kind of key terms should be discussed, he does
not really privilege a certain kind over the others. He views that the key
terms could be derived from the concepts of social sciences or humanities
(e.g. ‘democracy’), the terms stated in the Qur’an (e.g. ‘taqwa’), and the
concepts of Islamic traditional sciences (e.g. ‘tawhid).”® However, in prac-
tice, he always chooses major terms frequently mentioned in the Qur’an —
most often the words that have been already ‘culturalized’ within the con-
text of Indonesian society, such as fitrah (firrah), ‘abd (abdi), aminah
(amanah), rahmah (rahmat), rih (roh), nafs (nafsu), syaytan (setan), ‘adl
(adil), ummah (umat), ilm (ilmu), rizq (rezeki), and riba (riba).”’

Regardless of the theme or the term to be discussed, however, two prin-
ciples are commonly and recurrently highlighted with regard to the appli-
cation of thematic method. The first is the importance of treating the
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Qur’an on its own terms as a unity. This by and large means that it is
imperative to interpret the Qur’an in light of the Qur’an itself. Hence, this
is basically a re-accentuation of the classical concept that a/-Quran yufas-
siru ba’dubu ba'da (the parts of the Qur’an explain each other), or ‘Ali ibn
Abi Talib’s saying: istantiq al-Qurian (let the Qur’an speaks).” In fact,
thematic method is considered to be the best because it allows us to keep
interpreting the Qur’an with the Qur'an—the best method according to
such eminent scholars as Ibn Kathir, al-Zarkashi, and Ibn Taymiyyah.? In
this case, the thematic interpretation of the Qur’an differs hardly at all
from traditional commentaries of the musalsal kind many of which have
sometimes tried to interpret the Qur’an with the Qur'an. What distin-
guishes thematic interpretation from ‘chained’ or—in Hassan Hanafi’s
term— longitudinal’ interpretation is that in the latter the interpreter
merely reacts to what is said in the text as it occurs, whereas in the former
he or she can start from the application of his or her own questions to the
text. Thematic interpretation pursues Qur’an’s answers and thereby is
more rigorous in presenting the Qur’an as a unity on its own terms.

The second principle highlighted is to pay close attention to the chro-
nology of the Qur’an revelation—which is said to have been frequently
neglected in the application of the concept of al-Qurian yufassiru ba dubu
ba'dan>* A chronology-conscious interpretation is considered to be im-
portant because the Qur’anic responses to the socio-historical situations
before and during the era of revelation, took place gradually in line with
the development of Muhammad’s prophetic mission, therefore by know-
ing the chronology of these responses, one would understand how the
Qur’an reacts to a certain phenomenon.” This chronological approach is
also regarded as imperative to avoid any mistake in drawing a legal conclu-
sion or detailing a particular historical event.*® Moreover, chronological
approach is helpful for grasping the evolution of the meanings of a word
or concept in the Qur’an.”” Underscoring this principle, Indonesian schol-
ars in a sense do not feel bothered by the absence of complete agreement
among both Muslim and non-Muslim scholars on the chronological ar-
rangement of the whole Qur’an.

In the case of Dawam Rahardjo, it seems that itis these two principles,
rather than the idea of thematic interpretation itself, that more conspicu-
ously attract his attention. Rahardjo often implies as his primary idea a
certain distinct model of interpreting the Qur’an with the Qur’an.*® Two
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of his main proposals are to consider the Qur’an as an ‘encyclopedia’ and
al-Fatihah as the Qur’an in a nutshell. As an ‘encyclopedia’, the Qur’an
itself certainly explains the terms and the concepts that it mentions. It is
therefore possible to obtain the meaning of these terms and concepts from
Qur’anic verses as such. As the meaning of a particular term might have
changed over time during the period of revelation, the Qur’an should be
read in accordance with the chronology of revelation. Hence, one could
derive the meaning or sense of a term introduced in an earlier verse from
the later verses which mention it or its derivations.”

Another hypothesis of Rahardjo is that the opening si#rah al-Fatihah is
the Qur’an in a nutshell. What he means is that al-Fatihah, which func-
tions as the core of the Qur’an, is repeatedly explained in the Qur’an.*
According to Rahardjo, this implies that al-Fatihah puts the Qur’an in a
nutshell. This further means that al-Fatihah is repeatedly clarified by the
rest of the Qur’an. Rahardjo, moreover, identifies al-Fatihah as mubkamat
verses in relation to the other verses in the Qur’an which are mutashibi-
hat.*' For that reason, in Rahardjo’s view, al-Fatihah could be used as an
‘opener’ or ‘key’, or as a ‘microscope’ or a ‘paradigm’—the words he him-
self uses to understand the verses in the remainder of the Qur’an. In this
regard, two methodological directions are possible: explaining al-Fatihah
with other Qur’anic verses, as well as referring Qur’anic verses back to al-
Fatihah.*?

In line with his assumptions about the chronological development of
the meanings of Qur’anic terms and the relationship between al-Fatihah
and the remainder of the Qur’an, Rahardjo puts forward the idea of inter-
preting the Qur’an by taking major terms of al-Fatihah, e.g. rabb
al-"dlamin, rahpman, rapim and sirar al-mustaqim, as the primary point of
departure, and subsequently examining these terms through looking at the
chronology of their verses, and finally using the meanings obtained to shed
light on certain verses at issue.*” However, Rahardjo himself has not yet
realized this idea fully: he has merely hinted at preliminary incomplete ex-
amples.*

Basically, what Rahardjo has realized in his masterpiece, Ensiklopedi al-
Qur an, is thematic Qur’an interpretation that picks for the most part key
terms outside al-Fatihah, He does not inform his readers as to how he
mapped out his strategy to interpret these terms, but he gives a two-para-
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graph clue regarding some main steps he has consistently taken in his the-

matic interpretation of the Qur’an. These steps seem to include in sequen-

tial order:

1)

RN

)
)
)

I

Choosing a key term,

Collecting all verses containing this term,

Arranging the verses in chronological order,

Examining these verses in connection with their surrounding
verses,

Noticing the possible evolution of the meaning-and-context of this
term,

Constructing the view of the Qur’an in regard to this term, and
Connecting this conceptual view with other pertinent terms or
concepts of the Qur’an.®

These steps are different in some respects from those formulated by al-

Farmawi, which have become quite popular in Indonesia mainly after

Quraish Shihab introduced it. Al-Farmawi formulates seven steps of zafsir

mawdii’i as follows:

1)
2)

Choosing a topic that would be discussed,

Collecting Qur’anic verses related to the topic, either Makkiyyah or
Madaniyyah verses,

Organizing these verses based on the chronology of revelation,
while taking note of their asbib al-nuzil,

Recognizing the correlations (mundsabait) between these verses and
surrounding verses in their respective sarah,

Organizing the topic in a systematic outline,

Adding relevant hadiths to the explanation, when necessary,
Examining the verses thoroughly by identifying verses having sim-
ilar meanings, harmonizing between the mm and the khiss, be-
tween the mutlag and the mugayyad, and synchronizing the verses
which are seemingly contradictive, and explaining the nasikh and
the mansitkh one, so all verses can meet in one end without having
discrepancies and contradictions, or certain imposition toward
some verses into inappropriate meanings.*

The main differences between these two schemes can be summarized

as follows. First of all, while al-Farmawi starts with a ‘topic’, Rahardjo

starts with a ‘key term’, which gives a different impression. ‘Key term’ (kaza

Refleksi Vol. 11, No. 1 (2009)



Indonesian Muslim Scholars’ Conceptions on the Method of Thematic Interpretation of the Qur'an | 88

kunci or istilah kunci) hints at an emphasis on something important—pri-
marily for attempting at something else—that is, a specific word that has
a deep and a wide meaning. This choice is understandable because what
Rahardjo suggests (and intends to do) is principally to (take part in the
efforts to) ‘culturalized” Qur’anic values within society, and to open up
new horizons of Qur’an understanding, particularly through obtaining
new Qur’anic explanations on traditional understanding. What he talks
about (and carries out) is essentially an attempt to (contextually) grasp the
Holy Book and then present it,*” rather than an attempt to find a Qur’anic
answer for a certain problem— what the thematic interpretation is for in
the opinions of al-Farmawi, Shihab and others—even though it may be
argued that there is really a negligible distinction between two attempts.

Second of all, while al-Farmawi takes the contents of ‘ulim al-Qurin
(Qur’anic sciences) seriously, and accordingly puts them as the significant
part of his proposal for thematic interpretation, Rahardjo does not show
in his proposal any interest in (traditional) ulam al-Quran. On the one
hand, this corresponds to Rahardjo’s criticism of the claim that zafsir is an
exclusive domain for those mastering ‘ulim al-Qurin, even though he
does not reject that ulim al-Qur7n is of importance to interpreting the
Qur’an.®® On the other hand, this may be attributed to the fact that he
was not formally trained in Islamic studies—he was majoring in economic
development. However, Rahardjo himself asserts that he still continues
self-studying Islamic disciplines after dropping out from Madrasah Dini-
yah al-Islam, Solo, where he learned Islamic traditional sciences for about
six years (till he was 14 years old) besides attending state-run ‘secular’
schools.”” In addition, while Rahardjo still admits the benefit of the con-
cepts of ulism al-Qur’an even as he enunciates ‘the postulate of the Refor-
mation’ that everybody is allowed to reflect on the purports of the Holy
Book, not each of those who major in Islamic studies would necessarily
like to accommodate these concepts in their interpretive frameworks, they
could even be very critical to such ‘ulim al-Quran concepts of mubkam-
mutashabbib, nisikh-mansikh, amm-kbdiss, qat’i-zanni, mutlag-muqayyad,
and mujmal-mubayyan. This is apparent for instance in the case of Taufik
Adnan Amal and Syamsu Rizal Panggabean’s proposal for exegetical
method.

Amal and Panggabean, whose exegetical notions are actually concerned
not only with how to understand the Qur’an in context but also how to
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contextualize its message, devise a six-step approach to understanding the
Qur’an in context, to which they sometimes refer as ‘thematic-chronolog-
ical” interpretation. These steps encompass:

1) Selecting a theme or a term, and collecting verses related to this
theme or term,

2) Studying this theme or term in connection with the historical con-
texts of the periods before the revelation of the Qur’an as well as
during the revelation,

3) Observing the Qur’anic responses regarding this theme or term
chronologically, by involving the asbab al-nuzil, and at the same
time noticing the “literary” contexts (siydq) of the observed verses
in the Qur'an—this would help to draw conclusions on how the
Qur’an treated this theme or term in history and how this theme
or term develops in the Qur’an,

4) Connecting this theme or term with other relevant themes or
terms,

5) Concluding the goals of the Qur’an pertaining to this theme or
term, and

6) Understanding specific verses related to this theme or term in light
of the achieved conclusions.”

These steps also differ in some respect from those of al-Farmawi.
Firstly, unlike al-Farmaw1’s scheme, Amal and Panggabean’s scheme—Ilike
that of Rahardjo— principally does not take many of the concepts of ulim
al-Qurin as tools for comprehending the relationship among Qur’anic
verses. In point of fact, Amal and Panggabean even argue that these con-
cepts (e.g. mubkam-mutashiabbih, nésikh-mansitkh, and so forth) for the
most part result from the confusion about gradual process of the stages of
Qur’anic teachings and supposedly contradictive verses, and authoritarian
attitude of classical scholars (mainly fugahi), rather than generate from
the Qur’an itself: these concepts have even contradicted the self-referential
claims of the Qur’an, and in practice are often applied subjectively and
arbitrarily.”!

Secondly, Amal and Panggabean recommends an emphasis on the ‘in-
teraction’ between the Qur’an and its socio-historical context that is wider
than asbab al-nuzil. This historical context, in their Fazlur Rahman-influ-
enced view, must include both the pre-Qur’an era and the Qur’an revela-

Refleksi Vol. 11, No. 1 (2009)



Indonesian Muslim Scholars’ Conceptions on the Method of Thematic Interpretation of the Qur'an | 90

tion era, which could be reconstructed by using jahiliyyah literatures, his-
torical accounts that exist in tafsirs, asbab al-nuzil, hadith, contemporary
research findings, and, of course, the explanation given by the Qur’an it-
self.”?

Thirdly, Amal and Panggabean highlight the need for revealing the
‘wills’ or “aims’ of the Qur’an. The complete understanding of these
(moral) aims is important for them—if I may conclude for two reasons.
First, this understanding would shed light on Qur’an’s specific verses. By
this complete understanding, one could avoid partial and ‘atomistic’ inter-
pretation of the Qur’anic verses.’® Second, this understanding is a must if
one wants to suggest ‘Qur’anic solutions’ to social problems.**

Thus, we have seen three important models of thematic interpretation
introduced in Indonesia. Despite some remarkable differences, these mod-
els have two points in common, First, they bring to the fore the im-
portance of considering the chronology of revelation in grasping the ‘in-
tention’ of the Qur’an. Second, they also emphasize the significance of
considering the context of a verse or term in the Qur'an (mundsabah) in
understanding how a theme develops among other themes in the Qur’an.
Nevertheless, it is safe to say that in practice these methodological com-
monalities do not help reduce considerable variances among the thematic
Qur’an interpretations because of the fact that interpreters might have dif-
ferent versions of chronological arrangement of Qur’anic verses, and they
might also determine differently the range of surrounding verses that form
the context of a verse or term they deal with.
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