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ABSTRACT 

 
This dissertation compares the American branches of Salafi Islam and Evangelical 

Christianity, two modern, global, religious revival movements. In the late twentieth century, both 

movements were labeled forms of religious “fundamentalism” and were interpreted as militant 

reactions against secular modernity. I revisit their categorization by comparatively analyzing the 

Salafis’ and Evangelicals’ central discourses: their internal debates about and appeals to scripture, the 

Qurʾan/Hadith and the Bible. 

I contend that American Evangelicals and Salafis can more usefully be thought of as 

“commonsense scripturalists.” Though they have divergent premodern origins (the Protestant 

Reformation and the Hanbali-Wahhabi revival tradition), in modern America, Evangelicals and 

Salafis have adapted and convergently evolved a similar trait—namely, a diffuse, commonsense style 

and idiom of approaching scripture. Each chapter follows a different vector of this parallel 

adaptation and shows how the movements grew to inhabit contexts of competitive modernity and 

religious pluralism. 

The first two chapters compare the distinct ways Salafis and Evangelicals relate to scripture: 

reclaiming it from tradition and attaching it to their communal and individual identities. They push 

aside the interpretive authority of tradition, opting instead for ever-fresh, direct appeals to their 

sacred texts. This makes Salafis and Evangelicals theologically and practically agile and able to adapt 

to new circumstances. They call themselves “People of the Hadith” and “Bible-believing Christians” 

to demarcate their special identities of devotion to the text, over and against their coreligionists.  
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They create diffuse pedagogical infrastructures to enable every individual to engage the Hadith and 

the Bible directly and personally. 

The third and fourth chapters exhibit the similar philosophical frameworks and 

commonsense scriptural idioms both movements have developed in America. They trust in a single, 

plain meaning in the scriptural texts. Common sense unifies diverse communities of Salafis and 

Evangelicals in intuitive, confident—if epistemically circular—appeals to the clarity of their 

scriptures. But common sense also fragments the scripturalists as differing intuitive interpretations, 

local common senses, form. Numerous intra-scripturalist conflicts and debates emerge as varying 

individuals and sub-movements intuit different meanings in the text.  
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Now if you’ve lost your inheritance 
And all you’ve left is common sense 

And you’re not too picky about the crowd you keep 
Or the mattress where you sleep 

Behind every window, behind every door 
The apple has gone but there’s always the core 

And the seeds will sprout up right through the floor 
 

-Tom Waits 
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PREFACE 

 
 Every dissertation is, from different angles, a personal, an academic, and a public-facing 

endeavor, and this one is no different. The following chapters observe and put into conversation two 

American religious movements—Evangelical Christianity and Salafi Islam—that are often maligned 

and frequently misunderstood. It was written in the course of my studies at Georgetown University, 

and its impetus grew out of the resonances I discovered from my own Evangelical background with 

the Salafis I studied.  

 While this project was conceived and researched over several years, the actual writing of it 

has occurred in a peculiar period (the first half of 2017) as American culture has been roiled with 

intense tribalism and religious and moral rancor. The American pluralistic, democratic value system 

is under immense strain, and Salafism and Evangelicalism have become still more prominent and 

fraught topics in the American public sphere. Over these months, I have been increasingly convinced 

of the need for critically understanding these communities and, perhaps, having them come to 

apprehend and recognize some affinity with one another. While my primary audience (as with any 

dissertation) is my academic field of religious studies, I hope that some of the contributions included 

here might also further draw into conversations the Salafis and Evangelicals among whom I detect 

such interesting similarities. 

 I have had many mentors and interlocutors in this process who have sharpened and refined 

my ideas and clarified my points. Paul L. Heck has been a superb advisor: generous with his time, 

provocative with his feedback, an energetic conversation partner. I am also deeply grateful for the 

counsel and insights from my committee members, namely, Erin M. Cline, John O. Voll, and George 

M. Marsden. When covering as much ground as I attempt in these 300 pages, it is exceptionally 

helpful to have grounded and wise scholars from different fields looking over your shoulder, pointing 

up your research blind spots, and honing your arguments. 
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 I cannot imagine this dissertation project having materialized as it is apart from the 

Georgetown environs and, especially, the Theology and Religious Studies department that has been 

my home these past years. The department’s focus on religious pluralism; its interdisciplinary, 

religious-studies-and-theology, Catholic-and-interreligious ethos; the vibrant mix of religious 

perspectives and expertise among the faculty and graduate students—all these elements are latent in 

the following pages and analysis. I have gleaned the edges of others’ harvests, and I have been 

inspired by many formal and informal discussions whose percolating influence it is not always 

possible to footnote. My thanks to my many Georgetown colleagues and friends. 

 And, last but by no means least, I would like to praise my family. My wife, co-parent, best 

friend, and most dedicated editor, Lyndsay’s contribution to this project is unmeasurable. I do not 

envy any spouse of a Ph.D. student, and she has been a longsuffering and generous partner. Many of 

my breakthrough moments as a writer came while pushing my daughter Hazel Mae around in her 

stroller. I have treasured our year together reading, napping, watching Salafi and Evangelical 

sermons and lectures on YouTube, thinking, and writing. I would commend to any dissertating 

scholar a steady diet of Dr. Seuss to balance out your bookshelves of technical scholarly tomes. My 

parents have been immensely supportive through the joys and vexations of my graduate studies, and 

they have been my academic trailblazers and my cheerleaders from the other coast. I stand on the 

shoulders of others, and I cannot take credit for all the useful and good parts of this project. I happily 

and honestly own all its flaws. 

 

Matthew D. Taylor 
Washington, D.C.   |   August 15, 2017 
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Note on Arabic Transliteration and Glossary 

 Where I have utilized Arabic terms, I have chosen to follow the transliteration guide of the 
International Journal of Middle East Studies for italicized transliterated terms. Notable exceptions 
occur when I am directly quoting written sources, where I have preserved the transliteration utilized 
by the original author, including the idiosyncratic Salafi English-transliteration style of doubling long 
vowels (“ee” for ī) and eliminating diacritical marks. Some terms occur so frequently that I have 
chosen to render them in a more simplified Romanized form without most diacritical marks or 
italics. These include Salafi (Salafī), Qurʾan (Qurʾān), and Hadith (Ḥadīth). Names have been written, 
in accordance with the IJMES standard, without diacritical marks except for ʿayn (ʿ)and hamza (ʾ), 
leaving off any initial hamza. Because the term Hadith when used in English generally refers to the 
collective body of Hadith literature, I have chosen to reserve the lower-case (hadith) to refer to 
individual remembrances of the Prophet Muhammad. To prevent confusion for non-Arabic speaking 
readers, I have chosen to generally use the English form of pluralization (-s) for Arabic terms (i.e., 
madhhabs and hadiths) rather than the more difficult to recognize Arabic plurals (madhāhib and 
aḥadīth). For the sake of simplicity, I have avoided, where possible, the Arabic definite article (al-), 
and I have disregarded it when alphabetizing names or terms in English. 
 
Below is a list of frequently used Arabic terms for easy reference. I also offer bracketed in-line 
translations to capture nuance or context. 
 

Ahl	al-Ḥadīth	- “People of the Hadith” - a movement of Hadith scholars the first Muslim centuries 
that came to be closely associated with the Hanbali school of law (madhhab)	

ʿaql	/	al-ʿaql	al-ṣarīḥ	or	ṣarīḥ	al-ʿaql	- reason / clear or uncontaminated reason, the later phrasing is 
especially associated with the thought of Ibn Taymiyya and his effort to align the rhyming 
pair of al-ʿaql al-ṣarīḥ with al-naql al-ṣaḥīḥ (authenticated scripture), i.e., reason and 
revelation 

Athar	- similar to the Hadith, the sayings of the Companions of the Prophet 

āya	/	pl.	āyāt	-	a verse of the Qurʾan	

bidʿa	-	innovation, within the Sunni tradition a heretical belief or practice that is added to the 
pristine original Islamic teaching 

ḍaʿīf	-	“weak” - in Hadith terminology, categorizes a hadith that is considered less reliable because of 
some problem with the chain of transmission	

dalīl	/	pl.	dalāʾil	–	evidence/proof – in Islamic jurisprudence, refers to the scriptural references and 
citations from the Hadith and the Qurʾan that is offered within a fatwa to justify its 
conclusions 
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daʿwa	- making an invitation, calling - the Islamic form of proselytism that invites people (back) to 
Islam, can also refer to calling fellow Muslims back to greater piety or the proselytizing 
mission as a whole	

dīn	-	religion, way of life - in Arabic, generally used as a stand-in for Islam	

fiqh	-	Islamic jurisprudence, the discourse about	Shariʿa	(Islamic	law)	

fatwa	-	a scholarly ruling or opinion pertaining to a particular jurisprudential question often posed 
by a non-expert seeking advice	

fiṭra	-	human nature, instinct - in theological terminology, often refers to the idea that humans are 
born in a state of Islam (i.e., submission to God), and then fall away from that original state, 
some Salafis translate it as “common sense”	

Hadith	(Ḥadīth)	-	the remembered sayings and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad and his early 
community, a massive body of medieval literature that was originally orally passed on and 
was eventually codified into a series of collections based on the reliability of their 
transmission	

ḥarām	-	“forbidden” - an action that is not permissible under Islamic law	

ḥasan	- “good” - in Hadith terminology, a grade that is below ṣaḥīḥ (authentic), i.e., a hadith that is 
generally reliable, but has something questionable in its chain of transmission or provenance	

hijab	-	a veil or head covering worn by some Muslim women as a form of modesty 

hijra	-	migration - among Salafis in Europe and America, generally refers to the teaching of some 
scholars that Muslims, whenever feasible, should migrate to majority-Muslim lands rather 
than live as a religious minority 

ijāza	–	a grant of permission to transmit a text or a corpus of knowledge, usually given by a 
traditional Islamic scholar to a student who has memorized or done intensive study of a 
subject, sometimes it is a physical certificate 

ijmāʿ	-	consensus - has various uses in the Sunni tradition, but usually refers to the unanimous 
consensus of a group of scholars with regards to a theological or jurisprudential question	

ijtihād	-	lit. “effort” - in Wahhabi-Salafi legal discourse refers to the independent reasoning (i.e., 
mental exertion) of a jurist to return to scripture to formulate an answer to a question, 
generally opposed to taqlīd (imitation or reliance on the rulings of past scholars) 

ikhtilāf	- “disagreement” - the opposite of ijmāʿ (consensus), a matter on which there is some debate 
among scholars 

ʿilm	- knowledge, in theological / jurisprudential discourse generally refers to knowledge of the 
Qurʾan, the Hadith, and the interpretive traditions 
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īmān	-	faith, the individual believer’s trust in the truth of Islam 

isnād	–	the chain of oral transmission of a hadith, the succession of scholars who passed it on from 
the earliest generations until it was written down in the classical collections 

ittibāʿ	-	lit. “following” - Ibn Taymiyya’s proposed middle ground between taqlīd (imitation/reliance 
on previous scholars) and ijtihād (independent effort and reasoning), which lay people can 
practice to evaluate the rulings of scholars over and against the Qurʾan and Hadith	

jihad	-	“striving or struggling” - a concept with a range of meanings in Islamic history with 
connections to everything from a believer’s individual struggle for righteousness to 
sanctioned religious warfare - in discussions of Salafis the identity of jihadi is generally 
associated with militant individuals and groups who engage in outright warfare	

kafir	/	pl.	kuffar	-	unbeliever, i.e., someone who is not Muslim 

kufr	-		unbelief, the opposite of faith in Islam 

kalām	-	lit. “speech” - scholastic or speculative theology in Islam, a theological discourse that is 
generally conducted in connection with philosophy and rational extrapolation		

madhhab	- a school of thought/practice, the four most recognized major legal madhhabs in Sunni 
Islam are Hanafi, Maliki, Shafiʿi and Hanbali	

manhaj	- “methodology” - in Salafi discourse generally betokens the distinct Salafi style of appealing 
directly to the Qurʾan, the Hadith, and the precedents of the Prophet and the Salaf 

matn	–	the content of a hadith (as compared with the	isnād, the chain of transmission)	

naql	- the transmitted revelation (i.e., scripture) that is sometimes paired or contrasted with ʿaql 
(reason - i.e., that which is derived through human cognition)  

qiyās	- reasoning by deductive analogy, in the Islamic jurisprudential discourse a way of relating a 
previously ruled upon matter to a new circumstance by way of analogy	

Qurʾan	(Qurʾān)	-	the core Islamic revelation given through the Prophet Muhammad in Arabic in the 
early seventh century 

Rasūlallāh	- “messenger of God” - in Islamic discourse, usually refers to the Prophet Muhammad	

ṣaḥīḥ	- “verified sound/authentic” - in Hadith terminology, a hadith that has been fully verified using 
the methodology of authentication	

Ṣaḥīḥayn	- The Two Sound Collections - the two most widely used and agreed upon Hadith 
collections by the ninth-century scholars named al-Bukhari and Muslim	
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al-salaf	al-ṣāliḥ	(the	Salaf)	-	“the Righteous/Pious Ancestors” - the first three generations (or, in some 
interpretations, the first three centuries) of Muslims - revered by Muslims for their proximity 
to the Qurʾanic and Prophetic revelation 

Salafi	/	pl.	Salafiyya	-	someone who seeks to imitate the Salaf, a Sunni movement that crystalized in 
the twentieth century around a distinctive piety and approach to scripture seeking to recover 
the pristine Islam of the earliest generations of Muslims 

Shariʿa	-	ideal, divine Islamic law, which is worked out and interpreted through the Islamic 
jurisprudential discourse (fiqh) 

shaykh – in Salafi discourse, a trained and respected teacher, often one who studied in Saudi Arabia 

Shayṭān	-	the Devil, i.e., the preeminent figure of rebellion and opposition to God 

shirk	- lit. “ascribing partners” - the sin of deifying or associating anything with God that is not God, 
i.e., idolatry and polytheism 

Sīra	–	biography	of	the	Prophet,	traditionally	narrative	arrangements	of	Muhammad’s	life	as	compared	
with	the	more	episodic	and	decontextualized	individual	hadiths	

Sunna	-	the Path (of the Prophet) - the sayings, deeds, and teachings of the Prophet Muhammad, can 
be synonymous with the Hadith, though Sunna is thought to be the more inclusive category, 
i.e., the entire Prophetic precedent 

tafsīr – “interpretation/exegesis” – typically refers to exegetical commentaries on the Qurʾan	

takfīr – excommunication - the act of declaring a fellow Muslim to be an unbeliever (kafir), seen as 
an extreme and militant practice among most Muslims	

taqlīd	-	imitation, ruling by precedent - in Islamic jurisprudence, the practice of consulting and 
relying upon past interpreters rather than going directly to the scriptural text, frequently 
contrasted with	ijtihād	

tawḥīd	-	the oneness and incomparability of God, monotheism, the central Islamic doctrine 

ʿulamaʾ	/	s.	ʿālim	- scholars, learned people - the formally trained practitioners of various religious 
disciplines, the guardians of Islamic knowledge 

umma	-	“community” - the transnational Islamic community 

al-walāʾ	wa-l-barāʾ	(or	walāʾ	and	barāʾ)	-	loyalty (to God, Islam, and one’s fellow Muslims) and 
disavowal (of all others) - a distinctive Salafi doctrine of the devotion the individual owes to 
the Islamic community	

ẓāhir	-	the external, manifest, literal sense - in scriptural interpretation, the plain meaning of the text 
that would occur to the average (informed) reader
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 I am in a lecture hall at a local state university. The room is filled with close to 300 people, 

most of them college-age or young adults, listening attentively as the preacher exhorts. He speaks 

with authority, quoting scripture, and using a skillfully integrated PowerPoint presentation to 

highlight his important points. There is a branded hashtag for the event stylishly written on the 

chalkboard to encourage social media engagement. The participants have paid good money to spend 

their entire weekend learning about scripture and how to apply it to their day-to-day lives. The 

entire experience is the mirror image of so many events in my Evangelical upbringing and time in 

Evangelical college ministry and seminary. But the people in this room are not Evangelical 

Christians. They are American Salafi Muslims. 

 In my studies of contemporary Islam, something about the Salafi Muslim authors and 

preachers I was reading and hearing felt peculiarly familiar. These flashes of familiarity only 

increased in tenor and frequency when I looked more closely into the Salafi discourse originating 

within America. As I immersed myself in the Salafi discourse—attending that weekend conference 

with AlMaghrib Institute, listening to Salafi sermons, delving into the massive online conversations 

among Salafis, interviewing Salafi leaders, etc.—I was continually catching resonances and echoes of 

what I then considered the Evangelical idiom: a commonsense style of appealing to scripture as a 

guide for living. I decided to dig deeper to discern whence these resonances arose, and the end result 

is this dissertation.  

 Evangelicalism and Salafism are two of the most important and controversial religious 

movements in the world today. American Evangelicals hold remarkable sway over one of the two 

political parties in the world’s sole remaining military superpower, and jihadi Salafi groups like ISIS 

and al-Qaʿida are widely seen as the most aggressive religious actors on the globe. Proselytizing Salafi 

and Evangelical communities and preachers represent some of the sharpest worldwide growth edges 
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of Islam and Christianity. From the perspective of the academy and the religious studies discipline, 

we need every angle of analysis, every possible source of insight we can muster to understand how 

and why Salafis and Evangelicals think and act as they do. Comparative religion offers one such 

angle: juxtaposing and putting into conversation phenomena that might otherwise be examined as 

idiosyncratic occurrences. Of course, we also always need thoughtful and textured analyses of these 

movements in their own terms, and I have drawn heavily on such careful studies in this project.  

 The field of religious studies itself is inextricably comparative. To even use the English word 

“religion” to speak of non-Christian traditions is to employ an analogical extension of language, a 

comparative category and vocabulary.1 Jonathan Z. Smith has insightfully observed that comparisons 

across religious traditions occur “as if unbidden, as a sort of déjà vu, the scholar remembers that he 

has seen ‘it’ or ‘something like it’ before... This experience, this unintended consequence of research, 

must then be accorded significance and provided with an explanation.”2 In other words, the 

comparativist’s project begins in intuition and pattern recognition and ends, hopefully, in greater 

intelligibility. There are two practical consequences of this observation. First, the comparativist is 

inevitably involved and invested in the comparative project. The déjà-vu experiences of the scholar 

arise out of her or his own personal, linguistic, and educational background. The Salafi discursive 

echoes of Evangelicalism I hear occur to and are analyzed by a mind shaped deeply by Evangelical 

experience, even though I no longer would claim to be Evangelical. Hence, any illusion of distance 

from or perfect objectivity toward the data of the comparison is dispelled from the start. This does 

not mean, however, that all comparisons are equally good or that a comparative project can proceed 

haphazardly. Methodologically careful and thoughtful comparisons bring together diverse fields of 

                                                        
1 See Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious,” in Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of Religion (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2004), 179-196. Russell McCutcheon offers a prominent but not insurmountable critique of 
even the use of the term “religion,” since “the ontological and dogmatic use of the category ‘religion’ is a powerful means of 
minimizing the importance of historical relations between humans.” Russell T. McCutcheon, Manufacturing Religion: The 
Discourse on Sui Generis Religion and the Politics of Nostalgia (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 19.  

2 Jonathan Z. Smith, "In Comparison a Magic Dwells," in Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1982), 22. 
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knowledge, close observation, and nuanced analysis, though the subjective “unbidden... déjà vu” 

quality that occasions the comparison is never objectively removed.  

 Second, relatedly, the comparisons that are developed across religious traditions (what we 

sometimes call the “world religions”), are inherently observational and tentative. Comparativists deal 

not with the essences of religious communities or movements—whatever those may be—but with 

observable data filtered through the comparativist’s own perception and method of analysis. Put 

differently, the comparison I offer here is rooted in close, external observation of historical currents, 

theological reasoning, and communal discourse, but I do not pretend to offer the final word on 

either Salafism or Evangelicalism. 

 As I began to explore the resonances I heard between Salafism and Evangelicalism, I quickly 

discovered that I was far from the first scholar to detect similarities between the two movements. In 

fact, many scholars of Islam and many Salafis themselves see a close analogy between their 

movement and the sixteenth-century forebears of Evangelicalism, the Protestant Reformers. 

Sherman Jackson analogizes that “Salafīs might be described as the protestant reformers of modern 

Islam, at least as regards their subscription to a modified version of the principle of sola scriptura.”3 

And Yasir Qadhi, himself a trained Salafi shaykh and teacher, elaborates:  

  Salafis are the Protestant Reformation of Sunni Islam. There’s no question about it. The 
Salafis view themselves as the Protestant Reformation. They’re purifying the syncretic 
practices that crept into the faith over the centuries in the exact same manner that Martin 
Luther viewed himself as purifying a cultural, corrupted Christianity, a Christianity from his 
eyes that had been corrupted by the Church, by culture, by popular practices and customs. 
Salafis want to get rid of all of that baggage and return to the original pristine Islam as 
practiced by the first three generations of Islam.4 

 

                                                        
3 Sherman Jackson, Islam and the Blackamerican: Looking Toward the Third Resurrection (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2005), 48. 
4 Qadhi, “Salafi Muslims: Following the Ancestors of Islam,” Interfaith Voices, interview with Maureen Fiedler, 

February 21, 2013, accessed February 16, 2017, http://interfaithradio.org/StoryAudio/Salafi_Muslims__Following 
_the_Ancestors_of_Islam. Qadhi has a complex relationship to the term exact term “Salafi” as will be explored below. 
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This analogy and its merits will be explored further later (Chapters 1 and 2), but here I will merely 

point out that this style of comparison arises from a human and a scholarly impulse: making sense of 

the unfamiliar by way of the familiar. 

 More prominently, a variety of scholars and commentators have categorized both 

Evangelicalism and Salafism as exemplars of “fundamentalism.” Indeed, for many people with only a 

colloquial acquaintance with modern religious vocabulary, Evangelicals are often spoken of as the 

Christian fundamentalists and Salafis (or, Wahhabis, as they are often dubbed) the Muslim 

fundamentalists. The fact that today many non-scholars assume that there is a stable category called 

“religious fundamentalism” into which Salafis and Evangelicals can be placed is itself a testimony to 

the popular dissemination of the greatest comparative religion program of the late twentieth 

century: what is sometimes called the Comparative Fundamentalism scholarly enterprise. This 

diffuse academic endeavor, made up of hundreds of religious studies scholars analyzing various 

forms of fundamentalism, arose in the 1980s, flourished in the 1990s, and has declined since the turn 

of the century. A century ago the word “fundamentalism” did not exist, and yet by the year 2000, it 

was widely used in scholarly and media discourse and assumed by many to be a near-universal 

religious phenomenon. The word experienced a meteoric rise from a capitalized epithet directed at 

radical, Bible-defending American Protestants to become one of the most frequently deployed, 

lower-case categorizations of “bad” religion. Virtually no one self-identifies as a fundamentalist now, 

yet the term’s usage has proliferated.5 

 The comparison of American Salafis and Evangelicals contained in this dissertation is 

explicitly building on and also acutely critical of the scholarly Comparative Fundamentalism 

endeavor of the late-twentieth century. So it behooves me, in this introductory chapter, to offer an 

                                                        
5 A couple minor self-appellation exceptions prove the rule: the Fundamentalist Church of Latter Day Saints, a much-

maligned polygamist sect, is notorious for caring little about the opinions of outsiders, and a few Independent 
Fundamental Baptist churches remain, though even these frequently drop the middle word and now identify only as 
Independent Baptists. 



5 

 

overview of where this terminology arose and how it entered scholarly and popular religious jargon.6 

After establishing these baselines, I will distinguish my own project in its methods and correctives 

to—what I view as—the Comparative Fundamentalism deficiencies. Put succinctly, this scholarly 

program had great promise, but its antithetical posture towards what it studied and its vague, 

lowest-common-denominator definitions made its conclusions and analysis noticeably warped. 

 

The History of Comparative Fundamentalism 

The Challenge of Comparative Language 

 The field of religious studies in general, and comparative religion in particular, has a 

terminological dilemma. How do we find words and categories that will encompass analogue 

features of confirmedly distinct religious traditions? New categories either arise in particular 

colloquial religious contexts and expand by analogy and new applications (e.g. fundamentalism, 

religion, secular, etc.) or they are coined afresh by scholars and must then be defined and spread—or 

fail to spread—gradually. In the field of Islamic studies, Marshall Hodgson is the preeminent 

champion of the second approach—he developed a number of neologisms to explain and distinguish 

the study of Islam in English. He argued that certain concepts in Islamicate (itself a famous coinage 

of Hodgson’s) languages, like Shariʿa, do not exist in Western vocabularies.7 The particularities of 

Islam require a specialized vocabulary, which is true enough, but it does the comparativist little 

good. We can agree with Hodgson, for instance, that the medieval Syrian polymath and jurist Ibn 

Taymiyya “represents a reaffirmation of the oppositional character of the Shariʿah-minded tradition” 

                                                        
6 As the locale of my study is primarily America, I will be principally surveying the history and expansive uses of the 

English term “fundamentalism.” I am well aware that the English term fundamentalism has occasioned a neologism in 
Arabic (uṣūliyya) that has developed a connotative life of its own. Moreover, as Wilhelmus (Pim) Valkenberg pointed out to 
me in conversation, “fundamentalism” has been linked in French to the term intégrisme, which had prior connotations with 
Catholic anti-modernism. Naturally, these words have acquired undertones and nuances in local linguistic contexts and 
scholarly analysis that are not in the scope of this dissertation. For more, see J.J.G. Jansen, Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., 
s.v. “Uṣūliyya,” Leiden: Brill, 2012, and Peter Antes, “Fundamentalism: A Western Term with Consequences,” Method & 
Theory in the Study of Religion 12, no. 1 (2000): 260-266. 

7 Marshall G.S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, Volume 1: The Classical Age of Islam (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1974), 6. 
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as compared with what Hodgson calls the “mystical-minded” side of the Islamic religion.8 But such 

tailored vocabulary for one tradition does little to facilitate or enable comparison. How do we put the 

“Shariʿah-minded” like Ibn Taymiyya and his self-proclaimed intellectual heirs, the Salafis, in 

conversation with those outside of Islam? Followed in a perfunctory or obsessive way, Hodgson’s 

inclination for religion-specific terminology makes religious traditions virtually incommensurable, so 

that each is studied in a hermetically sealed lexicon. 

 The other side of this tension, however, is equally irksome. Words arising in particular contexts 

carry connotations, assumptions, and valences that can easily be transposed surreptitiously and 

unjustly onto an unrelated community. When employing words or categories uncritically, a scholar 

can easily imply a base essentialism that assumes that the two objects of comparison—or, indeed, all 

religions—arise from the same essential impulses or share a common essence. For example, to call 

the Salafis, “the Protestant Reformers of Islam,” imports an entire Western mental infrastructure that 

attaches a set of impressions from the Reformation and its aftermath and overlays that onto the 

contemporary Salafi movement. One also might infer a normative European-American experience to 

which Islam and the Salafis are just catching up, 500 years later. As Tomoko Masuzawa has 

effectively excavated and demonstrated, nearly all of our religious studies and world religions 

vocabulary and frameworks arose in the Christianity-shaped Western academy, in Europe and 

America, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, hence they are inextricably tied to their 

philological provenance.9 Under her critical gaze, essentialism was rampant and the very concept of 

the “world religions” and the discourse around it was Eurocentric in that “endless speculation on the 

differences and similarities between religions continually provided opportunities for modern 

Europeans to work out the problem of their own identity.”10 I read Masuzawa’s work not as a final and 

                                                        
8 Marshall G.S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, Volume 2: The Expansion of Islam in the Middle Ages (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1974), 493 and 203. 
9 Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions, Or, How European Universalism was Preserved in the Language 

of Pluralism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 107ff.  
10 Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions, 18. 
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total condemnation of comparative religion but as a cautionary tale: we must always be critical and 

conscious of the comparative terms and categories we use and how we use them. Surveyed 

historically, the expansive word and concept of fundamentalism inhabits the tensions surrounding 

essentialism and incommensurability. 

 
Fundamentalism as a Particular Christian Movement 

 The original Fundamentalists coined the term in a distinctly tumultuous moment. The 

nineteenth-century American Evangelical movement included a wide range of political and 

theological views, but, late in that century, a faction of self-described Evangelicals grew increasingly 

bellicose about what they perceived as a tripartite threat to Christian orthodoxy: Darwinian evolution 

and changes in the practice of the physical sciences, Biblical criticism (also known as Higher 

Criticism), and the responsive rise of Liberal Protestantism that sought to accommodate these shifts. 

These reactive Evangelicals grouped these developments under the heading of “Modernism” and set 

out to oppose any accommodation with these trends within their churches and denominations. One 

particularly positive expression of this bolstering perspective came in the form of a twelve-volume, 

paperback series, published from 1910 to 1915, entitled The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the Truth.11 

For those familiar with the later stereotypes of the American Fundamentalist movement, the 

arguments of The Fundamentals are surprisingly urbane and scholarly. Though intended for an 

audience of educated laymen and pastors, the volumes were written and edited by some of the most 

elite and prominent evangelical scholars and pastors in the U.S. and Britain. The freshly delineated 

core teachings (i.e., fundamentals) of the Christian faith included “The Deity of Christ,” “The Virgin 

Birth of Christ,” and “Foreign Missions, Or World-Wide Evangelism.” But the hinge upon which all the 

other fundamentals turned was the reliability of the Bible as a source of knowledge and divine truth. 

                                                        
11 Reuben A. Torrey and A. C. Dixon, eds., The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the Truth, Vol. 1 (Chicago: Testimony 

Publishing, 1910). 
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 The long-term impact of The Fundamentals would be more terminological than cultural or 

theological. As this vocabulary of “Fundamentals” exerted an influence on and in various church 

confessions, a Baptist pastor and journalist, writing about the events of the 1920 Northern Baptist 

Convention, coined the term “fundamentalists” to describe those Baptists who were ready to “do 

battle royal” against the more theologically liberal parties at the convention.12 The term caught on 

quickly as it seemed to capture, for the self-ascribing Fundamentalists, their single-minded 

commitment to the core tenets of the Christian faith. For their opponents, the epithet Fundamentalist 

summed up the ideological and oppositional attitude that they found so distasteful in the group.  

 Fundamentalism was primarily an effort to demarcate a strong identity within the then-vague 

Evangelical coalition that housed both theological liberals and the reactionary anti-Modernists with 

most Evangelicals falling somewhere between the two extremes. The Evangelical opponents of 

Fundamentalism were quite vocal in their disdain, and perhaps the most prominent early refutation 

came in Harry Emerson Fosdick’s 1922 sermon at New York’s First Presbyterian Church titled “Shall 

the Fundamentalists Win?” He observed,  

       Their apparent intention is to drive out of the evangelical churches men and women of 
liberal opinions... We should not identify the Fundamentalists as conservatives. All 
Fundamentalists are conservatives, but not all conservatives are Fundamentalists. The best 
conservatives can often give lessons to the liberals in true liberality of spirit, but the 
Fundamentalist program is essentially illiberal and intolerant.... You cannot fit the Lord 
Christ into that Fundamentalist mold.13 

In Fosdick’s telling, Fundamentalists’ anti-intellectual assertiveness was rupturing Evangelical 

churches as they took doctrinaire stances on matters non-essential to the Christian faith. These anti-

Fundamentalist forces, in seeking to distinguish themselves fully from what they perceived as the 

                                                        
12 Curtis Lee Laws, “Convention Side Lights,” Watchman-Examiner 8, July 1, 1920, 834. Quoted in David Harrington 

Watt, “Fundamentalists of the 1920s and 1930s,” in Fundamentalism: Perspectives on a Contested History, David Harrington 
Watt and Simon A. Wood, eds. (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2014), 20. 

13 Harry Emerson Fosdick, “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?,” Sermon at First Presbyterian Church, New York, NY, May 
21, 1922, accessed October 22, 2015, http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5070/. 
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backward and regressive tendencies of the movement, eventually abandoned the term Evangelical as 

well, and theological centrists and liberals took to calling themselves Mainline Protestants instead. 

 A different “battle royal” between the early Fundamentalists and America’s scientific and liberal 

elites materialized a few years later in the proceedings of The State of Tennessee v. John Thomas 

Scopes in 1925, popularized and mythologized as the Scopes Monkey Trial. Scopes was a biology 

teacher, attempting to controvert a recent Fundamentalist legislative victory in Tennessee outlawing 

the teaching of human evolution in public schools. Popular media portrayals and perception at the 

time presented the Scopes trial as a showdown between the culturally-powerful-but-boorish biblicism 

of the Fundamentalists and the arrayed and embattled defenders of science, modernity, and American 

pluralism.14 Although Scopes actually lost the trial and had to pay a $100 fine, the mythology of the 

Scopes trial ends with the decisive defeat of the Fundamentalists’ attempt to impose their scriptural 

literalism onto the free-speech-valuing and scientifically modern, mainstream American culture.15 

The trial was also important for bringing “Fundamentalism” into popular American vocabulary. 

 Susan Harding incisively debunks the notion that the Scopes trial was a fair or neutral public 

hearing. She lays bare how the trial, through the first deployment of the new technology of a live 

national radio hook-up, became a “spectacular media event.”16 The trial was broadcast around the 

country, and for two weeks, hundreds of reporters converged on the little town of Dayton, Tennessee 

to cover the pageant. The lasting image of the trial was mediated by the elite, big-city media who 

                                                        
14 Some historians have located the Scopes trial against the backdrop of Southern politics and the battle for states’ 

rights. For instance, Christopher Duncan argues that Darwinian science was, among other things, a “political symbol” of 
Northern rationalism and bourgeois sensibility. Fugitive Theory: Political Theory, The Southern Agrarians, and America 
(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2000), 39ff. 

15 It is entirely debatable whether the trial actually was representative of core Fundamentalist concerns—the early 
movement was more focused on denominational purity than societal education reform, and several essays in The 
Fundamentals take a more conciliatory approach toward the specific question of evolution. See James Orr, “Science and 
Christian Faith,” The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the Truth, Vol. IV (Chicago: Testimony Publishing, c. 1912), 91-104, and 
George Frederick Wright, “The Passing of Evolution,” The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the Truth, Vol. VII (Chicago: 
Testimony Publishing, c. 1913), 5-21. For analysis, see George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 2nd ed. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 122-123. 

16 Susan Harding, “Representing Fundamentalism: The Problem of the Repugnant Cultural Other,” Social Research 58, 
no. 2 (Summer 1991), 382. 
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relayed accounts of the event that were not even remotely sympathetic to the Fundamentalist side. 

They portrayed the Fundamentalist prosecutors and supporters as artless, unsophisticated Bible-

thumpers, unable to adjust to the demands of modernity. The mid-century Broadway play and hit 

Hollywood movie Inherit the Wind further propelled these negative images of Fundamentalists into 

the collective American consciousness by transforming the Scopes trial—lightly fictionalized—into an 

allegory for McCarthyism’s prosecution of enlightened free speechers and pluralists.17 Under Harding’s 

critical gaze, the Scopes trial becomes a mythic victory created in real-time by an anti-

Fundamentalist, elite media, so the Fundamentalists were not only “‘othered,’ internally ‘orientalized’” 

but also stigmatized even as they participated in the event.18 

 If the Scopes trial represented a public shaming and repudiation of Fundamentalists by elite 

and “mainline” American culture, it by no means crippled or killed the movement. After 1925, the 

Fundamentalist leaders tended to avoid high profile displays, but, instead, they developed a massive 

grassroots infrastructure of biblicist Protestantism in America: networks of churches, new 

denominations, new schools (private elementary and secondary schools, Bible colleges, universities, 

and seminaries), publishing houses, radio stations, and, eventually, television stations.  

 An important terminological recentering for the movement came about in the 1940s and 1950s 

as the theologians and leaders at Fuller Theological Seminary, a recently formed Fundamentalist 

school, began to speak openly against the militant and exclusionary ethos of the Fundamentalist 

movement. They suggested a return to an earlier identity as Evangelicals (or “neo-evangelicals,” as 

they originally preferred to be called). This renewed, more irenic Evangelical identity slowly worked 

its way back into the movement, with both names (Evangelical and Fundamentalist) acting for 

decades as attitudinal poles on a shared spectrum rather than separable parties. Their 

                                                        
17 Jerome Lawrence and Robert Edwin Lee, Inherit the Wind (New York: Bantam Books, 1960). See Marvin N. Olasky 

and John Perry, Monkey Business: The True Story of the Scopes Trial (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 2000), 133ff. 
18 Harding, “Representing Fundamentalism,” 390. 
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distinguishability, if such existed, was more, as George Marsden puts it, a “question of degree of 

militance” rather than any clear theological line.19 Jerry Falwell, fiery preacher and political leader of 

the Fundamentalists par excellence, used to joke that a Fundamentalist was “an evangelical who was 

mad about something.”20 Precise statistics on Fundamentalists and Evangelicals in the mid-twentieth 

century (with their complex, overlapping-but-often-conflictual connections with Pentecostalism) are 

elusive due to shifting terminology and ambiguous denominational affiliations, but it is safe to say 

that a substantial fraction of the American population remained sympathetic with the movement.21  

 In the 1970s, Fundamentalism as a concept and a political force reentered the American public 

consciousness with the Republican mobilization of the so-called Religious Right. Much has been 

written and much analysis has been devoted to understanding the seeming sudden shift in American 

religious politics in the late twentieth century.22 The Evangelicals and Fundamentalists who asserted 

themselves as a constituency to be reckoned with did indeed hold many of the same theological 

trademarks of their early twentieth-century forerunners, but they also brought a reactive set of 

political concerns—prayer in public schools, abortion, the sexual revolution, etc.—that were outside 

of the imaginary of the original Fundamentalist movement. If the early Fundamentalist movement 

was a primarily theological and ecclesiological mission to take back churches and denominations 

from liberal Evangelicals and other Protestants, the 1970s Fundamentalist-Evangelical mobilization 

applied those same energies outward to affect and recapture the broader American culture.  

 The so-called Rise of the Religious Right, ironically, was the beginning of the end for 

Fundamentalism as a positive identity. As the Fundamentalist-Evangelical coalition re-emerged in the 

                                                        
19 George M. Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism: Fuller Seminary and the New Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: W.B. 

Eerdmans, 1987), 149. 
20 Susan Friend Harding, The Book of Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist Language and Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2000), 16. See also George M. Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1991), 1. 

21 For more on Evangelical-Fundamentalist demographics see George M. Marsden, “Evangelicalism Since 1930: Unity 
and Diversity,” in Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1991), 
62-82. 

22 See especially, Nancy T. Ammerman, “North American Protestant Fundamentalism,” in Fundamentalisms Observed, 
Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, eds.(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 1-65. 
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public sphere and exerted its demographic and political heft, the word Fundamentalist became even 

more of a popular byword for simple-minded and rigid religion. This political moment also left an 

indelible mark on the collective consciousness and vocabulary of American scholars of religion who 

saw resurgent Fundamentalism as the enemy of Academe’s Enlightenment project. The 

Fundamentalists themselves were sensitive to these shifts in the term’s cultural undertones, and the 

coalition found a range of alternate identifying terms (“born again,” “Bible-believing,” “conservative 

Christian,” etc.) to avoid the word Fundamentalist. The attacks on September 11th, 2001 proved the 

death knell of self-ascribed Christian Fundamentalism. The jihadi Salafi, al-Qaʿida attackers were 

often called “Islamic fundamentalists” in popular media, and demographers can chart a sharp decline 

in use of the self-appellation among American Christians as these further loaded connotations 

accrued.23 Less than a century after its coinage as a positive identity marking one’s militant Protestant 

orthodoxy, the self-ascription of Fundamentalism has virtually disappeared in America. The term’s 

creation and eventual abandonment are testament to the fast-moving American religious marketplace 

where incentives move toward re-invention, nominal flexibility, and dynamic identities. 

 
Fundamentalism as an Analogy with Islam 

 While the coining and concept of Fundamentalism originally occurred in an entirely Christian 

context, it did not remain an exclusively Christian term for very long. In a lexicological irony, in the 

same decades that the American media were, in Harding’s word, “orientalizing” Protestant 

                                                        
23 I am grateful to George Marsden for pointing out the 9/11 dimension in the decline of the positive Protestant 

“Fundamentalist” identity. No demographer seems to have been observing this shift in real time, but there are numerous 
data points. In 1998, Christian Smith found that, among American Protestants, 19.4% self-identified as fundamentalist 
when given four options (the others were evangelical—20.9%, mainline Protestant—27.3%, and liberal—20.4%). American 
Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving (Chicago/London: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 236. Anna Greenberg and 
Jennifer Berktold discovered in 2004 that 24 percent of white Evangelicals (a much smaller demographic sample than 
Smith’s American Protestants) identified as fundamentalists. “Evangelicals in America,” Greenberg, Quinlan, Rosner, 
Research Inc., Religion and Ethics NewsWeekly, April 5, 2004, accessed July 5, 2017, https://www.tc.pbs.org/wnet/ 
religionandethics/files/2008/10/results.pdf. By the time, Pew began its landmark U.S. Religious Landscape survey in 2007 
(to be repeated in 2014), “fundamentalist” had almost vanished with only 0.5 percent of the U.S. population, and 1 percent 
of Evangelicals identifying with “Other Evangelical/Fundamentalist” churches. Pew Research Center, “U.S. Religion 
Landscape Survey: Religious Affiliation: Diverse and Dynamic,” February 2008, accessed July 5, 2017, 
http://www.pewforum.org/files/2013/05/report-religious-landscape-study-full.pdf. 
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Fundamentalists, actual Orientalists—the preferred term for Western scholars who studied Islam 

until Edward Said’s scathing book Orientalism led to the term’s abdication24—were beginning to affix 

“fundamentalism” to Islam. In the 1940s and 1950s several Orientalist scholars of Islam at the 

University of Chicago began applying the term to various figures and movements within Islam, 

principally as an analogy to help Western audiences understand the complexities of the Islamic world. 

Rosemary R. Corbett has critically traced this mid-century lexical expansion of the word 

fundamentalism in its earliest connection with Islam.25 In Corbett’s telling, fundamentalism was first 

prominently linked to Islam in the 1945 Haskell Lectures in Comparative Religion (published in 1947) 

by the Orientalist H.A.R. Gibb. It accompanies a number of Christian terms—“puritan,” “catholic,” 

“the Muslim church,” etc.—that Gibb imported to metaphorically explain Islamic debates to a 

Western audience.26 Drawing upon a Hegelian philosophical mode of analysis, Gibb “juxtaposed 

Islamic fundamentalism against Islamic mysticism in order to create a dialectical model of Islamic 

history” that fit a pattern he saw at work throughout world history.27  

 For Gibb, Islamic “fundamentalism” was not a reaction to modernity or religious Modernism, 

but rather a recurring oppositional force countering Sufi mysticism and taking the form of “the 

puritanical Hanbalite school” that “produced Ibn Taimīya” and later Muhammad ibn ʿAbd al-

Wahhab.28 In a fascinating passage, all the more eye-catching against the backdrop of the jaundiced 

scholarly discourse on Islamic fundamentalism that would follow in Gibb’s wake, he writes that the 

Wahhabi movement “in its ideal aspect... had a salutary and revitalizing effect, which spread little by 

little over the whole Muslim world.”29 In his view, this deep tendency toward fundamentalism (which 

                                                        
24 Edward Said’s sweeping critique of Orientalism was directed not only at the Western religious studies conversation 

about Islam, but also at the artistic and literary depictions of “The East” that infantilized, patronized, sexualized, and 
generally Othered non-white peoples as an imagined foil to Western identity and became embedded in academic 
discourse. Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978). 

25 Rosemary R. Corbett, "Islamic 'Fundamentalism': The Mission Creep of an American Religious Metaphor," Journal of 
the American Academy of Religion 83, no. 4 (December 2015), 977-1004. 

26 Hamilton Alexander Rosskeen Gibb, Modern Trends in Islam (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1947), x, 14, & 32. 
27 Corbett, “Islamic ‘Fundamentalism,’” 985. 
28 Gibb, Modern Trends in Islam, 26. 
29 Gibb, Modern Trends, 26-27. 
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seemed to encompass several subtypes of scripture-based revivalism) reached a moment of synthesis 

in the late nineteenth century with Modernist Muslims like Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and Muhammad 

ʿAbduh. By Gibb’s lights, a figure like ʿAbduh could effect a “reconciliation of the two wings of the 

Islamic community,” combining textualist, Hanbali revivalism with a Modernist, vital Sufi 

sensibility.30 But, in an ensuing decline, ʿAbduh’s legacy was appropriated by conservatives like his 

disciple Rashid Rida who developed “a new fundamentalist school calling themselves the ‘Salafiya.’”31  

 Corbett dismisses Gibb’s patterns as “ahistorical conjecture” and “analytically imprecise,” and 

she reproves him for “using Christian categories out of context,” but she does give him credit for not 

completely casting Islam’s supposed fundamentalism in a negative light.32 Her critique is overdrawn 

on several fronts: Gibb’s use of the term fundamentalist is obviously metaphorical and surprisingly 

sympathetic. He used the familiar Christian term to translate complex dynamics internal to the 

Islamic tradition for a non-expert, Anglophone audience. In Chapter 1, I will trace some of these lines 

of intellectual inheritance, but it is enough to note here that, in accounting for Afghani and ʿAbduh’s 

multifaceted thought and bifurcated Modernist and Salafist influence, Gibb’s analysis comes across 

less as “idealist generalizations” and more as an insightful overview of modern Muslim intellectual 

developments: a first-draft, scholarly analysis that far excels many of the later simplifications of Gibb’s 

inheritors.33 Significantly, from the start, the conversation about “Islamic fundamentalism” had in 

view the knotty, historically interlaced Hanbali-Taymiyyan-Wahhabi-Salafi tendencies. 

 Corbett further tracks the manner in which two of Gibb’s students, Fazlur Rahman and Wilfred 

Cantwell Smith, respectively embraced and rejected the concept of Islamic fundamentalism. Rahman, 

as both a Muslim reformer and scholar of religion, found the word fundamentalist to be an effective 

label for those recurring theological and political forces in Islam that pressed for a return to the 

                                                        
30 Gibb, Modern Trends, 31. 
31 Gibb, Modern Trends, 29. 	
32 Corbett, “Islamic ‘Fundamentalism,’” 988, 989, and 990 respectively. 
33 Corbett, “Islamic ‘Fundamentalism,’” 989. 



15 

 

original scriptural sources (the Qurʾan and the Hadith). He, like Gibb, did not tie the phenomenon of 

fundamentalism to any sort of modern setting, but held that as “a direct heir of the pre-Modernist 

reform movements, [the fundamentalist] stands in a tradition that has sprung from within Islam and 

is indigenous to it.”34 Indeed, Rahman’s fundamentalist embraces a renewed focus on the original 

Islamic sources over and against Sufism and modernism but also against reified traditionalism that 

supremely trusts the mediating historical interpretations of Muslim legal scholars.35 As with Gibb, the 

recurring return to scripture is constitutive of Rahman’s characterization of Islamic fundamentalism. 

 Rahman’s description of fundamentalism in Islam echoed that of Gibb in that it was one among 

a cluster of lower-case terms that were imported from the American Christian experience to describe 

Islam. For instance, Wahhabism was a “puritanical right-wing reform movement,” and debates in early 

Islam revolved around questions like “whether the community should be based on a catholic 

toleration or exclusivism.”36 Like Gibb, Rahman does not categorically dismiss or dislike what he labels 

as fundamentalist. He thought that the Wahhabis had “done good work by bringing into relief the 

principles of Islamic egalitarianism and co-operation.”37 Elsewhere, he positively assesses the 

approach of Ibn Taymiyya, the medieval touchstone for later “fundamentalist” thinkers, to reading the 

Qurʾan and retrieving the model of the Prophet’s life in the Hadith. While Ibn Taymiyya’s “language 

appears harsh and may sometimes shock,” he writes, “[a] closer examination reveals it to be literally 

correct.”38  Rahman was critical of Ibn Taymiyya’s style and exclusivism, but in Rahman’s own drive to 

articulate a “mature and vigorously Qurʾanically based vision of authentic Islam for this age,” he could 

find space for some overlap and even sympathy with the Taymiyyan style and posture of interpretively 

                                                        
34 Fazlur Rahman, Islam, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 222. 
35 He writes of the Wahhabis, that although they “were much more fundamentalist and literalist so far as the body of 

the text of Scripture is concerned, their ijtihād (independent reasoning), in the long run, proved to be much less literalist 
and restrictive than the qiyās (analogical legal reasoning) of the ʿUlamāʾ [scholars of Islam].” Rahman, Islam, 199. 

36 Fazlur Rahman, “Revival and Reform in Islam,” in The Cambridge History of Islam, eds. P. M. Holt, A. K. S. Lambton 
and Bernard Lewis, Vol. 2B (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 637 and 632. Emphasis added. 

37 Rahman, “Revival and Reform,” 638. 
38 Fazlur Rahman, Revival and Reform in Islam: A Study in Islamic Fundamentalism, Ebrahim Moosa, ed. (Oxford: 

Oneworld, 2000), 163. 
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revisiting the original Islamic sources.39 Corbett parenthetically declares that Rahman was “often 

using [fundamentalist] to describe his opponents,” yet a careful reading of Rahman shows that he had 

a subtle, thoughtful analysis of and borderline affinity with what he called Islamic fundamentalism.40  

 According to Corbett, one of Gibb’s other students and mentees, Wilfred Cantwell Smith, 

ultimately rejected the use of the term fundamentalism as an unusable analytical category for Islam. 

Smith becomes, in Corbett’s telling, a heroic objector, a prescient early critic of the term and its broad 

application. Having surveyed the range of Smith’s scholarship, I simply do not recognize the Smith 

she describes. First, it was actually Smith who originally introduced the term and concept of Islamic 

fundamentalism in print in 1943, when he used it to describe the Indian-Pakistani Islamist Maulana 

Abul Aʿla Maududi’s belief—“in the fundamentalist sense”—in Muhammad’s moral perfection.41 Yet 

in Corbett’s recounting, despite Smith’s apparent invention—or at least early application—of the idea 

of Islamic fundamentalism, he “would later argue that to apply this term to Muslims was to confuse 

the histories and cultural essences of East and West.”42 I can find no place where Smith made this 

argument in any of his publications. Corbett inexplicably locates this rejection in the middle of 

Smith’s career in the 1960s, when there are evident instances of him utilizing the phrase and concept 

                                                        
39 Frederick Mathewson Denny, “The Legacy of Fazlur Rahman,” in The Muslims of America, Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, 

ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 98.  
40 Corbett, “Islamic ‘Fundamentalism,’” 990-991. Rahman’s final assessment of contemporary Islamic fundamentalism 

is uncertain. He died while writing a book on the subject, situating recurring fundamentalism in Islamic history as a 
reaction to Sufi dualism. The posthumous editor of that volume, Ebrahim Moosa, attempts a summary, writing, “In 
[Rahman’s] vocabulary, a genuine ‘fundamentalist’ was a person who was committed to a project of reconstruction or re-
thinking. Such a person must recognize that one lived in a ‘new age’ and with honesty, as well as with both intellect and 
faith, encounter the message of the Qurʾan through the mirror of that historical moment.” Ebrahim Moosa, “Introduction,” 
in Revival and Reform in Islam: A Study in Islamic Fundamentalism by Fazlur Rahman (Oxford: Oneworld, 2000), 8. If 
Moosa is correct, this description does not sound so far afield from Rahman’s own approach, albeit with Rahman’s added 
accent on historical consciousness. John O. Voll insightfully described to me how Rahman was involved with the early 
stages of the 1990s Fundamentalism Project and wondered aloud how different the eventual analysis of “Islamic 
fundamentalism” within that corpus might have been if Rahman had not passed away shortly before it began in earnest. 

41 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Modern Islam in India: A Social Analysis, 2nd ed. (London: Victor Gollancz, 1946), 150.  
Corbett papers over Smith’s use of the word and concept before Gibb’s with a footnote: “While Smith technically used the 
term in print before Gibb, he did so while writing as Gibb’s student and it is Gibb’s dialectical schema that has exerted the 
lasting influence on the discourse” (Corbett, “Islamic ‘Fundamentalism,’”991 n.14).  Is it not equally possible that Gibb got 
the idea of using the term from Smith’s prior publication or that they collaboratively noticed a parallel between certain 
trends in Islam and twentieth-century Christianity? 

42 Corbett, “Islamic ‘Fundamentalism,’” 993. In his popular book, The Meaning and End of Religion (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1963), 143-144, Smith does talk about essences, but he also problematizes the ahistorical aspects of that 
framework. 
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of Islamic and other non-Christian forms of fundamentalism right up until his death. In his 

evaluation of “the various forms of fundamentalisms” in the world in 1990, Smith thought they were 

all reactions, not to modernity or modernism, but to what he calls “negative secularism,” that is, 

secularism that is “non- (or anti-) religious.”43 In an essay published the year of his death, Smith 

explicitly writes that some Muslims’ “disillusionment has led them to the sort of right-wing 

fundamentalism and religious reactionary stance that I myself certainly decry.”44 With another 

recurring trope, he wonders in that essay whether, rather than viewing it negatively, it might be more 

helpful to view the latest Islamic resurgence as something akin to the Protestant Reformation...45 

 Gibb, Rahman, and Smith all had complicated thoughts about and uses of the term 

fundamentalism in relation to Islam, and they were by no means alone. John O. Voll, whom Corbett 

critiques for participating in the 1990s Fundamentalism Project, tells the story of a gathering of 

American Islamicists in the mid-1970s where Barbara Stowasser “tried to convince us all to stop using 

this term (fundamentalism), and we all agreed that it was a bad term, and then everyone went on 

using it in our publications anyway.”46  

 Against Corbett’s genealogical thesis of the Orientalist’s analogy—that Gibb started the sloppy 

comparison, and his inheritors were “intellectually lazy” enough to keep using it uncritically47—I 

would offer a more generous assessment. Gibb, Rahman, Smith, Voll, and the other scholars who 

developed the concept of Islamic fundamentalism in various fashions from the 1940s to 1970s appear 

                                                        
43 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, “Fundamentalism in the Modern World,” India International Centre Quarterly 17, no. 1 

(Spring 1990), 41. Corbett writes that “Smith had abandoned the term well before it entered popular parlance during the 
Iranian Revolution” (“Islamic ‘Fundamentalism,’” 994), but she does not offer any references or citations. In this same essay, 
Smith unabashedly writes that “India today is as swayed by fundamentalism as any country in the world” (42). The only 
place I can find Smith disparaging the term or the category is in a footnote in What Is Scripture? A Comparative Approach 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 243, n. 2. There he calls it an “insensitivity to language” or product of “anti-religious 
bias” to apply it to non-Christian traditions, but he also kept doing so himself.  

44 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, “Islamic Resurgence,” in Consciousness and Reality: Studies in Memory of Toshihiko Izutsu, 
Sayyid Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani, et al., eds. (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 13. He does note later in the same piece that Westerners’ use 
of the phrase “Islamic fundamentalism” typically connotes a “sort of adverse judgement: of something religious in a narrow 
sense, something obscurantist, benighted; also, remote from us” (15). 

45 Smith, “Islamic Resurgence,” 16. 
46 John O. Voll, “Al-Qaʿida” (lecture, Georgetown University, Washington D.C., October 23, 2013). 
47 Corbett, “Islamic ‘Fundamentalism,’” 995. 
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keenly aware that they were drawing an analogy to a particular Christian movement; theirs was an 

exercise in comparative religion, making familiar and accessible what appears foreign and 

inaccessible. There are profound and striking similarities, as the next chapters will explore, in the 

ways certain Muslims and certain Protestants have envisioned and interacted with scripture in the 

modern world. Corbett’s analysis veers so far toward incommensurability—and protecting Islam from 

Western categorical imposition—that she misses the nuanced insights of the Orientalists’ analogies. 

 Yet, for the mid-twentieth century Orientalists and Islamicists, there was no consistent content 

for the analogy, so that fundamentalism could alternatively be Gibb’s Hegelian scripture-based thesis 

to Sufism’s antithesis, Rahman’s originalist revivalism, or Smith’s aggressive anti-secularism. 

Considering the many later valences of “Islamic fundamentalism,” it is worth observing that for Gibb, 

Rahman, and Smith, “fundamentalism” was not irrational, obscurantist, or simplistically antimodern. 

It was not intrinsically negative or even reactionary. And across the board, the original scholars of 

Islam using the fundamentalist analogy in that early phase seemed to be clear that it was a metaphor, 

not a shared essence—the importation of a Western Christian term to describe something(s) that 

natively arose within Islam. Their varied usage does not fit the “essentialist” critique that Corbett 

proffers. That critique is more justly aimed at the next generation of comparative scholars. 

 
Fundamentalism as a Universal Religious Phenomenon 

 By the late-1970s, then, fundamentalism had come to occupy a tentatively stable place in the 

American vocabulary: some American Protestants were still self-applying the word, and, in the 

Western scholarly discourse about Islam, the term had begun to slip the bonds that tied it to the 

Protestant tradition. The academic conversation about fundamentalism, particularly in Islamic 

studies, that was at a low hum in the 1970s, grew to a roar in 1979-1980 when the mostly unrelated 

occurrences of the Iranian Revolution and the dramatic Republican political mobilization of 

American Evangelicals and Fundamentalists to elect Ronald Reagan catapulted the term again into 
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American and Western consciousness and discourse. Pundits and scholars, analysts and liberal elites 

cast about for conceptual handles to explain the ostensibly sudden resurgence of mettlesome religion, 

and fundamentalism was the catch-all word to describe newly assertive and politically militant faith.  

 This sudden, visceral awareness of fundamentalism was quintessentially captured in an essay by 

Martin E. Marty, one of the most widely read religious commentators in America, in The Saturday 

Review in May 1980. Entitled “Fundamentalism Reborn: Faith and Fanaticism,” the short article avers, 

“there is no denying that in the 1980s religion is back with a vengeance—and not just in Iran.”48 Marty 

profiles Jerry Falwell and Ayatollah Khomeini, while also pointing to various religious uprisings in 

Japan, India, and Israel to illustrate the menacing return of regressive religion confronting the new 

decade. Channeling Harry Emerson Fosdick, the essay is one part categorical analysis, and two parts 

rousing call to action. In the coming battles of liberal, enlightened people against the arrayed forces of 

benighted fundamentalism, there is no doubt whose side Marty is on. In his prescient and martial 

conclusion, he urges, “If ‘the fundamentalists are coming,’ it is important, this time, to understand 

both their grievances and their impulses. Some reconnaissance, to determine who is in their camp and 

who is not, is strategically wise.”49 Marty was one of many voices championing a new comparative 

religion effort to categorize and combat the global fundamentalism phenomenon. 

 What ensued was an explosion of academic and popular, American and international discourse 

about fundamentalism in the 1980s and 1990s. The American and European media and the religious 

scholars of the academy generated a vast comparative effort to do what Marty and others had 

suggested: analyze and reconnoiter this seemingly revivified fundamentalism. 50 In the 1990s, the 

                                                        
48 Martin E. Marty, “Fundamentalism Reborn: Faith and Fanaticism,” The Saturday Review (May 1980), 37. 
49 Marty, “Fundamentalism Reborn,” 42. 
50 For a good overview of this effort, see especially Simon A. Wood and David Harrington Watt, “Introduction,” in 

Fundamentalism: Perspectives on a Contested History, Simon A. Wood and David Harrington Watt, eds. (Columbia, SC: 
University of South Carolina Press, 2014), 1-17. Douglas Long, Fundamentalists and Extremists (New York: Facts on File, 
2002) has a decent chronology of the events that were labeled as deriving from fundamentalism (pp. 97-107) and an 
annotated bibliography (pp. 143-160) of the ensuing discourse. See also Gabriele Marranci, Understanding Muslim Identity: 
Rethinking Fundamentalism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 1-14. 
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Library of Congress created the subject heading BL 238 for Religious Fundamentalism, leaving intact 

the historic BT 82.2 for the topic of Protestant Fundamentalism. As of the writing of this dissertation 

there are nearly 200 books under the BL 238 heading with numerous languages and countries 

represented. The earliest entry is from 1986. There are, likewise, thousands of academic articles 

exploring individual instances or comparing cases of fundamentalism across traditions. Some of these 

books and articles have been written from emic perspectives, with theologians and religious thinkers 

defending against the fundamentalist barbarians at the gates.51 Others are written by religious studies 

scholars, and, despite their efforts at dispassionately understanding fundamentalism, the combative 

tone exemplified by Marty shines through. The deeper one plumbs this massive corpus of scholastic 

output, the more one gets the sense that there is never a considered option of defending or 

integrating fundamentalism. It must be fought. The Orientalists’ ambiguity toward the “Islamic 

fundamentalists” skews toward tacit hostility among the Comparative Fundamentalism scholars.  

 This veritable eruption of scholarship and conversation about fundamentalism climaxed in the 

publication of The Fundamentalism Project, a 5-volume series, from 1991 to 1995, ironically coinciding 

chronologically with the publication of The Fundamentals eight decades earlier. Under the editorship 

of Marty and R. Scott Appleby, the series gathers scholars from a variety of fields to contextualize, 

analyze, and even “comprehend” the global phenomenon of fundamentalism.52 Virtually no major 

religious tradition is exempted from the fundamentalisms thesis, and the volumes aim at “providing 

                                                        
51 A few examples will suffice: Fisher Humphreys and Philip Wise assess generic fundamentalism but pay special 

attention to their concerns as progressive Baptists. Fundamentalism (Macon, GA: Smyth and Helwys, 2004). G. Elijah Dann, 
ed., Leaving Fundamentalism: Personal Stories (Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2008) sticks to the Christian 
tradition but extends the meaning of the term to include stories of those who have survived conservative Catholic or 
Pentecostal/Charismatic upbringings. Within the Muslim tradition, Bassam Tibi has been a leading voice countering and 
refuting “Islamic fundamentalism,” see, The Challenge of Fundamentalism: Political Islam and the New World Disorder 
(Berkeley/Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2002). 

52 The final volume is triumphantly titled Fundamentalisms Comprehended, though Marty and Appleby indicate in 
their introductory essay that they intend “comprehend” as “the more modest goal of taking in or embracing a variety of 
movements in one inclusive analytical statement,” not the more ambitious meaning of completely understanding or 
knowing. Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, “Introduction,” in Fundamentalisms Comprehended (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1995), 3. 
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tools of conceptualization and analysis” for these ostensibly threatening developments.53 Similarly, 

echoing the contentious voices that arose against the original Fundamentalist moment in the 1920s, 

the editors accede that “The Fundamentalism Project issues from the world called Western, the 

sphere in which the ‘modern,’ ‘liberal,’ and ‘secular’ achievements are most readily experienced, and 

where fundamentalisms had appeared to be recessive, if not waning.”54 In other words, ingrained in 

the very structure of the project are a certain oppositional identity and a certain taken-aback posture. 

None of the contributing authors to the volumes self-identifies as a fundamentalist.  

 While certainly aware of premodern precursors to the fundamentalism phenomenon, the most 

definitive and conclusive statements from the stewards of the project point to fundamentalism as a 

reaction to and parasite of liberal, secular modernity.55 In the final, comprehensive volume, S.N. 

Eisenstadt observes: 

      Here we encounter a paradoxical situation. The basic ideology of fundamentalism is 
antimodern: the negation of some of the basic tenets of modernity—of the autonomy of the 
individual, of the hegemony of reason, of the ideology of progress, and the like—and of 
modernity as a civilization, although not necessarily of its technological or organizational 
aspects.  

       Yet at the same time, most fundamentalist ideologies—the different ideologies of the various 
fundamentalist movements—exhibit some very distinct modern characteristics.56 

Eisenstadt offers a good crystallization of the contradiction the entire Project is exploring: the strange 

flourishing of seemingly antimodern religious sentiment in modernity. In this, the Comparative 

Fundamentalism scholars depart from the original instinct of the analogy with Islam deployed by 

Gibb and Rahman who saw fundamentalism as a premodern and perpetually recurring reformism in 

Islam. It is now a universal religious outgrowth of turbulent modernity. 

                                                        
53 Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, “Introduction: The Fundamentalism Project: A User’s Guide,” in 

Fundamentalisms Observed (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), xiii. 
54 Marty and Appleby, “A User’s Guide,” xiii. 
55 For instance: “The defining and distinctive structural cause of fundamentalist movements is secularization.” Gabriel 

A. Almond, Emmanuel Sivan and R. Scott Appleby, “Explaining Fundamentalisms,” in Fundamentalisms Comprehended, 
Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, eds.(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 441. 

56 S.N. Eisenstadt, “Fundamentalism, Phenomenology, and Comparative Dimensions,” in Fundamentalisms 
Comprehended, Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, eds. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 264. 
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 One core characteristic of the Fundamentalism Project and of the whole Comparative 

Fundamentalism enterprise was a willingness to grasp the bull of incommensurability by the horns. 

Marty and Appleby are cognizant of the terminological problem of interreligious comparison. But, 

even if the word fundamentalist were abandoned, they argue, “the public would have to find some 

other word if it is to make sense of a set of global phenomena which urgently bid to be understood.”57 

The editors are mindful of the word’s Protestant roots, but they argue that fundamentalism can be 

elevated above its origins to become a universal category: “all words come from somewhere and will 

be more appropriate in some contexts than in others.”58 They cite examples (“modern,” “liberal,” and 

“secular”) where a word’s etymology does not control all future usage. They attempt to ensure that 

they do not “allow the Protestant Christian case, for which the term was coined, to dictate the content 

of the term.”59 Rather, they work at “emptying the term of its culture-specific and tradition-specific 

content and context before examining cases across the board to see if there are in fact ‘family 

resemblances’” among these movements.60 Indeed, because of the inclusive, wide lens of the project, 

many of the signal identity markers of the original Protestant movement do not fit the typology.  

 For instance, one (and perhaps the) central concern for the original Fundamentalists was the 

authority and paramount relevance of the Bible in contemporary contexts, yet the Fundamentalism 

Project waffles on the question of whether the ideal type—or “genus and species” of 

fundamentalism61—has a singular posture toward scripture, noting that “[s]acred texts do not play the 

                                                        
57 Marty and Appleby, “A User’s Guide,” viii. 
58 Marty and Appleby, “A User’s Guide,” viii. They apparently felt the need to reiterate nearly word-for-word this 

argument against their detractors in the introduction to the fourth volume of the series. Martin E. Marty and R. Scott 
Appleby, “Introduction,” in Accounting for Fundamentalisms (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 8n.1. 

59 Marty and Appleby, “Conclusion: An Interim Report,” 816. 
60 Marty and Appleby, “A User’s Guide,” ix, and “Conclusion: An Interim Report,” 816. This language of “family 

resemblances” is taken from Wittgenstein’s famous definition of language: Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical 
Investigations (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1958), § 66-67. The idea for using “family resemblances” as a framework seems to 
have occurred to Marty in a programmatic essay he published when the Fundamentalism Project was first congealing, 
though he there attributed the idea to Joseph Needham rather than Wittgenstein. Marty E. Marty, “Fundamentalism as a 
Social Phenomenon,” Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 42, no. 2 (November 1988): 20. 

61 In the final volume of the series, this taxonomic mode seems to have become the preferred analysis of the various 
fundamentalisms; it allows a classification scheme “without procrustean anxieties” that “though seeming to be imprecise, 
actually is more likely to generate interesting hypotheses.” Gabriel A. Almond, Emmanuel Sivan and R. Scott Appleby, 
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same constitutive role in South Asian and Far Eastern traditions as they do in the Abrahamic faiths.”62 

In their concluding essays, the editors settle for a mediating position, so that the non-Abrahamic 

religious fundamentalists can be included as absolutizing religious traditions, if not scriptures. They 

justify this transposition by contending that “the degree to which there can be a belief in ‘inerrancy’ or 

its analogues depends on whether there is a sacred code, set of codes, or canon in the religious 

tradition.”63 While this may seem like a small modification for the sake of including more movements 

under the fundamentalist heading, it is important to note the analytical shift that has occurred. The 

categorically central role of scripture for the original Fundamentalists becomes just one possible 

variant of ideal fundamentalism rather than its core tenet and rationale. The term “fundamentalism” 

has effectively become unmoored from the analogy; in fact, the category encompasses the original 

instance as merely one species of the genus fundamentalism. 

 One crucial aspect of the massive Comparative Fundamentalism enterprise, embodied by but 

not isolated to Marty and Appleby’s series, is its intensive focus on Islam. In his slightly sardonic 

review of the entirety of the Fundamentalism Project’s 3400-page magnitude, Earle Waugh notes that 

of the 106 articles included, “thirty-one are explicitly concerned with Islamic fundamentalist 

expressions, and many of the others use interpretive data drawn from Muslim phenomena.”64 This is 

particularly striking given that the term Fundamentalism was coined in a Christian context, the 

editors of the five volumes are both professed Christians, and the project itself emerges from a 

Western, Christianity-imbued, American society. One possible explanation for this is that, with the 

end of the Cold War, Islam or Islamic fundamentalism quickly was cast as the most prominent 

                                                        
“Fundamentalism: Genus and Species,” in Fundamentalisms Comprehended, Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, eds. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 404-405. 

62 Marty and Appleby, “Conclusion: An Interim Report,” 820. In his earlier programmatic essay, Marty is more 
definitive, arguing that “fundamentalisms generically have nothing to do with biblical inerrancy or, for that matter, any 
other substantive elements, any doctrines or tenets of particular faiths.” “Fundamentalism as a Social Phenomenon,” 18. 

63 Almond, Sivan, and Appleby, “Fundamentalism: Genus and Species,” 407. 
64 Earle Waugh, “Fundamentalism: Harbinger of Academic Revisionism?” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 

65, no. 1 (Spring 1997), 162. 
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geopolitical foe of Western liberal societies. This was the general thrust of Samuel Huntington’s 

famous “clash of civilizations” thesis cum call to action for Westerners because “Islam has bloody 

borders.”65 It is significant, though, that this Western anxiety about and perhaps fixation with the 

fundamentalism of Islam took root well before September 11th, 2001 or the resulting War on Terror. 

 
The Decline of Comparative Fundamentalism 

 Comparative Fundamentalism was the great comparative religion project of the late twentieth 

century, and its analysis has not held up well over time. The surge of fundamentalism scholarship in 

the 1990s has slowly dwindled in the subsequent decades, to the point of being virtually academically 

moribund today. The word and concept are still a part of the English lexicon, still used by journalists 

and, occasionally, scholars (especially in reference to Islam), but new comparative projects 

juxtaposing different forms of fundamentalism are vanishingly rare. Critics have justly and unjustly 

piled on the concept of a generic fundamentalism taxonomy, on the specific analyses of the 

Fundamentalism Project, and on the essentializing assumptions that undergirded the whole effort.  

 A few samples of these critiques will suffice: Jay M. Harris and many others challenge the 

circularity of the category of fundamentalism, namely that in labeling a group fundamentalist, we 

“necessarily presuppose that we know what fundamentalism is,” and then by delineating the common 

characteristics of fundamentalist groups, we reify the prior definition.66 It is a manufactured and self-

reinforcing comparison. David Harrington Watt highlights the Protestant assumptions that lingered 

with the term and argues that “labeling Jews or Muslims fundamentalists is somewhat akin to labeling 

Christians Sunnis or Shiites or labeling Muslims Methodists.”67 Khalid Blankinship critiques the 

normative Western and liberal ideology behind the word fundamentalism, such that, like the term 

                                                        
65 Samuel P. Huntington, “The Clash of Civilizations?” Foreign Affairs (Summer 1993), 35.  See also Huntington’s follow-

up book predicting/goading the same conflict, Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World 
Order (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996). 

66 Jay M. Harris, “‘Fundamentalism’: Objections from a Modern Jewish Historian,” in Fundamentalism and Gender, John 
Stratton Hawley, ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 167. 

67 Wood and Watt, “Introduction,” 5. 
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Wahhabi, it is deployed “primarily as a term of abuse.”68 Harding nicely condenses the negative layers 

of connotative accretion: the fundamentalist is “militant, strident, dogmatic, ignorant, duped, 

backward, rural, southern, uneducated, antiscientific, anti-intellectual, irrational, absolutist, 

authoritarian, racist, sexist, anticommunist, reactionary, bigoted, war mongers. You cannot reason 

with them.”69 And, echoing Foucault, Juan Campo holds that the Western academic and media 

conversation about fundamentalism is “a mode of hegemonic discourse” that has become “embedded 

in the ideologies of Middle Eastern states, among ruling elites as well as among their subjects.”70 

Fundamentalist is what liberals label a person so they don’t have to listen to them, and it is what 

autocrats label a community they intend to destroy. 

 Many of these critiques of the broad-brush Comparative Fundamentalism enterprise are fair 

and well-deserved. The participating scholars attempted to encompass so many movements that the 

bigger the fundamentalism umbrella became the lower the common denominator among the 

movements analyzed became.71 As Waugh comments about the Fundamentalism Project, 

“Throughout the articles there appears to be a constant awareness that the realities do not fit the 

                                                        
68 Khalid Yahya Blankinship, “Muslim ‘Fundamentalism,’ Salafism, Sufism, and Other Trends,” in Fundamentalism: 

Perspectives on a Contested History (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2014), 158. 
69 Harding, “Representing Fundamentalism,” 373. Harding’s list could use some updating for a post-Cold War era, but 

it is still surprisingly resonant. 
70 Juan E. Campo, “The Ends of Islamic Fundamentalism: Hegemonic Discourse and the Islamic Question in Egypt,” 

Journal of Contention: Debates in Society, Culture 4 (1995), 177. 
71 A key sign of this expansive scope of the Comparative Fundamentalism analysis is the ambiguous way in which the 

Comparative Fundamentalism scholars deal with broader Evangelicalism. As I noted above, these terms were ambiguously 
intertwined for most of the twentieth century in the identities espoused by Evangelicals, so in the Comparative 
Fundamentalism conversations, lines of distinction are sometimes drawn between the two terms and sometimes not. For 
instance, Nancy Ammerman’s paradigmatic and astute first essay in the first volume of the Fundamentalism Project 
attempts to distinguish between self-titled Evangelicals and Fundamentalists (as well as separating out Pentecostal and 
Charismatic Protestants) after the mid-twentieth century with Evangelicals being those “who [in contrast to 
Fundamentalists] saw benefits in learning to get along with outsiders.” Ammerman, “North American Protestant 
Fundamentalism,” 4. She states that she intends to focus her essay on the so-called Fundamentalists, delineating those 
features that characterize them—Evangelism, Inerrancy, Premillennialism, Separatism. But a few paragraphs into this 
distinction, she acknowledges: “Among nonfundamentalist evangelicals there are inerrantists and premillennialists, but 
those views are less dominant and held less dogmatically in nonfundamentalist circles of evangelicals. And more 
importantly, few nonfundamentalist evangelicals would insist that eschatology is a critical test of faith.” (7) The lines she 
attempts to draw are more notional and matters of degree than any stark division. Indeed, “Evangelism” can hardly be used 
to distinguish between Fundamentalist and Evangelical values. Later participants in the Fundamentalism Project similarly 
struggle to draw a firm line between Evangelicals and the “Fundamentalists” being analyzed. See especially, Lawrence R. 
Iannaccone, “Heirs to the Protestant Ethic? The Economics of American Fundamentalists,” in Fundamentalisms and the 
State, Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, eds. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 343ff. 
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frames applied.”72 This unwieldy breadth ultimately caused the entire endeavor to collapse under its 

own weight. Nearly any religious movement could, from the right angle, be labeled fundamentalist. 

Moreover, the participating scholars’ presumed opposition to the object of their study did, indeed, 

color their analysis. The negative connotations that have attached to “fundamentalism” make it 

similar to the word “weed.” No plant is objectively a weed; to call it a weed is to name it an irritating 

intruder, a threatening interloper in the garden. 

 Marty and Appleby are correct that all words and categories come from somewhere. It is true 

that the word fundamentalism might have transcended its etymology. It might have become a trans-

religious ideological orientation—like secularism, liberalism, capitalism, modernism, or feminism—

that grew beyond its original context. The original Orientalists’ use of the term analogically with 

Islam did not betoken some intrinsic disapproval toward those so labeled. Had Marty and others 

followed Gibb and Rahman’s lead, fundamentalism might have come to be seen as a complement to 

modernity, a synonym of revival or reform with its negative and positive aspects. Instead, in the 1980s 

and 1990s, Tehran fell to Khomeini, the White House fell to Reagan, the Berlin Wall simply fell, and 

Western liberals determined that their new global enemies fit neatly under the heading of 

fundamentalism. Over time, the word became so charged, such a powerful slur, that even its native 

movement abandoned it in favor of greener “Evangelical” pastures. 

 Millions of people in contemporary society hold the identity of being secular or a secularist, 

liberal or an advocate of liberalism. These terms are contested and polemical, aggressively affirmed 

and constantly reinterpreted. But who speaks as a fundamentalist? Who contends for a positive 

reading of fundamentalism? The word has become a libel not an identity, a put-down not a 

perspective. To call someone a fundamentalist today almost says more about oneself and one’s own 

implied adversarial identity than about the person being labeled. As Laurence Iannaccone puts it, “A 

                                                        
72 Waugh, “Fundamentalism: Harbinger of Academic Revisionism?” 167. 
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group may thus earn the ‘fundamentalist’ epithet less because of what it is than because of who it 

scares.”73 For theologians and religious studies scholars who analyzed them, the fundamentalists were 

objects of study, ideological foes, and almost never fellow travelers, conversation partners, or friends. 

 But there is also much that is praiseworthy about the Comparative Fundamentalism project. 

Not only was it collaborative and interdisciplinary, but it sought to explore and explain a large number 

of contemporary religious movements whose thought and behavior is urgently in need of 

understanding. The groups that fell under the heading of fundamentalism are often the most 

contentious, controversial, sharp-elbowed edges of the world religions, and many of the religious 

conflicts in the world today involve one or more of these—often very popular—movements. 

Compared to Huntington’s clashing civilizational essentialism (that civilizations are irreducible and 

bound to violently brawl), the Comparative Fundamentalism effort’s essentialism was textured, 

nuanced, and subtle, parsing between aggressive religious actors and mainstream traditions. Indeed, 

the critics of the Comparative Fundamentalism scholars often swing so far in the direction of 

incommensurability that they impugn even the idea of comparison or finding some terminology that 

might capture similarities across the putative boundaries of comparative traditions. The critics 

deconstruct the comparative term “fundamentalism,” but often implicitly also deconstruct the act of 

comparison itself. I would contend that modernity has developed complex pressures and 

opportunities that have occasioned observable, comparable adaptations within distinct religious 

traditions, and finding patterns among these responses can be constructive and illuminative.  

 In the aftermath of the decline of the academic fundamentalism discourse, we are left with few 

comparative terms with which to categorize or characterize groups that are theologically exclusivist 

and ideologically assertive. The entire American political debate around whether politicians should 

condemn “radical Islamic terror;” the frequent misuse of the term Wahhabi to characterize any form 

                                                        
73 Laurence R. Iannaccone, “Toward an Economic Theory of ‘Fundamentalism,’” Journal of Institutional and Theoretical 

Economics 153, no. 1 (March 1997): 101. Emphasis his. 
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of Islam that the speaker disdains; the colloquial perpetuation of “Fundamentalist Christianity” even 

though few if any Protestants still positively affirm that identity; the ambiguity of adjectives like 

conservative, literalist, right-wing, puritanical, or militant when used across cultural boundaries—all 

bespeak the need for new comparative categories and vocabulary. 

 

Lessons, Methods, and Similarity in Difference 

 Comparison, analogy, the linking of what is unfamiliar to what is known—these are some of the 

most potent tools of analysis in religious studies, and it would be to our detriment if they were cast 

aside because the term fundamentalism proved unwieldy and belligerent. In my revised comparative 

analysis of Salafism and Evangelicalism, I take four methodological lessons from the Comparative 

Fundamentalism enterprise: one positive and three negative. First, positively, the Comparative 

Fundamentalism effort in general, and Marty and Appleby’s Fundamentalism Project in particular, 

rightly identified the maximum scale of a comparative religion program: localized religious 

movements. One of the strengths of the otherwise too generalizing Fundamentalism Project was that 

it was acutely attentive to local, national, and regional contexts. Hence many of the component 

articles are titled “Fundamentalism in the Sunni Arab World: Egypt and the Sudan,” “Hindu 

Fundamentalism and the Structural Stability of India,” and the like.74 On the one hand, it is virtually 

impossible (and practically infeasible) to meaningfully compare world religions in any general way—a 

fact that highlights the absurdity of Huntington’s all-encompassing civilizational theory. There is no 

solid, coherent thing called Islam or Christianity, and even if there were, how would one wittingly put 

into comparative conversation global traditions that span centuries and billions of people with 

thousands of sub-communities all debating among themselves? On the other hand, meaningful and 

                                                        
74 John O. Voll, “Fundamentalism in the Sunni Arab World: Egypt and the Sudan,” in Fundamentalisms Observed, 

Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, eds. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 345-402. Robert Eric Frykenberg, 
“Hindu Fundamentalism and the Structural Stability of India” in Fundamentalisms and the State: Remaking Polities, 
Economies, and Militance, Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, eds. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 233-255. 
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interesting recent projects have brought individual thinkers from very different religious traditions 

and very different periods in history into juxtaposition.75 These dual case studies have much to 

contribute to the comparative endeavor by virtue of their attentiveness to close observation and 

discriminating, contextualized analysis of similarity and difference. They are also methodologically 

highly developed and offer keen insights on how a comparison can be prosecuted. But we also need 

works that can put into conversation larger communities and discourses. The most salutary and 

interesting thing about the Fundamentalism Project, in my view, was not the theorizing and 

terminology, per se, but the scope and the scale of the comparisons it offered. It adjusted the 

comparative lens of focus in between the individual and global poles onto data-rich, self-identified, 

contemporary movements, with shared discourse, and localized settings in specific cultural and 

national circumstances.  

 Second, the terminology of the comparison and the categories employed should not be 

ideologically loaded or contentious. As I have explored above, fundamentalism might have become a 

universal category, transcending its Protestant roots, but it did not. Despite the best efforts of the 

participating scholars, the word carried over connotations from the American Protestant 

experience—the Scopes Trial, the rise of the Religious Right, and the presumed non-fundamentalist 

identity of the scholars—that affected the ensuing analysis. By choosing such a polemical and 

normative term, the Comparative Fundamentalism program was fighting for neutrality and 

redefinition against a stiff wind. I do agree with Marty and Appleby that it does little good for the 

comparativist to entirely invent words or categories that are inscrutable to readers. In the categories 

and terminology I have developed, i.e., “commonsense scripturalism,” I have purposefully sought to 

                                                        
75 Ralph Leo’s forthcoming dissertation, “The Reverend and the Shaykh: The Common Roots of Evangelicalism and 

Salafism in the Theology of Jonathan Edwards and Muhammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab” (PhD diss., University of Birmingham, 
anticipated 2017) promises some historical analysis that complements many of the arguments I make in the following 
chapters. A few exemplars of the thinker-to-thinker comparisons are Erin M. Cline, Confucius, Rawls, and the Sense of 
Justice (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), Karen L. Carr and Philip J. Ivanhoe, The Sense of Antirationalism: The 
Religious Thought of Zhuangzi and Kierkegaard (New York/London: Seven Bridges Press, 2000), and Lee H. Yearley, 
Mencius and Aquinas: Theories of Virtue and Conceptions of Courage (New York: SUNY Press, 1990).  
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pick words that are recognizable but are not heavy laden with negative—or positive—connotations. 

No vocabulary is perfectly neutral or unattached, but some words are fairer than others. Previous 

analysts have used these terms in reference to Evangelicals and Salafis, but I have not encountered 

their combination.76  

 Third, in contrast to the massive Comparative Fundamentalism enterprise, comparative analysis 

of religious movements should proceed with an eye for the profound divergences and disparities that 

exist alongside the articulated similarities. This, indeed, counteracts one of the central critiques of the 

Comparative Fundamentalism project (articulated by Harris and Watt above): that the category of 

“fundamentalism” was circular because it was presupposed in the minds and vocabulary of the 

participating scholars and cognitively mapped onto new movements. For all of their contextual 

sensitivity, unfortunately the scholars of the Comparative Fundamentalism effort rarely closed the 

loop, stripped out other variables, and put two “fundamentalist” movements that shared a similar 

context side by side to see their differences as well as their notable similarities.77 “Fundamentalism” 

was presumed to be an essential quality, an underlying reality, perpetually occurring in various 

modern contexts, and this hampered a deeper exploration of the contours of similarity and difference 

among the purported “fundamentalist” communities, especially in shared milieux. 

                                                        
76 For a lengthy discussion of the connections between “common sense” and Evangelicals in the American context, see 

Chapter 3. The word “scripturalist” was seemingly coined to characterize and criticize certain types of radical Protestants in 
the eighteenth century—Oxford English Dictionary, Online ed., s.v. “scripturalism” (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014)—but it has never gained wide usage or taken on the polemical edges of “fundamentalism.” Geertz used the term 
scripturalist to describe the nascent purist Salafi movements he saw coalescing in diverse majority-Muslim contexts in the 
middle of the twentieth century. Clifford Geertz, Islam Observed: Religious Developments in Morocco and Indonesia 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968), 56. Separately, I have drawn deeply from Geertz’s analysis of common sense as 
a recurring cultural phenomenon in Chapter 3. Similarly, Antoun has employed the term scripturalism as a frequent 
attribute of Muslim, Christian, and Jewish fundamentalism, and there is some overlap between his definition of the word 
and my own (i.e., searching for epistemic certainty through texts), though I find that his emphasis on scripturalism being 
intrinsically linked to militant nationalism is not borne out by the Evangelical and Salafi groups I examine. Richard Antoun, 
Understanding Fundamentalism: Christian, Islamic, and Jewish Movements (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2008), 37-
50. Olivier Roy uses the word scripturalist to describe what he calls “neofundamentalism” in Islam, within which he groups 
Salafism and Wahhabism. Globalised Islam: The Search for the New Ummah (London: Hurst and Company, 2004), 1 and 170. 

77 One could argue that such contrasts were implicit in the Fundamentalism Project where multiple cases of 
fundamentalism from one context were sometimes analyzed. For instance, the first two chapters of the first volume focus 
on North American Evangelicals and Fundamentalists and Roman Catholic traditionalism in the U.S. But even there the 
articles are written by different scholars and bilateral comparison is virtually nonexistent. 
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 In his methodologically reflective project comparing two thinkers from different traditions 

(Mencius and Aquinas), Lee Yearley has sought to “map, and perhaps even make habitable, part of the 

middle ground between the same and the different.”78 In other words, Yearley rejects the dueling 

notions that the religious and philosophical data he seeks to compare are essentially the same or 

incommensurably different. He works to, in what has become a watchword for circumspect religious 

comparison, “pursue the ideal of working with similarities in differences and differences in 

similarities.”79 Whatever resemblances and resonances may be illuminated between religious thinkers 

and movements in the comparativist’s analytical gaze, attention must be constantly paid to the 

perpetual differences that exist between them. Likewise, if the comparativist discovers an apparently 

absolute difference between communities, he or she must look more closely for possible underlying 

similarities.80 This dialectic between similarity and difference serves as a conceptual check and 

balance against the hegemonic imposition of the vocabulary or framework that is more familiar or 

merely seems easy and congenial to the comparativist. In juxtaposing American Evangelicalism and 

Salafism, I have aimed to navigate these perilous waters between similarity and difference, between 

the Scylla of perfect correlation and the Charybdis of incommensurability. Despite my personal 

acquaintance with Evangelicalism, I have sought to portray and analyze Salafism fair-mindedly, where 

possible letting American Salafis speak for themselves, where appropriate using their own vocabulary.  

 Fourth, and finally, comparativists must take account of the diversity within the movements they 

study. This, indeed, is critical for careful, complex analysis of any religious movement, but it is 

uniquely imperative in comparative religion. J.Z. Smith has cautioned, “There is nothing easier than 

the making of patterns,” and when treated simplistically the patterns found by the inquiring mind of 

the scholar can take on an aura of explanatory power that, again, verges on imposition.81 Put 

                                                        
78 Yearley, Mencius and Aquinas, 1. 
79 Yearley, Mencius and Aquinas, 195. 
80 For further discussion of Yearley’s comparative approach and its appropriation by other scholars, see Cline, 

Confucius, Rawls, and the Sense of Justice, 62-63. 
81 Smith, “In Comparison a Magic Dwells,” 35. 



32 

 

differently, the comparative program never “comprehends” what it analyzes. At its best, comparative 

religion seeks further intelligibility and insight. Comparativists risk compounding the facile error of 

mistaking evident patterns for ontology on both the level of the single case and in the comparative 

parallels. In a pertinent and potent example, one can rather easily extrapolate from the near universal 

Salafi belief in and discourse about the concept of al-walāʾ wa-l-barāʾ (loyalty to God and Islam and 

disavowing of all others) that the relationship between Salafism and Western cultures is intrinsically 

adversarial and nasty.82 When taken in conjunction with the fundamentalism matrix of militancy, 

Salafism can then be cast as essentially anti-: anti-secular, anti-pluralist, anti-modern, and anti-

democratic.83 As I have undertaken to demonstrate (Chapter 4) with this and other examples, the 

interpretational diversity within American Salafism and within American Evangelicalism defies neat 

ideological or theological definitions of these movements.  

 In sum, if the impetus for comparative religion springs from the déjà vu moments of recognition 

and intuition experienced by the scholar, then the methodology of comparison must be all the more 

careful and reflective. The predisposition to seek out or assert similarity must be constantly checked 

by the awareness of difference and by a sensitivity to context. Likewise, the claim of 

incommensurability (e.g., between immigrant Salafi communities and America’s born-and-raised 

Evangelicals) must be counteracted through careful attention to similarities that may lurk beneath 

                                                        
82 Wagemakers’ otherwise useful analysis of the discursive frames around al-walāʾ wal-barāʾ in global Salafi 

conversations does at times verge on the inference that the concept inevitably leads to an oppositional stance toward non-
Muslims. Joas Wagemakers, “Framing the ‘Threat to Islam’: Al-Walaʾ wa al-Baraʾ in Salafi Discourse,” Arab Studies Quarterly 
30, no. 4 (Fall 2008): 1-22. Bin Ali’s analysis in this regard is much more reflective of the diverse spectrum of actual Salafi 
debates about and applications of al-walāʾ wal-barāʾ. Mohamed Bin Ali, The Roots of Religious Extremism: Understanding 
the Salafi Doctrine of al-Walaʾ wal Baraʾ (London: Imperial College Press, 2016), 178ff. 

83 This is the condensed meaning that Reza Aslan extracts from the phrase al-walāʾ wa-l-barāʾ, which he holds is “an 
uncompromising moral dichotomy.” He elaborates: “However the phrase is translated, al-walaʾ wal-baraʾ suggests a cosmic 
duality, in which the whole of creation is partitioned into ‘believers’—by which Jihadists mean themselves—and 
‘unbelievers’—a category that includes non-Muslims.” Reza Aslan, Beyond Fundamentalism: Confronting Religious 
Extremism in the Age of Globalization (New York: Random House, 2010), 106. While he is specifically analyzing jihadis, he 
does not give any sense that the concept could be interpreted in other ways. 
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the surface. Vocabulary, assumptions, and categories all must be constantly assessed, modified, and 

“rectified” to fit the data of the comparison.84 

  Comparisons across religious traditions rarely offer the final word, but instead occupy the 

borderlands and thin spaces where translation is necessary. What comparative religion offers is finally 

intelligibility and imagination. If intelligibility has always come by describing the unfamiliar in 

familiar terms, then equally, as Richard Rorty suggests, imagination proceeds by “redescrib[ing] the 

familiar in unfamiliar terms.”85 The mid-century Orientalists had marginal success on the 

intelligibility front, analogizing and extending familiar Protestant terms to describe Islamic trends to 

Western audiences, but this effort offered little to re-inform the way Western Christians thought 

about their own native Fundamentalism. The Comparative Fundamentalism programs attempted to 

re-imagine the word and concept of fundamentalism and shape a new comparative category. But this 

new extended taxonomy grew so all-encompassing that it watered down its analysis of the movements 

it sought to comprehend. My hope is that, proceeding carefully, we may take a step forward in 

understanding something that is often inimically strange and threatening to Western audiences 

(Salafism), while at the same time, redescribing in terms unfamiliar an American Evangelical 

movement that is much-examined but still often misapprehended. My hope is that, recognizing the 

pitfalls of the “fundamentalism” analysis, I can comparatively redescribe both Salafism and 

Evangelicalism using the lens of commonsense scripturalism. But first the question of general 

definition remains. Considered individually, how have scholars understood these movements? 

 

                                                        
84 J.Z. Smith’s outline of the comparative program is instructive: “The ‘end’ of comparison cannot be the act of 

comparison itself. I would distinguish four moments in the comparative enterprise: description, comparison, redescription, 
and rectification… The aim of such comparison is the redescription of the exempla (each in light of the other) and a 
rectification of the academic categories in relation to which they have been imagined.” Jonathan Z. Smith, “Epilogue: The 
‘End’ of Comparison: Redescription and Rectification,” in A Magic Still Dwells: Comparative Religions in the Postmodern 
Age, Kimberley C. Patton and Benjamin C. Ray, eds. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 239. 

85 Richard Rorty, "Ethics without Principles," in The Rorty Reader, Christopher J. Voparil and Richard J. Bernstein, eds. 
(West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 432. 
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What Are Evangelicalism and Salafism? 

 It is notoriously difficult to pin down precisely who or what an Evangelical or Salafi is. The size, 

diversity, variety of international contexts, and contested terminologies of global Evangelicalism and 

Salafism muddy all attempts at simple definitions. At an elementary level, Salafism and 

Evangelicalism are both popular, global, modern, revivalist movements that make normative claims 

on their respective Sunni and Protestant traditions. They are largely non-hierarchical and diffuse, 

with no single central religious figure or theological authority. And they are both, broadly, 

proselytizing movements (a corollary of revivalism) that seek to win over to their vision of Islam and 

Christianity self-confessed Muslims and Christians of other stripes and traditions as well as seeking 

outside converts. Going beyond such broad definitions leads to a host of interpretive and 

demographic questions. 

 
Defining Evangelicalism 

 Evangelicalism is certainly the more studied and academically dissected of the two movements. 

Most scholars would trace the origins of Evangelicalism to revival movements that swept throughout 

the Anglophone world in the decades surrounding the founding of the United States.86 But the word 

Evangelical has deep roots in the Christian and Protestant traditions. Etymologically, it comes from 

the Greek εὐαγγέλιον (euaggelion), which in the New Testament means gospel or good news. Many 

of the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformers, including Martin Luther and John Calvin, described 

themselves not as Protestants but as “evangelicals,” in the sense of recovering the Good News of the 

gospel from what they saw as the corruption and distortion of the late-medieval Roman Catholic 

church.87 But the word took on new meanings in Great Britain and its colonies in the course of the 

First and Second Great Awakenings in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries respectively. 

                                                        
86 See Marsden, Understanding Evangelicalism and Fundamentalism, 1-3. 
87 See B.A. Gerrish, The Old Protestantism and the New: Essays on the Reformation Heritage (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1982), 29ff 
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 David Bebbington has developed the most widely accepted definition of Evangelicalism based 

on four characteristics, or, in Bebbington’s phrase, “a quadrilateral of priorities.” They are, namely, 

“conversionism, the belief that lives need to be changed; activism, the expression of the gospel in 

effort; biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and what may be termed crucicentrism, a stress on 

the sacrifice of Christ on the cross.”88 As a statement of core theology and identifying markers this 

definition is entirely serviceable, but in practice it more characterizes the center of the wide circle that 

is Evangelical theology and thought rather than defining its circumference.89 Robert E. Webber has 

gone so far as to identify fourteen “subcultural evangelical groups” with representative figures and 

institutions that reflect the various historical influences and diverse strands of the American 

Evangelical movement, and he emphasizes that his categorization is by no means exhaustive with 

many further subdivisions possible.90 And this is merely within American Evangelicalism. The strands 

and variations multiply exponentially when the focus shifts to global Evangelicalism.91 

 Consequently, demographic data and quantitative assessments of Evangelicalism in the U.S. and 

worldwide are easy to come by but difficult to interpret conclusively.92 Even among the most well-read 

and insightful scholars of Evangelicalism, definitional problems and the overlapping connotations of 

                                                        
88 Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989), 2-3. 
89 Noll notes that the quadrilateral of “commitments have never by themselves yielded cohesive, institutionally 

compact or clearly demarcated groups of Christians. But they do serve to identify a large kin network of churches, 
voluntary societies, books and periodicals, personal networks, and emphases of belief and practice.” Mark A. Noll, The Rise 
of Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield, and the Wesleys (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 19. 

90 Robert E. Webber, Common Roots: The Original Call to an Ancient-Future Faith (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978), 
56-57. The fourteen include: Fundamentalist evangelicalism, Dispensational evangelicalism, Conservative evangelicalism, 
Non-denominational evangelicalism, Reformed evangelicalism, Anabaptist evangelicalism, Wesleyan evangelicalism, 
Holiness evangelicalism, Pentecostal evangelicalism, Charismatic evangelicalism, Black evangelicalism, Progressive 
evangelicalism, Radical evangelicalism, and Mainline evangelicalism. If we were to update Webber’s list to include the past 
four decades, we might add so-called Neo-Calvinist evangelicalism, emerging church evangelicalism, etc. 

91 Noll’s, The New Shape of World Christianity: How American Experience Reflects Global Faith (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2009) offers the best overview I have found for how the American Evangelical experience has affected 
and been affected by the global expansion of the movement. 

92 For instance, in a 2011 report on “Global Christianity” the Pew Research Center determined that there were 
285,480,000 Evangelicals in the world. This was placed alongside their findings about Pentecostal (279,080,000) and 
charismatic Christians (304,990,000), but a caveat included in the report reads “Pentecostals and charismatics are mutually 
exclusive categories. They overlap, however, with the evangelical category, and the three categories should not be added 
together. Many Christians do not identify with any of these movements.” Pew Research Center, “Global Christianity—A 
Report on the Size and Distribution of the World’s Christian Population,” Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 
December 19, 2011, accessed December 29, 2016, http://www.pewforum.org/2011/12/19/global-christianity-exec/. 
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the term Evangelical both as a self-appellation and a diagnostic term means that, in Mark Noll’s 

words, “there is (as with fundamentalism) an increasing vagueness in the use of terminology about 

evangelicalism, both by scholars and among evangelicals themselves.”93 Inevitably, demographics 

follow definition, and most extant definitions of Evangelicalism in either a global or an American 

scope tend to center on: belief in historically defined theological convictions a là Bebbington; 

belonging to a historically Evangelical denomination, institution, or community; experience of being 

“born again” as in religious conversion; or some combination of these.94 

 These problems become no less pronounced when one narrows one’s focus to the specific 

American context. Here, too, statistics diverge at the point of definition, as Evangelicalism can be 

parsed politically, theologically, by church and institutional affiliation, or experientially. Depending 

on these factors Evangelicals can be said to make up as much as 43% of the U.S. population that 

identifies as “‘born again’ or evangelical.”95 On the other hand, the more conservative numbers from 

Pew’s recent “America’s Changing Religious Landscape” survey conducted in 2007 and 2014 showed a 

slight decline in those identifying with Evangelically aligned churches as a portion of the U.S. 

population from 26.3% to 25.4% (leaving roughly 60 million people in the United States as 

Evangelicals in 2014).96 While the Pew study was methodologically consistent between the two 

surveys, when one digs into their mode of classification, the murky definitions behind these 

seemingly precise numbers becomes evident. Political surveys that treat white Evangelicals as a 

                                                        
93 Mark A. Noll, “Defining Evangelicalism” in Global Evangelicalism: Theology, History, and Culture in Regional 

Perspective, Donald M. Lewis and Richard V. Pierard, eds. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2014), 25. 
94 Noll suggests distinctions among the “three overlapping constituencies” of “intentional” evangelicals who consciously 

self-apply the label, “historical” evangelicals who inhabit churches and institutions linked to the Evangelical movement, 
whether they use the term or not, and “function[al]” evangelicals, who may have little or no ties to the movement or its 
institutions yet “share the historic beliefs and practices of evangelicalism.” Noll, “Defining Evangelicalism,” 25. 

95 This number is based on an average of Gallup polling in 2004 of those who positively answered that standard 
question. It is worth noting that 19% of all Catholics in the same survey said “yes” to the question of whether they would 
describe themselves as “born again” or Evangelical, one reason to doubt the precision of such surveys. Frank Newport and 
Joseph Carroll, “Another Way to Look at Evangelicals in America Today,” Gallup, December 2, 2005, accessed December 29, 
2016, http://www.gallup.com/poll/20242/another-look-evangelicals-america-today.aspx. 

96 Pew Research Center, “America’s Changing Religious Landscape,” Pew Forum on Religious and Public Life, May 12, 
2015, accessed December 29, 2016, http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/#fn-23198-
10. These numbers are mostly based on denominational affiliation and do not include people who identify with what Pew 
labels as “historically black Protestantism” and also excludes Catholics who self-apply the term “born again.” 
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significant and unified voting bloc tend to leave out African American, Latino, and Asian American 

Evangelicals, who, while not marching in lock step politically, nonetheless would fit most theological 

or denominational definitions of Evangelicalism.  

 Theological definitions tend to create a fairly generic description of Evangelical theology that 

obscures the great deal of theological diversity and debates within the movement. Political 

definitions are more concerned with tracking the voting and political activism inclinations of the 

Evangelical herd and tend to clip off the margins of unconventional progressive and liberal (and 

African American and Latino and Asian American) Evangelicals. Denominational affiliation 

definitions can miss the large contingent of independent and even non-church attending people who 

nonetheless identify with the Evangelical movement. And experiential definitions that center on the 

experience of being “born again” risk deciding the inclusion of someone as a true Evangelical on the 

basis of a phrase that is, at best, not idiomatic for the entire Evangelical movement. 

 Evangelicalism is not a sect or a denomination, though it contains many of each. It has 

countless hybridities that span the borders with Catholicism, Pentecostalism, and historic 

Protestantism. It is not a social movement in the more political sense of that phrase, but it has 

inspired social movements. It is a theological tradition, but it is also a religious sub-culture. It is a 

movement, but, in what is harder to quantify, it is also a tendency, an ethos, an orientation toward 

the Bible. It is a vibrant, textual discourse. There are many important dimensions to Evangelical 

identity (the conversion experience, prayer and personal piety, political and social activism, etc.), but 

this dissertation will home in on Evangelicals’ connection to the Bible and its impact on their 

communal and individual lives. 

 
Defining Salafism 

 At the most basic level, a Salafi is someone who seeks to imitate the life and teachings of al-

salaf	al-ṣāliḥ (the Salaf, “The Righteous Ancestors” or “The Pious Forefathers”), the first three 
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generations (or, in some interpretations, centuries) of Muslims. Salafism is a Sunni Muslim 

movement that prioritizes the practice of the earliest Muslim community over and above the 

intervening layers of traditions and historical developments.97 If all Sunnis aim to live according to 

the Sunna (the Path, the Precedent) of the Prophet Muhammad, Salafis extend the range of that 

precedent to include the entire lived experience of that original Muslim community. They tend to 

view the intermediate developed tradition of Islam with all its philosophical sophistication, elaborate 

schools of law, and cultural adaptations as full of bidʿa (innovation, accretion). They seek to 

interpretively return directly to the Qurʾan and the Hadith, the collected sayings and deeds of the 

Prophet Muhammad and his Companions. 

  Like the word Evangelical in the Protestant Christian tradition, the word Salafi has deep roots in 

the Sunni Islamic tradition, connoting a theological orientation, traceable through the thought of the 

ninth-century Muslim scholar Ahmad ibn Hanbal (or simply Ibn Hanbal, d. 855) and one of his 

fourteenth-century disciples Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328). In opposition to more metaphorically or 

rationally inclined interpreters, Ibn Hanbal and his theological heirs opted for the plain sense of the 

text of the Qurʾan and the Hadith. In their view, “[t]he primary source of theology was to take the 

outward meanings of religious scriptures and shun metaphorical interpretation. Creeds written by 

such authors typically consist of little more than verses of the Qurʾān and traditions of the Prophet 

[i.e., individual hadiths], arranged topically.”98 Since they did not attribute this method to Ibn 

Hanbal, but to the early Muslim community, they did not refer to themselves as Hanbali credalists, 

but instead sometimes called themselves Ahl al-Ḥadīth (People of the Hadith) or followers of the 

                                                        
97 Salafis will frequently point to a hadith as the precedent for this seemingly arbitrary number of generations: “The 

Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) said, "The best people are those of my generation, and then those who will come after them (the next 
generation), and then those who will come after them (i.e. the next generation).” Sahih al-Bukhari 6428 (Book 81, Hadith 17), 
https://sunnah.com/bukhari/81/18. 

98 Yasir Qadhi, “Salafī-Ashʿarī Polemics of the 3rd & 4th Islamic Centuries,” The Muslim World 106 (July 2016): 439. 
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doctrine/school of the Ancestors—madhhab al-salaf.99 Hence, within this tradition of Hanbali 

theology, Salafi became a shorthand adjective for adherents to strict reliance on the original sources 

of the Islamic tradition. 

 One of the greatest hurdles to developing a cohesive definition of Salafism arises out of an 

immense lexicological confusion that has surrounded the term for the better part of the past century, 

as two very different Muslim movements have identified with the title Salafi. One claimant movement 

was of Modernist reformist figures who captured the fascination of Western Orientalist scholars 

looking for a reforming, progressive, enlightened version of Islam. Most notable among these “Salafi” 

modernists were Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. 1887), Muhammad ʿAbduh (d. 1905), and Rashid Rida (d. 

1935).100 They saw themselves as returning to the Islamic sources (the Qurʾan, and to a lesser degree, 

the Hadith) for inspiration as they sought to reconstitute “an Islam tailored to fit the modern world.”101 

The other movement that claimed the title Salafi was much more conventionally aligned with the 

Hanbali and Taymiyyan roots, in that they looked to the primary authority and relevance of the 

Hadith in purifying Islam and recovering the pristine experience of the Salaf. This textualist, purist 

Salafi movement, which was much larger and more popular than the elite Modernist reformism, was 

                                                        
99 See Bernard Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” in Global Salafism: Islam’s New Religious 

Movement, Roel Meijer, ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 38. See also, Henri Lauzière, The Making of 
Salafism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 27-29. 

100 For ʿAbduh’s interest in the Salaf as a model for a modernist Muslim program, see Albert Habib Hourani, Arabic 
Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798 - 1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1962), 149ff. See also Frank Griffel, “What 
Do We Mean By ‘Salafī’? Connecting Muḥammad ʿAbduh with Egypt’s Nūr Party in Islam’s Contemporary Intellectual 
History,” Die Welt des Islams 55 (2015): 197-199. Lauzière makes the compelling case that this entire application of the term 
Salafi to ʿAbduh and Afghani is a miscategorization and lexical mistake—the Orientalist Louis Massignon mistook the 
feminine adjective salafiyya (as in theologically Hanbali) for the noun salafiyya (as in Salafism), leading him to actually coin 
the nounal term. Lauzière’s book does a good job of following the interplay and ultimate crossover between the modernists 
who did over time take up the term Salafi for themselves, and the Saudi-Wahhabi purist movement that inhabits the title 
today. Lauzière, The Making of Salafism, 37-38. Frank Griffel has pushed back against an earlier version of Lauzière’s thesis, 
arguing that Salafiyya is still a “meaningful analytical category” for capturing the restorationist impulse of ʿAbduh as 
compared to what Griffel confusingly calls the “fundamentalist” political vision of Islam embodied in the Muslim 
Brotherhood—an odd use of that notorious term in contrast to Salafism (“What Do We Mean By ‘Salafī’?”, 202). Lauzière 
sensibly responds that such a deployment of analytical categories only muddies the lexical waters as ʿAbduh never used the 
term Salafi in that way to describe himself, and, in fact, he died before that coinage came to be. “What We Mean Versus 
What They Meant by ‘Salafi’: A Reply to Frank Griffel,” Die Welt des Islams 56 (2016): 89-96. 

101 Jonathan Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld, 2009), 251.  
For more on the so-called Modernist Salafis’ ambivalent relationship with the Hadith, see pp. 252-256. 
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entwined with and organically connected to Saudi Arabia. Though the full history of this global 

movement is yet to be written, in Chapter 1, I explore how contemporary Salafism emerged from what 

Stéphane Lacroix calls “all the intellectual hybrids that sprouted from the Wahhabi substrate in Saudi 

Arabia in the 1960s and thereafter.”102 Indeed, in the fundamentalisms discourse and in popular 

culture these purist Salafis are often simply called Wahhabis. For most of the remaining twentieth 

century, Western scholarship continued thinking that the Salafis were the progressive, modernist 

reformers of Sunnism, even though, in the Muslim world, this usage of the term as a self-appellation 

by progressive Modernists declined to the point of non-existence.  

 In the early twenty-first century, Western scholars have had a collective awakening to this 

seemingly subterranean lexical shift, and have sought to rectify the error by devoting attention to 

newly understanding the purist Salafi movement, especially in its relationship to politics and 

militancy. The claim to be a part of or to normatively define the Salafiyya has, like identification with 

Evangelicalism, created a contested identity with amorphous and rancorously debated boundaries. 

Roel Meijer effectively summarizes this confusion: “Although it is a movement with clearly defined 

characteristics, it is not a homogeneous movement but—especially in the modern era—has become a 

movement with mixed, and recently even contradictory tendencies which have sprung up in 

different regions.”103 There are numerous voices today professing the right to speak for Salafism, and 

a recent analysis by Yasir Qadhi, himself a former self-ascribed Salafi and a Saudi-trained scholar, 

identified at least seven major strands in his taxonomy of Salafism.104 To be sure, this is only one 

accounting, and many other scholars have suggested other sub-categorizations, such as, for instance, 

                                                        
102 Stéphane Lacroix, “Between Revolution and Apoliticism: Nasir al-Din al-Albani and His Impact on the Shaping of 

Contemporary Salafism,” in Global Salafism: Islam’s New Religious Movement, Roel Meijer ed. (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2009), 62. 

103 Roel Meijer, “Introduction” in Global Salafism: Islam’s New Religious Movement, Roel Meijer, ed. (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2009), 3. 

104 See Yasir Qadhi, “On Salafi Islam,” Muslim Matters, April 22, 2014, accessed May 4, 2016, http://muslimmatters.org 
/2014/04/22/on-salafi-islam-dr-yasir-qadhi/. Qadhi identifies the following sub-movements of Salafism: “Mainstream Saudi 
Salafism, Shaykh al-Albānī's Jordanian strand of Salafism, the Ṣaḥwa movement, the Madkhalī trend, Egyptian Salafism, 
Takfīri Salafīs, and Radical Jihādist Salafīs.” 
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Quintan Wiktorowicz’s widely cited division of Salafis into Purist, Politico, and Jihadi Salafis.105 An 

obvious deficiency in Wiktorowicz’s tripartite classification is that the lone axis of analysis is the 

relationship of communities of Salafis to the state or politics, with the Purists occupying a quietist 

mode, the Politicos pushing into political activism and the public sphere, and Jihadis seeking to 

overthrow local or international governing powers.106 

 Other scholars and observers and some Salafis themselves have proposed a theological 

definition of the movement. Bernard Haykel argues that Salafis “constitut[e] a group that defines its 

reformist project first and foremost through credal tenets (i.e., a theology).” But he also allows that it 

is not only the distinctive beliefs of Salafis that set them apart; their theology gives rise to “a 

distinctive form of engagement with the world,” which plays itself out in how Salafis eat, dress, pray, 

speak, and relate to outsiders.107 Those who define the movement theologically, like Haykel and 

Qadhi, focus on the distinctive emphases Salafis put on tawḥīd (the oneness and indivisibility of 

God), on the Hanbali credalist belief in the literal nature of the attributes of God, and on the 

common Salafi rejection of all innovations, traditions, and practices they cannot find in the early 

Muslim community.  

 Other definitions of Salafism focus on the distinctive ways that Salafis practice their religion. 

For instance, Richard Gauvain profiles Cairene Salafi communities and, while not ignoring theology, 

draws attention to their orthopraxic piety and their practices and rituals that bring about purity of 

                                                        
105 Wiktorowicz, “Anatomy of the Salafi Movement.” Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 29, no. 3 (August 19, 2006): 217-

228. 
106 Without referencing Wiktorowicz, Noah Salomon, based on his fieldwork in Sudan, offers a different categorical 

distinction between al-salafiyya al-jihadiyya (jihadi Salafis) and al-salafiyya al-daʿwiyya, which he translates as “the 
evangelising Salafis.” Daʿwa is, for Salafis and many other modern Muslim communities, a practice of calling fellow Muslims 
and others back to true Islam. In Saloman’s view, rather than thinking of any Salafis as “quietest or apolitical” it is more 
useful to put the lens on societal daʿwa as the end to which various means (political organizing, forming trade associations, 
etc.) might lead. Within Wiktorowicz’s schema, I extrapolate that this would consolidate the Purist and Politico Salafis onto 
a single spectrum with the jihadis as outliers. Noah Salomon, “The Salafi Critique of Islamism: Doctrine, Difference and the 
Problem of Islamic Political Action in Contemporary Sudan” in Global Salafism: Islam’s New Religious Movement, Roel 
Meijer, ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 147. 

107 Haykel, “Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” 35. 
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heart.108 He demonstrates the ways that Salafis generate vast bodies of literature and a massive 

pedagogical exercise around cultivating purity, even at the expense of pragmatic political 

mobilization or action. Words like puritanical, praxis, activism, and piety punctuate the literature 

about Salafis, highlighting that while Salafi discourse can be very cerebral and theoretical, they are 

also known for their pietistic, intensive practice of religion—their application of religious principles 

and teachings to every sphere of life. In Salafi terminology, they are set apart from other Muslims by 

their manhaj (methodology) of close study and imitation of the Salaf through the Hadith.  

 Demographic information on the global Salafi movement, much less the American Salafi 

movement, is very difficult to come by. As with Evangelicals, demographic outcomes depend entirely 

on how one defines what a Salafi is.109 It is also worth noting that, in the post-9/11 world order, where 

terrorism and Salafism are often used as interchangeable categories, where Muslim dictators and 

autocrats label all detractors of their authority as terrorists, in many countries simply identifying 

oneself as a Salafi could have dangerous political and personal consequences. There is, to my 

knowledge, almost no available statistical information about American Salafis. I believe it is 

reasonable to estimate the number of self-identified American Salafis in the tens of thousands. A 

2012 survey of American mosque leaders by the Council on American-Islamic Relations found that 

only 1% of respondent mosque leaders identified that they “‘Follow the Salafi minhaj’ (way of 

thought),” and about 3% of mosques overall identified as Salafi.110 Interestingly, the report also notes 

that “[a]lthough salafi mosques are few, most salafi mosques are African American.”111 The centrality 

                                                        
108 Richard Gauvain, Salafi Ritual Purity: In the Presence of God (New York: Routledge, 2012), esp. 55ff. 
109 A 2009 security assessment, attempting to quantify worldwide jihadi Salafi, offers an extremely tentative shot in the 

dark: “The number of Salafis is uncertain but is perhaps in the range of 50 million, of which only perhaps 250,000 are Salafi 
jihadists.” Patrick M. Cronin, ed. Global Strategic Assessment 2009: America’s Security Role in a Changing World 
(Washington, DC: Institute for National Strategic Studies / National Defense University Press, 2009), 138. No reference or 
data is offered to substantiate this claim, hence the double “perhaps”s. Journalist Stephen Schwartz estimates that nearly 40 
percent of the Saudi population would self-identify as “Wahhabi.” The Two Faces of Islam: Saudi Fundamentalism and Its 
Role in Terrorism (New York: Knopf Doubleday, 2003), 261. 

110 Ihsan Bagby, “The American Mosque 2011: Basic Characteristics of the American Mosque Attitudes of Mosque 
Leaders,” CAIR, January 2012, p. 18, 19, accessed December 30, 2016, https://www.cair.com/images/pdf/The-American-
Mosque-2011-part-1.pdf. 

111 Bagby, “The American Mosque 2011,” 20. 
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of African American Salafis for the overall American Salafi movement is borne out anecdotally by 

Yasir Qadhi, who is himself an American of South Asian descent, but who grew up attending Salafi 

conferences and gatherings in the U.S. He estimates that in the 1990s somewhere between 90-95% of 

the English-speaking Salafi movement in the U.S. was African American, and many more people 

were drawn to the movement because of the dynamic African American shaykhs and speakers.112 But 

the American Salafi movement today has also been bolstered by immigrant communities coming 

from diverse strands of the global Salafi discourse. South Asian, Central Asian, Southeast Asian, 

Middle Eastern, and North African Salafis have all come to America and found ways of adapting 

Salafism to the American context. 

 In the end, defining Salafism is as fraught an endeavor as defining Evangelicalism. Salafis’ 

debates about who is in and who is out, what is the proper application of the manhaj, and how to 

draw their boundaries are as contentious and as multifarious as those of any diffuse worldwide 

religious movement. Salafism is not strictly speaking a sect, in the way that one might talk about 

Sunni Islam being a sect. It is a way of life, an ideology, a methodology, and loyalty to a creed. It is an 

orientation toward, and trust in, the Qurʾan and the Hadith. It is a moral utopian vision that is, 

paradoxically, always looking backward to the founding of Islam. It is an inclination toward a 

confident, assertive, and often exclusivist vision of Islam that lays claim to knowledge directly from 

revelation, if the believer will only approach the revelation forthrightly and openly. The following 

chapters will seek to unpack and offer insight into the scriptural dimensions that shape the identities 

of individuals and communities within this diverse American religious sub-culture. 

 

 

 

                                                        
112 Yasir Qadhi, “Salafism, A Growing Islamic Movement: Formation, Expansion, and Self-Critique,” panel discussion, 

American Academy of Religion Conference, November 21, 2016, San Antonio, TX. 
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The Evolution of Commonsense Scripturalism 

 It is clear we need some new ways of thinking about Salafis and Evangelicals. Marty and 

Appleby are correct that understanding these movements is an urgent matter made all the more 

urgent by world events since the Fundamentalism Project was concluded. Many Americans and 

Western Europeans were viscerally awakened to the existence of the Salafi movement—or 

“Wahhabism,” “Islamic fundamentalism,” or “Radical Islam,” as punditry cast about for adequate 

terminology—on the morning of September 11th, 2001, and America’s self-identified Evangelical 

president, George W. Bush, responded by initiating the Global War on Terror. Bush’s invasion of Iraq 

further destabilized a majority-Muslim Middle East that was already teetering on the brink. Al-Qaʿida 

in Iraq gave birth to ISIS, an entrenched and weaponized form of Salafi scripturalism that few had 

imagined could emerge in the modern word. The past decade and a half of warfare, analysis, 

condemnation, and reflection has left American society and academia fragmented on how to 

conceptualize and respond to Islam in general and Salafism in particular.113  Meanwhile, through the 

Republican presidencies of George W. Bush and, now Donald Trump, American Evangelicals have 

arguably exerted ever greater influence on American domestic and foreign policy.114 America today is 

deeply polarized by these global and domestic realities, with Salafis and Evangelicals seemingly 

                                                        
113 A sizeable fraction of the post-9/11 Western academic discourse about Salafism has come from the field of security 

studies. A few representative examples of this growing body of literature would include Assaf Moghadam, The Globalization 
of Martyrdom: Al Qaeda, Salafi Jihad, and the Diffusion of Suicide Attacks (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2008), Darius Figueria, Salafi Jihadi Discourse of Sunni Islam in the 21st Century: The Discourse of Abu Muhammad al-
Maqdisi and Anwar al-Awlaki (Bloomington: iUniverse, Inc., 2011),  John A. Turner, Religious Ideology and the Roots of the 
Global Jihad: Salafi Jihadism and International Order (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), and Seth G. Jones, A Persistent 
Threat: The Evolution of Al Qaʿida and Other Salafi Jihadists (Washington, D.C.: RAND Corporation, National Defense 
Research Institute, 2014). While the security studies lens may be a valuable one for grasping the military or terror threat 
posed by the jihadi Salafis for their declared enemies, as an avenue to understanding the broader Salafi movement it is 
deficient and potentially gravely distorting. This style of analysis frequently focuses only on the jihadi wing of the Salafi 
movement, insufficiently distinguishing between these and other types of Salafis. It also often simplistically asserts that 
jihadi militancy is directly occasioned by the rigid Salafi approach to the Qurʾan and Hadith. The following chapters will 
explore how flexible and malleable the Salafi discourse is to different interpretations.  

114 81 percent of white Evangelical voters voted for Trump in 2016, as compared with 78 percent who voted for George 
W. Bush in 2004. Pew Research Center, “How the Faithful Voted: A Preliminary 2016 Analysis,” Fact-Tank, November 9, 
2016, accessed July 6, 2017, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/how-the-faithful-voted-a-preliminary-2016-
analysis/. 
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occupying oppositional global identities of religious absolutism. I hope, in the following chapters, to 

problematize this divide. 

 With this dissertation, I am proposing one new way of conceptualizing and categorizing these 

two movements, localizing my analysis to the contemporary American context. I center my 

comparison where I observe Evangelicals and Salafis themselves start in considering their own 

identities: with scripture. Theorizing about the role of scripture is, perplexingly, one of the most 

glaring omissions in the Fundamentalism Project. Read broadly and sympathetically, the Comparative 

Fundamentalism conversation of yesteryear organized its theories around fixed ideologies, political 

and social militancy, and the a priori assertions (i.e., fundamentals) of reactive modern religious 

movements. In this analysis, the s0-called fundamentalists’ relationship with scripture was 

instrumental, one possible venue for the assertion of religious certainty. Admittedly, the Comparative 

Fundamentalism analyses make frequent mention of scripture, but the framework attempts to be so 

inclusive of a variety of militant and radical movements across religions that the editors of the 

Fundamentalism Project in the end, hesitate to generalize about fundamentalists’ relationships to 

their scriptures except in cases “[w]here there are explicit authoritative texts.”115 Their analysis instead 

focuses on conflict, militancy, and the social forces that give rise to fundamentalist responses. But for 

Salafis and Evangelicals the role of scripture is positively critical to their individual and communal 

identities. Scripture is not merely an ideological instrument or a prism through which they filter their 

a priori assumptions; it is an existential anchor, an individual duty, a life-giving source of inspiration 

and hope. Indeed, rather than locking down these movements’ ideologies, the diffuse, plain-sense 

practice of reading and interpreting scripture actually fuels the teeming diversity that occurs within 

their ranks. In what remains of this introduction, I will briefly outline and sketch the argument of the 

dissertation as a whole. 

                                                        
115 Almond, Sivan, and Appleby, “Explaining Fundamentalisms,” 437. 
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 Setting aside the worn label of fundamentalism, it is my contention that American Evangelicals 

and Salafis can more usefully be categorized as commonsense scripturalists. I argue that 

Evangelicalism and Salafism are not inflexible, antimodern, or traditionalist movements—rather 

these are innovative and untraditional communities which are highly adaptive because of their style of 

reading and interpreting scripture. Muslims and Christians have different frameworks for 

understanding the role and place of scripture, but I am interested in the similar modes of approach to 

their respective scriptures (namely, the Bible and the Hadith, but also, to a degree, the Qurʾan) that 

Salafis and Evangelicals exhibit.116 I argue that their styles of scriptural access and interpretation 

makes these movements not only popular and accessible but agile, able to constantly readjust to new 

environments and the new questions that arise in modernity. To borrow an image from a distant field 

of inquiry: evolutionary biologists have observed that oftentimes similar traits will evolve in species 

that are not related. They call this convergent evolution. Birds and bats both evolved light bones and 

wings to be able to fly, but they do not even belong to the same class of animals—birds are technically 

reptiles, whereas bats are mammals. These similarities can emerge over time from a shared 

environment or from parallel needs in different environments. As George McGhee puts it, “Natural 

selection has a limited repertoire of potential forms from which to choose, and convergent evolution 

is the result.”117 I contend that, in the shared ecosystem of American modernity, Evangelicals and 

                                                        
116 As I explore more fully in Chapter 1, the nature and framework of scripture is one of the key points of asymmetry in 

any comparison across the Muslim-Christian divide. Both traditions use the term “scripture” in reference to texts which are 
considered sacred and normative, but the texts in view do not correlate exactly. For Muslims, the Qurʾan is the eternal 
word of God given through the angel Gabriel and recited by the Prophet Muhammad. Some Western scholars of Islam 
have—again, analogizing from what is familiar to Christians—drawn a comparison between the roles of Jesus Christ and 
the Qurʾan as the direct revelations of God in Christianity and Islam respectively. The Qurʾan’s singular voice occupies an 
absolutely central place in all Islamic thought, and its early codification (just decades after the death of the Prophet) means 
that it has no textual analogue in Christian theology. The Hadith is more comparable to the Bible: a composite text (or set 
of texts) gathered over centuries. The Hadith contains numerous individual recollections of the actions and sayings of the 
Prophet Muhammad and his Companions. It is used variously by different Muslim communities, and the Salafis distinctive 
style of thinking about and living Islam is closely tied to their appropriation of the Hadith. As such, I will usually hold the 
Qurʾan and Hadith together when speaking about Islamic scripture, but I will also sometimes focus the lens of comparison 
on the Salafis’ relationship with the Hadith as a more useful parallel to Evangelicals relationship to the Bible.	

117 George R. McGhee Jr., Convergent Evolution: Limited Forms Most Beautiful, The Vienna Series in Theoretical Biology 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011), 7. I am grateful to Michael R. Slater for suggesting this image of convergent evolution to 
me after hearing a presentation on my research. 
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Salafis have convergently evolved a conspicuous similarity: a diffuse, commonsense method of 

approaching and understanding scripture. In each of the four chapters, I will trace a different vector 

of this parallel adaptation. 

 The first chapter has the widest scope, drawing together the historical antecedents and 

theological roots of both movements. To continue the evolutionary analogy, Salafism and 

Evangelicalism have very different “genes” and very different native environments. First, I evaluate a 

long-standing analogy between the two pre-modern, antecedent, scripture-based renewal movements 

for Evangelicals and Salafis: the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation in Europe and the 

eighteenth-century Wahhabi reforms in Arabia. I argue that although these two scriptural revolutions 

do exhibit some parallel features—fresh interpretations of scripture, cultural disruption and violence, 

and a rethinking of the boundaries of the scriptural canons of the Bible and the Hadith—they are 

dissimilar in several key areas. Early Protestantism was de facto pluralized and with multiple power 

centers and substrates, while early Wahhabism had a unitive alignment between political and 

religious power. Protestants embraced the Renaissance and broader cultural knowledge, but 

Wahhabis showed little interest in knowledge from outside of their theological framework. But the 

important similarity between Protestantism and Wahhabism, which, I argue, spurs many of the 

interesting similarities between Evangelicals and Salafis in modern America, is the incremental 

movement away from the intrinsic authority of tradition and the corollary elevation of scripture as the 

preeminent source of truth. 

 The demotion of tradition by the Protestants and the Wahhabis sets the stage for Evangelicals 

and Salafis, who rhetorically relegate tradition’s authority even further, ostensibly rejecting the need 

for tradition in favor of the unmediated scriptural texts. The story of Evangelicalism’s rise in America 

as an adaptive, modern, scriptural piety suited to democratic American culture has been much 

explored, contextualized, and analyzed by scholars. But the path from provincial Wahhabism to the 

diverse, global Salafi discourse in the twentieth century is still elusive in the extant scholarly 
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literature. I briefly sketch the various forces that seem to have contributed to the pluralization and 

modernization of the Wahhabis’ theological vision as it was subsumed by the broader Salafi 

discourse. I argue that Salafism and Evangelicalism downplay tradition to such a degree that their 

epistemologies become ever more circular and tied to the text. However, tradition continues to exert a 

subtle force on the scripturalists, as is evident in the ways they think about canonical questions and in 

the ancient theological creeds and boundaries that continue to be functionally regulative if 

unacknowleged. The key similarity between the two modern movements is that the ostensible 

marginalization of tradition makes them highly adaptable and well-suited to thrive in America’s 

competitive religious environment and in what Sidney Mead has called the “historylessness” of 

American religion.118 The rhetorical relegation of tradition empowers the scripturalists to creatively 

and constantly return to the sacred texts to find new, “authentic” meanings. It enables them to 

innovate and experiment (in matters they do not see as theologically essential), so that they are quick 

adopters of new communications technologies, new modes of preaching and education, of 

repackaging their religious messages. 

The second chapter focuses on the definitional question: what are Salafism and 

Evangelicalism? I phenomenologically compare how Salafis and Evangelicals frame their own 

communal and individual identities around their allegiance to scripture. The scripturalists advance 

boundary defining claims to distinguish themselves from their coreligionists by asserting themselves 

to be the true scriptural loyalists—they are the “people of the Hadith” (Ahl al-Ḥadīth) and the “Bible 

believers.” Yet simultaneously, Evangelicals and Salafis make universalizing claims on their respective 

religions, often discarding all denominational and traditional titles and simply calling themselves 

Christians and Muslims. This ambiguity between their particularist and universal identity claims 

subverts their own boundary definitions. 

                                                        
118 Sidney Mead, The Lively Experiment: The Shaping of Christianity in America (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1963), 108. 
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Both movements also popularize and personalize their ownership of scripture through an 

individual mandate: an expectation that every Salafi and every Evangelical will read, study, and 

engage with scripture themselves. Scholars and shaykhs and pastors in these movements are experts, 

but the borders dividing experts from educated lay people are purposefully kept thin and porous. 

They develop pedagogical cultures that assume an audience of participants in the scriptural discourse 

who are educated, literate, and have some leisure to mature in their own knowledge of the Bible and 

the Hadith/Qurʾan. As I observed above, there are many ways of defining or categorizing these 

movements (around politics, activism, experience, praxis, etc.), but I argue that, among other things, 

Salafism and Evangelicalism are discourses around scripture. The scripturalists are differentiated from 

their coreligionists by a style and idiom, a direct mode of commonsense appeal to the Bible and the 

Hadith/Qurʾan. They make scripture accessible and personal, creating opportunities for fervid 

individual and communal meaning making. 

In the third chapter, I trace the philosophical and theological underpinnings of these 

approachable notions of scripture, which assume that the meaning of scripture is clear and that 

average human beings are rationally equipped to receive that clear meaning. An arresting feature of 

Salafi and Evangelical scriptural discourse in America is the constant invocation of common sense as a 

hermeneutical arbiter. Words like, obvious, clear, plain, evident, and even the phrase common sense 

occur with almost predictable frequency in the ways Evangelicals and Salafis speak about their 

scriptures. Both scripturalist movements theologically assume a universal, innate human rationality 

that, encountering the clarity of the Bible and the Hadith/Qurʾan, will lead to a single, clear meaning.  

I identify the origins of these vocabularies and mindsets historically in the Scottish Common 

Sense Realist philosophical movement for Evangelicals and in the ways American Salafis translate the 

thought of the fourteenth-century Salafi forerunner, Ibn Taymiyya. American Evangelicalism emerged 

and matured as a religious movement in the Antebellum era when Scottish Realism was the 

philosophical vogue in America, and they have continued to cling to the Common Sense framework 
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long after other philosophical approaches had become dominant in American Academe. Salafis, I 

theorize, have developed and indigenized (using Ibn Taymiyya) their own commonsense discourse to 

suit the American milieu. I also consider the possibility that, in America, Salafis have been influenced 

by and, perhaps, are imitating the ubiquitous Evangelical biblical discourse in their own communities. 

Through two extended illustrations, I demonstrate how both scripturalist movements use common 

sense as a means of democratizing scripture, bolstering individual engagement with the sacred text, 

and reinforcing the belief that there is a single, self-evident way of reading and applying the text. 

The fourth chapter illuminates the fissiparous nature of commonsense reasoning, as the 

scripturalist movements unintentionally diversify, fracture, and fragment where different common 

senses develop in different communal contexts. Despite their rhetoric, common sense is empirically 

not a universal rationality leading all American Salafis and Evangelicals to the same readings of their 

scriptures. Instead, common sense (or communal sensibility) is shaped by personal experience, local 

consensus, communal discourse, and the needs and questions arising from provincial concerns. This 

fragmentation and variety within common sense is rarely noticed by Evangelicals and Salafis, and they 

evince genuine bafflement when they encounter fellow scripturalists who read or interpret the text 

differently. 

Using four case studies—arguments for and against accepting gay marriage and eschatological 

debates among American Evangelicals, and differing interpretations of al-walāʾ wa-l-barāʾ (loyalty to 

God and Islam and disavowal of all others) as well as debates about the supremacy of Saudi Salafi 

clerics among American Salafis—I illustrate the internal diversity and arbiter-less nature of these 

disagreements. The heated debates within American Salafism and Evangelicalism form around sites 

of commonsense contestation, where interpreters discern different “obvious” meanings in the sacred 

texts. Because the authority of tradition has been rhetorically bracketed, and universal common sense 

is assumed, there is no straightforward way of resolving such contentious fights. The scripturalists 
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self-sort into communities that reinforce their instinctual reading of the text, further reifying the 

claims of common sense. 

In sum, then, commonsense scripturalism is my term for the putatively “traditionless,” 

personal mode of engagement that Salafis and Evangelicals have developed toward the Bible and the 

Hadith/Qurʾan in America. Common sense superintends the scriptural discourse, but it also covertly 

splinters the movements as different interpretations obtain in different communal contexts. 

Ironically, the subterranean fragmentation of these movements’ theologies is functionally an 

evolutionary strength. Rodney Stark and Roger Finke have argued that, in the free marketplace of 

American religion, rigorous and adaptive religious communities like those of Evangelicals (and, by 

extension, Salafis) have flourished.119 In agreement with their analysis, this dissertation tells the other 

side of that story: the internal dynamism and scriptural-discursive modes that make these rigorous 

movements so adaptable and popular. The rhetorical separation of tradition from sacred text has 

enabled them to adjust and innovate. Because there is no central, stable ideology but rather an 

egalitarian method of approaching the Bible and the Hadith/Qurʾan, scripturalists can adjust to local 

conditions and communal needs. They maintain a claim to universality (anyone should see what’s 

obvious), while at the same time, at a ground level, they are flexible and diverse—accommodating a 

variety of local common senses and disagreements. Even though they originally arose in very different 

circumstances on opposite sides of the world, Salafism and Evangelicalism have both evolved to 

inhabit modernity and pluralism with a personal, egalitarian—albeit circular—epistemic confidence 

rooted in the text. 

                                                        
119 Stark and Finke, The Churching of America, 1776-2005: Winners and Losers in Our Religious Economy (New 

Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2006). 
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CHAPTER 1 --- Scripture Over Tradition: The Roots of Scripturalist Adaptability 
	

 Both Salafis and Evangelicals are frequently characterized by media sources as “conservatives” 

or “traditionalists”—these two words are quite misleading. While most of these scripturalists in the 

American context are certainly not socially progressive in the typical sense of that word (Evangelicals 

and Salafis tend to emphasize conventional gender roles, high public moral standards, family values, 

etc.), “conservative” has connotations of conserving and upholding the past order in the present and 

resisting change or innovation. Evangelicals and Salafis have more conflictual relationships with 

their respective religious traditions than simply conserving or upholding them. Likewise calling them 

“traditional” or “traditionalists” risks misunderstanding the thorough departures these movements 

make in the ways they re-arrange the balance of authority, tradition, and text in their Sunni and 

Protestant traditions writ large. In the free-ranging religious marketplace of America, Salafis and 

Evangelicals are anything but staid traditionalists. They are innovators, casting off hidebound 

liturgical and interpretive traditions for the sake of making scripture and religion relevant now. They 

are scriptural radicals—in the core meaning of that word—bypassing the intervening centuries of 

interpretive custom in favor of getting back to the roots, the “authentic” meaning of the text.  

 There are, in both Christianity and Islam, deep-seated tensions between the authority of 

scripture and that of tradition. Does scripture (the Bible, the Qurʾan/Hadith) exist as an ever-fresh 

well of inspiration and guidance perpetually free for reinterpretation or do the voices of past 

interpreters hold special sway? Is the scriptural interpretative process open-ended or do the 

collective consensuses of past Muslims and past Christians foreclose certain exegetical tendencies 

and possibilities? For both the Christian and Muslim religions, there has never been a single answer 

to these questions, and various communities have found an enormous diversity of ways of balancing 

the relative weight placed on each. Likewise, in both religions, there is a history of scripture-based 
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revivalism and reformism. These revival movements urge a return to the original texts over and 

against fixed traditions; they are interpretive rebellions against codified interpretive regimes.  

  Evangelicals are, today, one branch of the Protestant family tree, but Evangelicals have taken 

and adapted the Protestant scriptural project in certain directions that are distinct from the original 

Reformation vision. Similarly, the Salafis of today are inheritors of a long custom of scriptural 

reformism in Sunni Islam, particularly of the eighteenth-century Arabian renewal by Muhammad ibn 

ʿAbd al-Wahhab, but for all their continuity with this revivalist line, some Salafis also take 

unprecedented positions that push the Qurʾan-Hadith hermeneutical process in new directions 

entirely. Given these pre-modern models of scripture-based reform, how do the Evangelicals and 

Salafis fit within larger traditions of un-traditionalism in their Protestant and Sunni families?  

 It is my contention that, while there are antecedent models from which these modern 

scripturalists draw inspiration, Salafism and Evangelicalism are distinct in the ways that they elevate 

scripture to a position of preeminent authority and sideline the interpretive voices of the past. 

Accelerated by modernity, these movements cultivate an environment and philosophy of ever-fresh 

encounters with and interpretations of the sacred texts. The relegation of tradition makes each of 

these movements highly adaptable to new circumstances, creating possibilities of modification, 

creativity, constant reevaluation, and pragmatic adjustment. By separating traditional authority from 

scripture, at least in principle, Salafis and Evangelicals release a great deal of latent discursive energy 

in their communities. And this energy and adaptiveness makes first Evangelicalism and more 

recently Salafism especially suited for the American religious ecosystem, where innovation and 

reinterpretation flourish. In this chapter, I will first re-evaluate a common analogy between early 

Protestantism and Wahhabism, arguing that these pre-modern scripture-based revival movements 

were ultimately quite unalike. But as they developed and evolved in the context of modernity, some 

of their descendants (Evangelicalism and Salafism) have accommodated similar adaptations, namely, 

relegating the interpretive role of tradition and elevating scripture in its preeminent epistemic 
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importance. They make direct claims on the sacred texts to serve revivalist purposes. These radical 

moves set Salafis and Evangelicals free to constantly re-evaluate their interpretation of scripture to fit 

new circumstances. Tradition, however, is never fully removed for either movement: it continues to 

assert a subtle, buried influence over the ways that the scripturalists read their sacred texts. 

 

Protestant and Wahhabi Reforms — Premodern Divergences 

 As I noted in this dissertation’s Introduction, because of the immense impact of the Protestant 

Reformation on Western intellectual history, there is a recurring tendency to—positively or 

negatively—compare elements and movements within Islam to the sixteenth-century Protestant 

revivals of scriptural piety. It is not difficult to find patterns and connect the dots that would make 

two Abrahamic-religion, scripture-based reform movements seem like mirror images. To wit, many 

have observed that the eighteenth-century Wahhabi reforms in the Arabian Peninsula is a parallel 

event in Sunni Islam to the Protestant Reformation in Western Christianity. This putative parallel is 

worth scrutinizing, especially as the Wahhabis are the premodern precursors to the Salafis just as the 

Protestants are premodern precursors to the Evangelicals. In fact, many of the Europeans who lived 

contemporaneously with the eighteenth-century Wahhabi reforms, even though they possessed little 

knowledge of the contours or context of the Wahhabi movement, drew direct analogies to this 

distant, seemingly Protestant form of Islam.1 It became a commonplace analogy until the 

fundamentalisms paradigm arose and reset the dominant English vocabulary and imaginary for 

describing the Wahhabis in the 1980s and 1990s.2 Some have even suggested—beating back frequent 

facile comparisons that plead for a “Muslim Martin Luther” to bring a Reformation to Islam—that 

                                                        
1 See Giovanni Bonacina, The Wahhabis Seen Through European Eyes (1772-1830) (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2015), 175, 193-

194. 
2 See, for instance, John O. Voll, Islam: Continuity and Change in the Modern World, 2nd ed. (Syracuse: Syracuse 

University Press, 1994), 53-56. Voll’s definition of fundamentalism (a recurring “style of action” and “a corrective adjustment 
mechanism” through critiquing contemporary adaptations with appeals to the Hadith - pp. 21-22) is more akin to Gibb and 
Rahman’s original analogy than the later Comparative Fundamentalism theory (see Introduction). See also, Natana J. 
DeLong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam: From Revival and Reform to Global Jihad (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 9. 
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Muhammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab, the eponymous founder-theologian of Wahhabism, is the closest 

thing to Luther’s complement in Islam.3 In both the Protestant and the Wahhabi cases, there was an 

appeal to scripture over the authority of interpretive traditions. But the Protestant and the Wahhabi 

reform movements were also substantially different, diverging in their contexts and demeanors. 

 
Protestant Reformers, Scripture, and Tradition 

 The Protestant interpretive revolutions of the sixteenth century are the paradigmatic scriptural 

renewals of Western Christianity, but they were by no means unprecedented. The twelfth-century 

Waldensians in the Lyon region of eastern France sought to “return to the life they believed the 

apostles had lived,” encouraging educated lay people to read the Bible and challenging the authority 

of the official preachers of the Catholic Church.4 These were followed by the English supporters of 

Oxford don John Wycliffe (the so-called Wycliffites or Lollards) in the fourteenth century. They 

typified a tendency in some corners of late-medieval Christendom toward vernacular translations of 

scripture that made the text of the Bible available to literate people who did not have formal training 

in the official Latin of the church and who could then check the teachings of the church against the 

text. The traditional church authorities in England responded by banning the translation of the Bible 

or other unauthorized theology books into English. The Hussites of Bohemia, inspired by Wycliffe’s 

program, joined their eponymous leader, Jan Hus, dean of philosophy at Prague University, in similar 

reforms. He was burned at the stake after being condemned at the Council of Constance in 1415.  

 Hence, the several regional explosions of reformist piety and return to the Bible kicked off by 

Luther’s 95 Theses in 1517 fit an acknowledged pattern.5 The Reformation was also spurred by the 

                                                        
3 Mehdi Hasan, “Why Islam Doesn’t Need a Reformation,” The Guardian, May 17, 2015, accessed June 2, 2017, 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/may/17/islam-reformation-extremism-muslim-martin-luther-europe. 
This analogy was also suggested by a former Salafi, Umar Lee, in an interview, March 2, 2017. 

4 G.R. Evans, The Roots of the Reformation: Tradition, Emergence, and Rupture (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press 
Academic, 2012), 187. 

5 In the next century, Luther forthrightly rejected the finding of the Council of Constance, and quipped, “Holy 
Johannes Hus prophesied about me when he wrote from his Bohemian prison that they might now be roasting a goose (for 
Hus means goose), but in a hundred years they will hear a swan sing, which they will not be able to silence.” Luther, WA 30 
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ongoing cultural arc of Renaissance humanism in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, a tendency 

in which many of the Protestant Reformers were eager participants. Calvin was as at home quoting 

Cicero as he was citing any of the ancient Church Fathers.6 At the start, the Protestants, many of 

whom called themselves simply “evangelicals” (i.e., recoverers of the good news of the Gospel), 

hoped to reform the institution of the late-medieval church, only splintering off as that possibility 

receded. Theirs was a theological and ecclesial program to restore the church and recover what they 

believed to be the original Christian teaching obscured by layers of traditional and cultural accretion.  

 To summarize, in very general terms, the Reformers saw scripture as having an independent 

and preeminent authority in guiding individual Christians and governing the life of the church. The 

polemical nature of Reformation (and Counter Reformation) discourse tends to obscure the 

subtleties and points of agreement between the—admittedly composite—Reformers’ positions and 

that of the Roman Catholic Church. The oft-quoted Reformation slogan sola scriptura did not mean 

they entirely discarded all previous Christian teachings for the pure, unmediated text. The Reformers 

found tradition and individual past theologians (especially the so-called church fathers) useful and 

worthy conversation partners.7 For instance, Martin Luther “once styled his reforming program at 

Wittenberg as a return to ‘the Bible and Augustine,’ and regarded Augustine as a theological 

lodestar.”8 John Calvin boldly claimed to his fellow Protestants that Augustine was “completely 

ours.”9 In line with many of their late-medieval scriptural reformist forebears, the Protestants held 

                                                        
III. 387, 6-10; letter from Jan Hus to the congregation in Prague. Quoted in Heiko A. Oberman, Luther: Man between God 
and the Devil, Eileen Walliser-Shwarzbart trans. (New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 2006), 55. 

6 Some have even argued that the ancient Latin writers had a terminological, and, perhaps, doctrinal, influence on the 
Reformers. For instance, Steinmetz traces Calvin’s famous doctrine of the sensus divinitatis (sense of the divine, the human 
intuition of the existence of God) not to the antecedent theological tradition, but to Cicero. David C. Steinmetz, Calvin in 
Context, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 243ff. 

7 Steinmetz well captures the conditional nature of Luther and Calvin’s evaluation of even the early church: “those 
fathers and councils are authoritative which succeeded best in explaining and defending biblical truth.” David C. 
Steinmetz, Luther in Context (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 95. 

8 Alister E. McGrath, “Faith and Tradition,” in The Oxford Handbook of Evangelical Theology, Gerald R. McDermott, ed 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 86. 

9 John Calvin, De aeterna Dei praedesinatione, ed. Wilhelm H Neuser (Geneva: Droz, 1998), 30, lines 23-25. Quoted in 
Arnoud S. Q. Visser, Reading Augustine in the Reformation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 4. 
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that scripture had foremost authority with the traditions of the church supplementing and 

standardizing interpretation.10 Bauckham clarifies: “The real difference between the classic 

Protestant and the classic Roman Catholic views lies in the Protestant rejection of the view that 

tradition, expressed in the teaching of the magisterium, possesses a binding authority against which 

there can be no appeal to Scripture.”11 The Protestants did not all interpret the Bible in lock step, but 

they were in agreement that it was the final authority. Tradition shaped and guided their reading of 

scripture, but it had no independent ability to overrule the Bible’s words. 

 The question of the canon of the Bible is a useful illustration for the theological and practical 

dilemma faced by Protestants in upholding scripture over tradition. None of the so-called universal 

Christian creeds (Nicene, Apostles’, Quicunque Vult, or Chalcedonian Definition) or major 

ecumenical councils of the Western church directly addresses either the metaphysics of Christian 

scripture or the boundaries of the canon. That was the prerogative of tradition, and the consensus (or 

consensuses) of the past guided both the understanding of what scripture was and the edges of the 

canon. Moreover, the late Renaissance marked the nascent emergence of critical studies of the Bible. 

In 1516, the great humanist Erasmus took Jerome’s Latin Vulgate New Testament—the sine qua non of 

medieval biblical studies—and published it in parallel with the various extant Greek manuscripts, 

implicitly calling into question the total sufficiency of that translation.12 Erasmus’ correlated Greek 

version would be used by many of the Reformers to develop their own vernacular translations. 

                                                        
10 Oberman usefully distinguishes between two similar but discrete views of tradition in the pre-Reformation period. 

Tradition I “represents the sufficiency of Holy Scripture as understood by the Fathers and doctors of the Church.” In this 
view, the Bible has total authority, and interpretations of scripture are passed on as, if not normative, then standardizing, 
traditions of the church. In Tradition II, “[t]he hierarchy [of Church leadership] is seen to have its ‘own’ oral tradition, to a 
certain undefined extent independent, not of the Apostles, but of what is recorded in the canonical books.” Tradition II 
asserts an independent authority, built into the Church’s role, of remembering the unwritten teachings of the Apostles. 
Both of these traditions had strong representation within pre-Reformation “Catholic” theology. As Oberman traces the 
trajectories of these two views, the Protestant Reformers embrace Tradition I, while Tradition II spins out through polemic 
and dispute to become the affirmed position of the Roman Catholic Church at the Council of Trent. Heiko Oberman, 
Harvest of Medieval Theology: Gabriel Biel and Late Medieval Nominalism (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001), 372-373. 

11 Richard J. Bauckham, “Tradition in Relation to Scripture and Reason,” in Scripture, Tradition, and Reason: A Study in 
the Criteria of Christian Doctrine, Richard Bauckham and Benjamin Drewery, eds. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1988), 123. 

12 See Bruce Metzger and Bart Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 
4th ed. (New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 142-149. 
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 The canon quandary was by no means settled in the era of the Reformation or even 

unanimously resolved in early Protestant disputes. Most of the Reformers rejected the Old Testament 

Apocrypha, which had always had a sort of secondary status in the Western Christian tradition, 

though Jerome had included the Apocrypha in the lynchpin Vulgate text. Even that great champion of 

biblical authority, Martin Luther had a rather idiosyncratic theology of scripture and canon. His 

doctrine of scripture—often difficult to pin down in his non-systematic and episodic writings—seems 

to make inclusion in the canon contingent on the content of books and their conformity with an often 

ill-defined Christological center.13 This criterion led him to question the inclusion of some of the 

commonly named “Antilegomena” (Gk. “disputed texts”—books of the Bible where the early church 

did not unanimously affirm apostolic authorship) from the New Testament. He demoted the books of 

Hebrews, James, Jude, and Revelation to almost the status of a New Testament Apocrypha, famously 

writing of the Book of James that it “is really an epistle of straw, compared to the others, for it has 

nothing of the nature of the gospel about it.”14 Luther’s position on these New Testament books is 

especially interesting because he does not merely rely on the Patristic criteria of apostolic 

authorship, but rather is willing to challenge these books’ authority on the basis of their content. 

Even though Luther relented and included these books in his German vernacular translation, he put 

them at the end to signal their inferiority.  

 Calvin provides an interesting foil to Luther on this point, for he was highly sensitive to the 

historically formed nature of the canon, but he saw every book included in the canon as containing 

revelation. He publicly challenged the contemporary biblical scholar Sebastian Castellio because 

Castellio rejected the canonicity of the sensuous Song of Songs, and Calvin managed to get him 

                                                        
13 Evans argues that Luther’s criteria for inclusion in the canon were actually the core dogmas of the Reformation. 

Hence his impulse to demote or remove books that appeared to not uphold sola fide (i.e., James) or not affirm the full 
sufficiency of scripture (i.e., Hebrews and Revelation). Of course, using sola scriptura as a criterion for canonicity creates a 
perilously cyclical logic. Evans, Roots of the Reformation, 52-53. 

14 Martin Luther, “Preface to the New Testament,” 1522 ed. Luther’s Works, Vol. 35, Word and Sacrament (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1960), 395. For discussion, see Bruce M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and 
Significance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 242ff.  
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kicked out of Geneva by appealing to civil authorities that Castellio “should not rashly reject the age-

long interpretation of the whole of the Church.”15 For Calvin, where he detected unwavering 

consistency in the “catholic” tradition, as with the canon, he was not opposed to holding that 

authoritative.16 Nearly all Protestants have rejected Luther’s estimation of canon and embraced 

Calvin’s, preferring to equalize the inherited set of texts as the clean verdict of tradition, while 

discarding the Roman Catholic Apocrypha.   

 Despite the later heuristic of grouping them all under the heading of “Protestants,” the ground 

reality in the Reformation decades involved deep fissures among the various sub-movements. The 

intra-Protestant debates and disagreements were sharp and often polemical, especially as more and 

more scripture interpreters from different cultural contexts entered the discourse. The so-called 

Radical Reformation was radical for its outward rejection of the precedent and voices of past 

interpreters. “For the radical theologians of the sixteenth century, such as Thomas Muntzer and 

Caspar Schwenkfeld, every individual believer had the right to interpret Scripture as he or she pleased, 

subject to the guidance of the Holy Spirit.”17 The practice of infant baptism was one of the places 

where the Reformers most clearly recognized their dependence on tradition, not finding clear 

precedent for the practice in the Bible. Yet infant baptism was primally important to Luther and 

Calvin’s theological vision of belonging to the universal church and the passive human reception of 

grace. The issue became a dividing line between the “Magisterial” Reformers and the Anabaptists, 

whose name was a polemical invention rooted in their willingness to shockingly re-baptize adults.  

 The English Reformation was eccentric on several fronts: beyond Henry VIII’s ostensible 

willingness to split with the Catholic church over his inability to attain a marriage annulment, he also 

                                                        
15 G.R. Potter and M. Greengrass, eds., John Calvin: Documents of Modern History (London: Hodder Arnold, 1983), 101. 

Quoted in Diarmaid MacCulloch, The Reformation: A History (New York: Penguin, 2005), 242. 
16 MacCulloch is quick to note the irony that Calvin’s use of this argument “was only a couple of years before the 

Council of Trent was to make such age-long interpretation an equal source of divine revelation with the biblical text.” 
MacCulloch, The Reformation, 242. 

17 McGrath, “Faith and Tradition,” 85-86. 
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bucked several other Protestant near-universals, like the joyful pivot to popular vernacular scripture. 

Vesting himself with the magisterial authority to interpret and dispense scripture to the Church of 

England, Henry reluctantly allowed the sacred text to be translated, then introduced the text thusly: 

    The King’s Majesty, of his most gracious and blessed disposition, hath heretofore caused to be 
set forth the Bible and New Testament in the English tongue, to be read by his loving subjects, 
to the intent that they might thereby know their duty to Almighty God, and to His Majesty, 
and also increase in virtue.18 

 
No doubt, the ordering of final clauses was intentional. For Henry, scripture was authoritative—and 

would be accessible—so long as it supported his political regime. This, indeed, highlights an 

important feature of the diversity of the Reformations. Luther’s Wittenberg was not Calvin’s Geneva 

or Zwingli’s Zurich, and none of these much resembled Henry VIII’s London. Each of these contexts 

had local political forces that determined how much sway the Protestants had to affect the local 

government. There was not a single “Protestant” political theology, but each Reformer and each 

splintering church developed readings of the Bible which were responsive to their circumstances. 

Calvin, the trained lawyer, showed more interest in theological jurisprudence in Geneva and his 

native France, while Luther, the trained Bible scholar, was more inclined toward paradoxically 

separating secular and religious authority.19 Politics and the ordering of society was certainly a topic of 

debate and discourse in the Reformation, but one searches in vain for a synthetic “Protestant” 

perspective on this front. Protestantism had many power centers, many pragmatic political 

arrangements and alliances, many sectarian divides. It was a movement not of pluralism but of 

plurality, not an embrace of diversity so much as schismatic sectarianism. All the Protestants were 

objecting to Roman Catholic hierarchies and traditions, but Calvin and Luther were every bit as 

frustrated with the excesses of the Radical Reformation as they were with the Catholics. 

                                                        
18 Quoted in Richard Rex, Henry VIII and the English Reformation, 2nd ed. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 151. 
19 On Calvin’s interest in, if politically and contextually possible, aligning political and religious governance, see Harro 

Höpfl, The Christian Polity of John Calvin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), esp. 211ff. H. Richard Niebuhr 
famously categorized Luther’s “Two Kingdoms” theology (that God has ordained the dual powers of the kingdoms of the 
world and the kingdom of God to operate separately) as “Christ and Culture in Paradox.” Christ and Culture (New York: 
Harper Collins, 2001), 170-184. 
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The Wahhabi and Protestant Similarities: Scriptural Renewal 

 At first glance, the eighteenth-century reform project of Muhammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab and 

the Protestants’ two centuries earlier certainly exhibit several conspicuous similarities. Like 

Protestantism, Wahhabism fit within a long current of un-traditionalist scriptural renewal 

movements in Sunni Islamic history. Unlike the dominant Roman Catholic Church of medieval 

Christianity, tradition in Sunni Islam was primarily carried by multiple madhhabs, schools of law and 

jurisprudence. Each of the four major madhhabs relies on a mix of the Qurʾan, the Hadith, and 

interpretive traditions (past consensuses of scholars) to develop methodologies of interpretation and 

jurisprudential reasoning (fiqh).20 Most scholars of the post-classical tradition looked primarily to the 

great scholars of the past for guidance on questions in the present, and this tradition-and-precedent-

based form of reasoning was called taqlīd (to follow/imitation). Some elite scholars could eschew 

taqlīd and practice ijtihād (from the same root as jihad, i.e., independent effort), meaning that they 

felt the freedom to expend effort to survey the various opinions within their madhhab (school) and 

choose that one which seems most suitable to the specific jurisprudential situation.21 

 Among the four major madhhabs, the Hanbali school has always nourished a distinct approach 

to tradition and precedent. As Marshall Hodgson argues,  

       Ḥanbalism had never really been primarily a school of fiqh [jurisprudence] at all. It remained 
a comprehensive and essentially radical movement... whose leaders were unwilling to 
acknowledge the same kind of taqlīd as provided the institutional security of the other 
schools, and rejected the ijmāʿ [consensus] tradition of the living community on principle. 
Ijtihād inquiry remained alive among the Ḥanbalīs; each major teacher felt free to start 
afresh, according to the needs of his own time for reform in a puritan direction.22 

                                                        
20 Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy, 151, has a summary of the different approaches of the maddhabs. It is worth 

noting that fiqh is the mutable, human, jurist-opinion-based, discursive element of Shariʿa, the eternal Divine Law. 	
21 Like many parts of the Islamic jurisprudential nomenclature, ijtihād has various meanings. The eponymous early 

founders of the madhhabs were seen as having practiced “‘absolute’ ijtihād,” (i.e., they interpreted the sacred texts of the 
Qurʾan/Hadith directly, deriving their rulings from assiduous application of their methods), whereas most later 
practitioners of ijtihād operated within the bounds of the madhhabs. See Bernard Weiss, “Interpretation in Islamic Law: The 
Theory of Ijtihād,” The American Journal of Comparative Law 26, no. 2 (Spring 1978): 207. The madhhab jurists did examine 
the sacred texts of the Qurʾan/Hadith and exert exegetical effort there, but their interpretations were still governed by the 
rules of the madhhab and guided by the rulings of past scholars. Part of what sets Wahhabis and Salafis apart from this 
antecedent tradition is their willingness to practice a renewed form of absolute ijtihād with direct appeals to scripture.	

22 Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: The Gunpowder Empires and Modern Times, Vol. 3 (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1974), 160. 
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The relative independence and originalist novelty of the Hanbalis—Brown calls them the “über-

Sunnis”23—can be sourced back to the school’s founder, Ibn Hanbal, and is paradigmatically evident 

in the controversial late-medieval Hanbali scholar Ibn Taymiyya.24 There were in eighteenth-century 

Arabia already strong currents of revival and a return to Hadith studies as a source of reform. Hence, 

when Muhammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab, a Hadith and jurisprudence scholar from a family of Hanbali 

scholars and a native of the Najd region of Eastern Arabia, began publicly preaching and urging a 

strict return to tawḥīd	(belief in monotheism, the utter incomparability of God), to renewed scripture 

study and ijtihād as means of returning to the essential theology of Islam, he was unusual for his 

vigor and vehemence, but it was not unprecedented.25  

 Like the Protestants and unlike the typical madhhab scholars, the Wahhabis (they preferred to 

call themselves al-muwaḥḥidūn—the proclaimers of divine unity—or Ahl al-Tawḥīd—the people of 

Tawḥīd, but Wahhabi is the name that has stuck to the movement) evaluated all contemporary 

Islamic thought and practice against the original sources and rejected anything for which they could 

not find scriptural justification.26 A related similarity: the followers of Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab were 

iconoclastic in their orientation, castigating the veneration of saints and human intermediaries 

                                                        
23 Jonathan Brown, The Canonization of al-Bukhārī and Muslim: The Formation and Function of the Sunnī Ḥadīth Canon 

(Leiden: Brill, 2007), 141. 
24 This (typically Hanbali) renewal tradition also sometimes goes under the heading of the Qurʾanic terms tajdīd 

(renewal) and iṣlāḥ (reform). See John O. Voll, “Renewal and Reform in Islamic History: Tajdid and Islah” in Voices of 
Resurgent Islam, John Esposito, ed. (New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 32-47. On situating Ibn ʿAbd al-
Wahhab within the tajdīd and iṣlāh current, see Samira Haj, “Reordering Islamic Orthodoxy: Muhammad ibn ʿAbdul 
Wahhab,” The Muslim World 92 (Fall 2002): 336-338. 

25 Confusingly, Ahmad Dallal contends that “ijtihād is not a serious issue [Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab] addresses” and that he 
denied that he practiced ijtihād. “The Origins and Objectives of Islamic Revivalist Thought, 1750-1850,” Journal of the 
American Oriental Society 113, no. 3 (July-Sep, 1993): 350. DeLong-Bas’ long section on Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab’s view’s on 
ijtihād thoroughly subverts this reading. It is true that Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab was critical of the practice of ijtihād by some of 
his contemporaries, but he also maintained his right as a scholar to not only rely on the interpretations of past scholars but 
to appeal directly to the Qurʾan and Hadith to find answers to questions where past scholars were in disagreement. The 
confusion seems to stem from accusations leveled against Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab by his own brother, who accused him of 
lacking the scholarly credentials to practice direct ijtihād, to which Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab responded by showing his 
alignment with past interpreters. See David Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006), 22-23.	

26 Voll makes the useful distinction between “man-oriented” and “message-oriented” tajdīd (renewal) in Islamic 
history. Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab fits—indeed, epitomizes—the latter type, where the focus is on the content of the Qurʾan and 
the Sunna rather than the charismatic personality of the reformer. John O. Voll, “Wahhabism and Mahdism: Alternative 
Styles of Islamic Renewals,” Arab Studies Quarterly 4, no. 1 (Spring 1982): 110-126. 
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between God and humanity. While the Protestant Reformers varied in the degree of their 

iconoclasm—most favored removing icons from churches but objected to the iconoclastic riots 

sparked by the Radical Reformers—the Wahhabis took a rigorist iconoclast position. Ibn ʿAbd al-

Wahhab became locally notorious early in his career for publicly condemning a sacred tree and a 

separate shrine built upon the grave of one of the Prophet’s Companions and then personally going to, 

respectively, cut down and demolish them.27 Most Hanbalis at the time would have agreed with the 

condemnation but not gone to enforce the verdict. 

 Another parallel between the Protestants and Wahhabis was concerns about their respective 

canons, specifically, in the Wahhabi case, the Hadith canon. The Hadith is a massive, originally oral, 

medieval body of literature that preserved at a granular level the behavior and thoughts of 

Muhammad among his companions: his sayings, his teachings, how he dressed, how he prayed, how 

he responded to ethical dilemmas. Each individual hadith account has a chain of transmission 

attached to it, verifying its provenance from the remembrances of the early community. In addition to 

the Qurʾan, the early practices of the Prophet and his community were the benchmark for all Islamic 

practice, since, within the Sunni tradition, “[t]he Ḥadīth are the only vehicle through which, according 

to the vast majority of Muslims, we can access the Prophetic Sunna: That which Muḥammad said and 

did, and of which he approved or disapproved.”28 Thus, as Sunnis are those Muslims who follow “the 

path (sunna) the ancestors [Muhammad and the early community] had cleared,” “Sunna” came over 

time to be synonymous with the entire accepted body of Hadith.29 Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab and his 

followers were Hanbali ijtihād champions, urging their fellow Muslims to reject unthinking taqlīd and 

directly consult and compare popular contemporary practices—particularly those of the mystical and 

                                                        
27 DeLong-Bas posits that these two events were more staged enactments of devotion to tawḥīd than random 

outpourings of iconoclastic fury. Wahhabi Islam, 24-25. 
28 Aisha Y. Musa, Ḥadīth as Scripture: Discussions on the Authority of Prophetic Traditions in Islam (New York: 

Palmgrave Macmillan, 2008), 1. 
29 Tilman Nagel, The History of Islamic Theology: From Muhammad to the Present, trans. Thomas Thornton (Princeton: 

Markus Wiener, 2010), 66. Sunna remains the broader term because it includes unwritten precedents. 
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saint-oriented Sufi strand of Sunni Islam—against the sacred sources (the Qurʾan and the Hadith).30 

Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab even encouraged average Muslims (non-jurists) to read and study the Qurʾan and 

Hadith to check the interpretations of the jurist scholars (ʿulamaʾ).31	

 It is important to understand, however, that, unlike the contents of the Protestant canon, not all 

hadiths are equal. An entire field of medieval Islamic science evolved and matured alongside the 

Hadith, sorting and sifting the amazing variety of hadiths, organizing them thematically, and even 

tossing out, on the basis of correspondence and reliability of transmission, those that seemed to have 

been fabricated.32 According to the mainstream Sunni consensus that emerged from this process, the 

Hadith might be thought of as a scriptural canon with a clearly defined core and fuzzy edges. Certain 

Hadith are considered unshakably reliable—ṣaḥīḥ (verified sound/authentic)—and beyond that there 

are various gradations of reliability. There are six canonical Hadith collections, with two occupying 

preeminent status: the Ṣaḥīḥayn (The Two Sound Collections), edited by two different ninth-century 

disciples of Ibn Hanbal named al-Bukhari and Muslim. If one imagines concentric circles of 

traditional Hadith authority, the collections by Muslim and al-Bukhari are the innermost core, the 

other four canonical collections are the next (reliable, but not absolute) circle, and further lower levels 

of gradation expand out from there. When talking about “scripture” in Islam, one must be careful to 

always note what sort of scripture is in view: the essential divine revelation in the Qurʾan or the far 

more malleable and diverse Hadith. 

 The Wahhabis themselves sought to resolve some of the ambiguity in the Hadith canon, 

bringing unconventional new lenses to reading and studying them, and throwing out some which had 

                                                        
30 A challenge of terminology arises from the fact that the terms hadith/Hadith are sometimes translated into English 

as tradition/Traditions, as in the memories of the Prophet from tradition. This has led to some scholars referring to the 
Hanbalis and others who emphasize Hadith study as “Traditionalists” or used the neologism “Traditionist.” This does not 
necessarily mean they are traditional in relying on the past scholars’ interpretations. Many Hanbali and Salafi scholars who 
practice ijtihād, especially in modernity, play the “Traditions” (Hadith) off of tradition, overruling past interpretations. 

31 See Delong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam, 29-30 and 44. 
32 This process took centuries and was highly technical both in training and expertise. John Burton’s Introduction to the 

Hadith (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994) remains an essential introductory text. Jonathan Brown’s more recent 
Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy is also accessible and well-organized. 
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previously been within this core. Their technical modification was that, whereas the classical Hadith 

sifters had focused exclusively on the reliability of a hadith’s chain of oral transmission through 

history, the Wahhabis went a step further and examined the content of verified hadith against the 

Qurʾan. In subtle ways, this reversed the polarity of the Hadith discourse: for medieval scholars and 

those within the madhhabs, the Hadith provided context and an interpretive matrix for the Qurʾan. 

With Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab and his followers, the Qurʾan and the Hadith must coincide, and the 

Wahhabis removed all perceived contradictions by sifting out errant hadiths. This recertification of 

the Hadith served “their goal of the regeneration of Muslim society because it offered a new way to 

interpret and understand it.”33  

 There were several practical effects of this new Wahhabi-reformist way of approaching the 

Hadith: first, it bucked the interpretive tradition, adding a further layer of ijtihād (independent 

scholarly effort and reasoning), and developing a previously unused criterion to sort and scrutinize 

the Hadith canon. Second, it removed some hadiths from the core, deeming them to be 

untrustworthy based on their perceived inconsistency with the Qurʾan. Third, it reshuffled the 

Hadith interpretive conversation, opening new possibilities. The otherwise idiosyncratic Wahhabi 

approach to Hadith parallels, in fascinating ways, Luther’s content criticism of the New Testament 

canon. In both cases, scripture must be re-accredited with a new criterion of internal consistency. 

On a broader level, the Wahhabi Hadith re-sifting marginally resembles the Protestant rejection or 

                                                        
33 DeLong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam, 11. In technical terms, the classical Islamic tradition of sifting was focused on the isnād 

(the chain of transmitters). If a hadith was deemed to have a strong and verified chain of transmission, then it was 
included, whatever its content (matn). The Wahhabis new approach fully crossed the line into overt matn criticism. 
Delong-Bas notes that this style of approach was not unique to the Wahhabis, and many other eighteenth-century 
reformists utilized it too. For a longer discussion of the Wahhabi approach to the Hadith, see DeLong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam, 
45-50.  For more on how controversial this practice was and is, see Jonathan A.C. Brown, “The Rules of Matn Criticism: 
There Are No Rules,” Islamic Law and Society 19 (2012): 356-396. Brown has noted, however, that many hadiths were 
excluded by the medieval scholars, and even by exemplary scholars like the Ṣaḥīḥayn,	Muslim and al-Bukhari, on the basis 
of their matn. If the Hadith scholars detected something questionable in the content of the hadith, they would seek out the 
flaws in the isnād. Thus there was a sort of subterranean matn evaluation going on, while the critical evaluative discourse 
was focused on the isnād. If Brown is correct, then the eighteenth-century reformists were making explicit a part of Hadith 
criticism that was previously covert. See Jonathan A.C. Brown, “How We Know Early Ḥadīth Critics Did Matn Criticism and 
Why It’s So Hard to Find,” Islamic Law and Society 15 (2008): 143-184; Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy, 96-99. 
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demotion of the Catholic Apocrypha, excising those parts of the inherited sacred text which seem 

incongruent. It is, perhaps, a corollary to text-based revival that, as scripture is elevated to the 

preeminent place and deployed for the program of reform and renewal, it must be re-canonized, 

recertified to validate its new footing of elevated importance and to offer a new sense of ownership 

to the reformists. We will observe similar dynamics among Evangelicals and Salafis. 

 A final similarity between the two premodern scriptural renewal movements is that, in both 

instances, the scriptural reforms destabilized a regional political order leading to new political-

religious alliances and intra-religious violence. One of the noticeable features of the Protestant 

reforms, particularly in the second and third generations, was the accompanying sectarian turmoil. 

Although much of this violence was, as might be expected, directly between Roman Catholic and 

Protestant forces, the inchoate political ordering of Europe at the time led to a variety of political 

alignments by different types of Protestants and local Catholics in the sundry dukedoms, 

independent cities, cantons, empires, and kingdoms. It was a politico-religio-military melee that was, 

at best, chaotic and lasted for decades.  

 Muhammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab, for his part, had a mixed, and perhaps contradictory, societal 

vision and political theory. On the one hand, he believed that there was an absolute, almost 

Manichean, divide between true Muslims (monotheists) and outside idolaters. In Ibn ʿAbd al-

Wahhab’s interpretation of tawḥīd, this meant that the Shariʿa-righteous community of true 

monotheists was justified in declaring war upon any other community (including of self-ascribing 

Muslims) who did not fulfill true monotheism. Shirk (idolatry, associating any lesser being with God) 

could, in his view, be anything from belief in magic to befriending unbelievers (kuffar), from praying 

to saints to wearing an amulet.34 This theological divide justified the prosecution of jihad against any 

community or society, including fellow Muslims, that refused to respond to the invitation (daʿwa) to 

                                                        
34 See Dallal, “Origins and Objectives of Islamic Revivalist Thought,” 350. 
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repent and conform to the Wahhabi view of tawḥīd. This revolutionary willingness to declare one’s 

fellow Muslims unbelievers (takfīr) polarized and divided Arabian society, and the Wahhabis existed 

in a state of near constant warfare with any dissenting community in their early decades. 

 On the other hand, for all of his outward facing sectarian hostility, Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab’s vision 

for the internal ordering of society was relatively apolitical and even quietist. His practice of ijtihād 

(renewed vigor in interpretation) was directed toward the religious sphere, to theology and the 

renewal of Islamic piety, and less in reforming Hanbali jurisprudence or the political sphere. He 

believed that tawḥīd, the principle of divine unity implied a cohesive societal order with a single, 

divinely sanctioned political and military ruler. As long as the ruler was theologically righteous, he 

was exempt from criticism for injustice or even tyranny. In 1744, he formed an alliance with a tribal 

leader named Muhammad ibn Saʿud, the progenitor of the Saudi royal family; both swore loyalty to 

each other, and Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab deemed Ibn Saʿud the governing protector of tawḥīd—and more 

practically, the political and military guarantor against interference with the Wahhabis’ controversial 

religious reform program. To call the Wahhabi-Saudi alliance a “theocracy” is a misnomer, given that 

the political realm remained mainly untrammeled by the reformer’s theological idealism.35 Ibn ʿAbd 

al-Wahhab sanctioned Ibn Saʿud’s wars of expansion to spread the alliance’s realm of authority and 

the message of tawḥīd.36 Their geographical proximity to the Prophet’s original emergence and 

conquests only increased their confidence that they could recreate the polity and practice of the Salaf 

in Arabia. 

 

 

                                                        
35 For instance, the “theocracy” accusation is leveled at the Wahhabis by, among many others, Eamon Murphy in The 

Making of Terrorism in Pakistan: Historical and Social Roots of Extremism (London/ New York: Routledge, 2013), 96. 
36 DeLong-Bas, who attempts to exonerate Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab from many historical caricatures, notes that he did not 

legitimate or endorse all of Ibn Saʿud’s aggressive warfare as an acceptable jihad. He took a cautious approach to religious 
war in her telling, preferring to win over new converts to the Wahhabi vision through persuasion (daʿwa), and only 
declaring jihad where faith alone (and not Ibn Saʿud’s material gain) was the motive. The tension inherent in this 
relationship eventually led to Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab’s retirement from public life in 1773, well before the Saudi-Wahhabi 
alliance had reached the peak of its power and control. Wahhabi Islam, 34-35. 
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Protestant and Wahhabi Divergences 

 For all these evident similarities between the two movements—which I would argue are mostly 

the baseline similarities of scripture-based reform movements in Christianity and Islam in general—

there are good reasons to exercise caution against too hurriedly equating the Protestant and Wahhabi 

demeanors. The circumstances and tendencies of Protestantism and Wahhabism diverge at two 

significant junctures, and these differences are every bit as important as the similarities between the 

scripture-based revivals. The early Protestants and the Wahhabis were crucially unalike in their 

approach to non-religious knowledge and their internal alignment and diversity.   

 First, in relation to broader cultural knowledge, both early Protestants and Wahhabis were 

skeptical of philosophically or non-scripturally derived knowledge contributing to the theological 

project, but the sixteenth-century European Reformers had a much more cosmopolitan and 

appreciative approach to other fields of discourse and knowledge compared to the Wahhabis. 

Certainly, this was not for lack of access to cultural and intellectual diversity on the Wahhabis’ part: 

the pre-Saudi Hijaz was a heterogeneous place, accommodating numerous forms of Sunni Islam with 

Sufi mystics, scholars of various Islamic sciences, and annual Hajj pilgrims from all over the Muslim 

world. Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab might have even conversed in depth with some Shiʿite Muslims during a 

brief stint as a student of Hadith in Basra (in modern Iraq).37 There were also strong intellectual and 

philosophical strands of Islam in the eighteenth century, drawing on Islam’s long heritage of 

engagement with Greek philosophy and sophisticated medieval Islamic thought. Eighteenth-century 

Medina, where Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab lived and studied for a time, was “especially renowned as a centre 

of religious learning that attracted pupils and scholars from the breadth of the Muslim world, from 

Morocco to the East Indies.”38  

                                                        
37 See DeLong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam, 20-22. 
38 Commins, The Wahhabi Mission, 2-3. 



  

 

 69 

 But the Wahhabis showed little interest, beyond polemics, in permutations of Islam or sources 

of knowledge that did not fit their narrow, theologically defined frame. Even as they claimed the 

Hanbali-Taymiyyan mantle of Hadith-based reform, “[t]hey also rejected, with much more virulence 

than Ibn Taymiyya... the intellectualist trends in Islam, which they looked upon with great distrust.”39 

Ibn Taymiyya was at home debating (and, by most accounts, besting) the Muslim heirs of Greek 

philosophy, especially those who elevated Aristotelian logic as the standard of knowledge. But the 

Wahhabis were well-versed only in the early Islamic tradition. They cared little for anything else.  

 Indeed, Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab’s preeminent teaching text, The Book of Monotheism (Kitāb	al-

Tawḥīd) contains an inelegantly but pointedly titled chapter: “Whoever Obeys a Scholar or a Ruler by 

Prohibiting What Allah Has Permitted or Permitting What Allah Has Prohibited Has Taken Them as 

Partners Beside Allah.” In other words, anyone who trusts a scholar without comparing the scholar’s 

opinion against the Qurʾan and Hadith is guilty of shirk (polytheism) the gravest sin in Islamic 

monotheism. In the chapter, he avers, “no opinion which contradicts the Qurʾan and Sunnah is to be 

given heed, no matter from whom it emanated.”40 As such, Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab and his followers 

deemed any traditional or exogenous or conflicting knowledge to be essentially useless. This is not to 

say that the Wahhabis were anti-education or anti-intellectual; quite the opposite: they promoted 

scriptural education and studied engagement with the Qurʾan/Hadith for men and women alike.41 

They simply had little interest in non-religious knowledge. Over the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, “Wahhabism isolated itself from the rest of the Muslim world[,] and other Muslims 

regarded it as a heretical innovation.”42 The Wahhabis felt they had nothing to learn from non-

                                                        
39 Rahman, “Revival and Reform,” 638. Afshin Shahi elaborates: “Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s positions did not 

have any base in philosophy… He actively attempted to avoid ‘earthly’ systems of logic and analytical tools to give more 
weight to his religious framework. He believed that man-made instruments of thought would corrupt the relationship 
between the faithful believer and his creator.” Afshin Shahi, The Politics of Truth Management in Saudi Arabia (New York: 
Routledge, 2013), 39. 

40 Muhammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab, The Book of Tawheed, Sameh Strauch trans. (Riyadh: International Islamic 
Publishing House, 1998), 231-232. 

41 See Delong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam, 287. 
42 Commins, The Wahhabi Mission, 4. 
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Muslims or from other fields of discourse. They sat at the geographical and metaphysical heart of 

Islam, eventually ruling over the Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina, but they surpassed even their most 

hardline Hanbali ancestors in their restrictive religious demarcation of Islamic knowledge. 

 By comparison, the Protestant Reformers were cultured, polyglot intellectuals. They were 

immersed in Renaissance humanism and its effort to recover and vernacularize classical Greek and 

Latin texts. The Reformers saw their investment in the Bible as the central source of knowledge and 

faith as in league with the Renaissance slogan, Ad fontes—back to the classical sources. To be sure, the 

Reformers’ knowledge of the humanities and wide learning did not lead to intellectual 

rapprochement and irenic appreciation among polarized sixteenth-century theological positions. Like 

their Catholic interlocutors, the Reformers largely saw the humanities as another battleground for 

disputation. As MacCulloch summarizes, 

       Both Reformers and Romanists [Catholics] exploited humanist scholarly techniques, but then 
harnessed them to theological warfare. They deployed the skills of philology and historical 
criticism, but rarely valued objectivity; they drew on creative humanist discussion of 
schooling, the more efficiently to drum uniformity into young minds.43 

 
The early Protestants certainly maintainted the supremacy of theology and scripture as a source of 

knowledge about God, but in their discourse they also preserved a love for and claim to all kinds of 

knowledge, anything that could bolster their arguments. It is facile to draw a direct causal line from 

Renaissance humanism through the Reformation to the rise of modern science and the 

Enlightenment.44 That narrative ignores the vagaries and nuances of history. But there are intellectual 

continuities between the values of the Renaissance, Reformation, and Enlightenment: like the 

importance of a broad education in the humanities, the virtue of philosophy and abstraction, the trust 

                                                        
43 MacCulloch, The Reformation, 680. 
44 This is the central argument of Brad Gregory’s recent critique of the Reformation. He defines modernity as “a 

multifaceted rejection and a variegated appropriation of different elements of medieval Christianity.” And he holds that the 
interpretive chaos of Protestantism led to intense internecine warfare and the rise of the secular state, which fatally 
marginalized religion in the West. For its comprehension and ambition, his work is to be commended, but he tends to 
isolate and magnify the religious element of modernity to the neglect of the many other forces at play. The Unintended 
Reformation: How a Religious Revolution Secularized Society (Cambridge, MA/London: Belknapp Press, 2012), 20. 
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that Christians still had much to learn in conversation with the old Greek and Roman pagan thinkers. 

It is not accidental that many of the early-modern Enlightenment philosophers were raised in the 

Protestant tradition—Rousseau (Calvinist), Kant (Lutheran), Hegel (Lutheran), Locke (Anglican/ 

Puritan)—though many of them later modified or attenuated their inherited dogmas.  

 Second, Protestantism and Wahhabism are quite unalike in their internal alignment and 

diversity. The different branches of Protestantism could grow and develop in a variety of political 

situations, but the Wahhabis’ unitive approach to tawḥīd, extracting the Prophetic model from the 

Hadith, and restoring Islam was much more totalizing and centralizing. The energy of Protestantism, 

despite the best efforts of some irenic individual Reformers, was schismatic and multiplying. As much 

as Luther may have triggered some elements of the Reformation, it quickly became a motley 

revolution with multiple provincial substrates. Protestantism’s discourse and disposition was 

rhizomatic: Luther’s, Calvin’s, Zwingli’s, Muntzer’s, Henry VIII’s reforming programs all might be 

called (using a wide-angle lens) appendages of the same “Protestant” species, but their roots and 

strength were localized and sensitive to distinct environs. Not every Protestant sub-movement thrived 

or survived in the hostile and violent environment of early modern Europe, but the sola scriptura 

discourse made Protestants flexible and adaptive to new circumstances overall. Protestantism spread 

in all directions, growing ever more internally plural with early modernity.  

 If Protestantism was rhizomatic, early Wahhabism was arboreal and unitive. Indeed, Ibn ʿAbd 

al-Wahhab’s tawḥīd-reform program had a cohesion and anchoring stability that Protestantism always 

lacked. There was a certain—they would say, divine—simplicity to the Wahhabis’ theological-societal 

project, for there could be, in the Wahhabi vision, only one image of the pristine early Muslim 

community to imitate. Wahhabism was an effort to de-localize Islam, to strip away the corruptions, 

accretions, syncretisms, and appendices—the bidʿa (innovations)—of local cultures over the 
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centuries, to return to the simplicity of tawḥīd, which the Wahhabis imagined guided the Salaf.45 

Protestantism became not pluralistic, but circumstantially pluralized. Wahhabism was a forceful 

movement of depluralization, perhaps the most successful in Islamic history. Wahhabism’s 

centralized, theological-societal, trunk-like structure made it easy for the movement to grow through 

daʿwa (proclamation) and warfare, even capturing Mecca and Medina from the local Ottoman-backed 

rulers in the first years of the nineteenth century. But Wahhabism’s centralization also made it easy 

for the Ottomans to attack the core, chop down the movement just a few years later, and drive it into 

obscurity in Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab’s native Najd region in eastern Arabia. It would not emerge again in 

force until the twentieth century, and then, as we shall see, it became something quite different.  

	
Two Last Points — Modernity and Flexibility 

 By way of concluding this brief juxtaposition, I would like to make two final points. First, early 

Protestantism and Wahhabism had some similar qualities inasmuch as they were both scripture-

based reform movements in Abrahamic religions on the eve of modernity. But they also had vital 

differences which are not merely attributable to the very distinct European and Arabian (or, indeed, 

Christian and Muslim) settings in which they emerged. Protestantism, in its pluralized, rhizomatic, 

continually rethinking and reinterpreting ethos, was built in such a way that it could inhabit and 

evolve alongside Western modernity in the seventeenth, eighteen, and nineteenth centuries. 

Wahhabism retreated (or was driven by the Ottoman forces) to the intellectual walled garden of the 

Najd region for the remainder of the nineteenth century.46 Even when it did reemerge in the early 

                                                        
45 Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab objected to the allowance of local variations, customs, or traditions within the scriptural 

discourse as they were seen as pre-Islamic or imported from outside Islam. See Delong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam, 100-101.  
46 One could argue that Wahhabism was one strand of a global trend of revivified Hadith study in the eighteenth and 

ninteenth centuries, and there certainly were continuities between the Wahhabi program and other renewal movements of 
early modernity. Hala Fattah shows that while the core Wahhabi community was isolated to the Najd area, Wahhabi ideas 
continued affecting scholars outside of Arabia, particularly among some like-minded figures in nineteenth-century Iraq. 
“‘Wahhabi’ Influences, Salafi Responses: Shaikh Mahmud Shukri and the Iraqi Salafi Movement, 1745-1930,” Journal of 
Islamic Studies 14, no. 2 (2003): 127-148. But, as Dallal convincingly argues, most attempts to link these various regional 
movements together or to tie them genealogically to Wahhabism assumes a common ideology and practice that is not in 
evidence. Dallal, “Origins and Objectives of Islamic Revivalist Thought,” 358-359. I argue below that these movements did 
intersect and become entwined with Wahhabism in the twentieth century through the global Salafi discourse. 
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twentieth century, “the Wahhabi establishment would use its control over law, its influence over 

education and its moral legitimacy among a substantial portion of the population to hold fast against 

the tides of western-style modernity.”47 There are many types of modernity, and many religious 

arrangements in modern contexts, but Protestantism’s diversity and centerlessness meant that it 

could operate in more of these localized, early modern contexts than Wahhabism. 48 

 Second, the deeper similarity in Protestantism and Wahhabism that would ultimately 

contribute to the closer similarities between Evangelicalism and Salafism in America was the 

minimizing of tradition. Both the Reformers and the Wahhabis argued that tradition—the inherited 

teachings of the Roman Catholic Church and the taqlīd imitation of the madhhabs—did not have an 

independent authority alongside or over scripture. Neither movement was entirely original in 

emphasizing scripture, nor was either purely anti-tradition—they were still quoting and drawing on 

the past interpretations. Muhammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab, for all his vehemence about tawḥīd, did 

not really depart much from conventional Hanbali thought and jurisprudence.49 Both the Protestants 

and the Wahhabis took a major step toward more fissiparous, democratized scriptural discourses. 

That adaptability was forestalled temporarily in Wahhabism by the hardline, consolidated, religio-

                                                        
47 Commins, The Wahhabi Mission, 105. 
48 I am cognizant of the fact that modernity is not an uncontested historical category, particularly in reference to the 

Muslim world. What many have called the modernization of the Muslim world, has justly been called “colonization” and 
“Westernization” by Muslims. I seek to split the difference between these two extremes: yes, many of the frames of 
modernity are formed in Western contexts, but there are other aspects of modernity (exposed pluralism, the accelerated 
pace of change, movement toward greater equality of persons, the spread of literacy and education, etc.) which have also 
grown up in non-colonized contexts. I intend no normative judgment (i.e., modern equals good) by my use of the term or 
the process. A good overview of the general topoi of the intertwined colonial and modern conversations is Paul Gillen and 
Devleena Ghosh, Colonialism & Modernity (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2007). A more focused study of 
the Islamic encounter with modernity, with particular analysis of Wahhabism and Salafism, is Muhammad Khalid Masud, 
Armando Salvatore, and Martin van Bruinessen, eds., Islam and Modernity: Key Issues and Debates (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2009). 

49 Frank Vogel is direct on this point: “Wahhābī pronouncements about ijtihād (in degrees) may have been more about 
staking out ideological stances than adopting a practical program for the law’s application… Wahhābī deviations from the 
late Ḥanbalī school views are reportedly rare, and most of these turn out to be opinions advocated by Ibn Taymiyya. Ibn 
ʿAbd al-Wahhāb produced no unprecedented opinions, and Saudi authorities regard him not as a mujtahid [practitioner of 
ijtihād] in fiqh [jurisprudence], but rather in daʿwa or religious awakening.” Islamic Law and Legal System: Studies of Saudi 
Arabia (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2000), 75-76. See DeLong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam, 110-111. Meijer even implies that the Wahhabi 
ijtihād was only a veneer, “while in fact it followed (taqlid) the Hanbali school of Islamic jurisprudence.” “Introduction,” 9.  
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political authority of the Wahhabi-Saudi alliance which chose to constrain the discourse. But, through 

Salafism, Wahhabism’s own pluralization would emerge in the twentieth century with a vengeance. 

 

Evangelicalism and Salafism: Americanized Protestantism and Pluralized Wahhabism 

 How do we get from the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation to the present day worldwide 

Evangelical movement, and how do we get from the eighteenth-century Wahhabi, Hadith-renewal 

movement to the twenty-first century global Salafi discourse? There is an enormous disparity in the 

extant scholarly literature that follows and narrates each of these paths of development. 

Evangelicalism has been dissected, examined, and situated historically, philosophically, theologically, 

and sociologically. There is a fairly clear scholarly consensus about the timeline of Evangelicalism, its 

major figures, and the social, political, economic, theological, and historical forces that fueled the 

movement’s formation. By comparison, the emergence of Salafism in the twentieth century is a sort of 

scholarly lacuna, which has only begun to be filled in the past 15 to 20 years. 

 
The Rise of Evangelicalism 

 On the Evangelical side, very capable historians (many of them Evangelicals themselves) have 

traced the currents of Protestant immigration and indigenization in the New World that led to the 

distinctly American movement, beginning with the separatist Puritan Pilgrims who rejected Queen 

Elizabeth’s formalization of her father’s (Henry VIII’s) consolidation of spiritual and temporal 

power.50 Mark Noll shows the path that led from “establishment forms of [Protestant] religion, to 

individualized and affectional forms, adapted to modernizing, rational, and market-oriented 

societies.”51 In other words, the American Evangelical theology and ethos grew up alongside and 

                                                        
50 The so-called Elizabethan Settlement including the 1559 Act of Uniformity and the 1563 Thirty-Nine Articles 

established the Church of England with a Catholic aesthetic (episcopal liturgy, vestments, etc.) and Reformed theology. On 
intra-Protestant reactions in the following centuries, see James E. Bradley, Religion, Revolution and English Radicalism: 
Non-conformity in Eighteenth-century Politics and Society (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 49ff. 

51 Mark A. Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 
4. Noll’s The Rise of Evangelicalism focuses more exclusively on the eighteenth century and developments therein. 
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within the American nation, absorbing and affecting the sentiments of the young country. Similarly, 

Nathan Hatch has delved into what he calls “The Recurring Populist Impulse in American 

Christianity,” from the Second Great Awakening to the present.52 This diffuse, egalitarian ethic that 

filled Evangelical biblical and theological discourse drew from the miscellaneous lower and middle 

classes of nascent American society and immigrant communities. Preachers, often with little formal 

training, brought together ad hoc rhetorical mixtures of “high and popular culture, of renewed 

supernaturalism and Enlightenment rationalism, of mystical experiences and biblical literalism, of 

evangelical and Jeffersonian rhetoric.”53 George Marsden’s analysis of the Postbellum crisis and 

polarization within American Evangelicalism that led to the development of Fundamentalism 

remains unparalleled.54 But Marsden has also profiled the pivot that occurred among many mid-

century Fundamentalists, particularly at Fuller Seminary and the National Association of 

Evangelicals, toward a reconstituted and more ecumenical Evangelical identity.55 In Chapter 3, I will 

inspect the philosophical and theological underpinnings of this populist style of scripturalism, but 

suffice it to say here that, by the late twentieth century, Evangelicalism in America was a coalition and 

an ethos that was finely attuned to the American environment. And Noll has compellingly illustrated 

the ways that the American style of Evangelicalism has spread into a global movement through 

missionary activity and through its wide appeal as a pragmatic, entrepreneurial, individualized form 

of biblical piety.56 Indeed, the Evangelical ethos and movement that developed natively in America’s 

fertile soil of religious freedom and experimentation has become globalized, adapting quickly to new 

environs and local contexts. 

 

                                                        
52 Nathan Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 1989), 210. 
53 Hatch, Democratization, 35. As he puts it, “These gospel ministers, remarkably attuned to popular opinion, continue 

to rise from obscurity to command significant audiences and to organize movements and churches around them. Modern 
American populist religious leaders such as Billy Graham, Kathryn Kuhlman, Oral Roberts, Robert Schuller, Jimmy 
Swaggart, Jerry Falwell, and Pat Robertson continue a long tradition of democratic religious authority” (211). 

54 Especially, Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture. 
55 Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism. 
56 Noll, The New Shape of World Christianity. 



  

 

 76 

The Rise of Salafism 

 By contrast, Salafism has matured in the twentieth century as a worldwide, Hadith-renewalist 

discourse in Sunni Islam, centered in Saudi Arabia, and it has arrived in America in the past fifty years 

with all of its global complexity in tow. The definitive history of the rise of global Salafism has yet to 

be written. What is available in contemporary scholarship are nebulous general outlines and discrete, 

intriguing data points.57 I intend for this dissertation to, in part, contribute another point in the 

constellation (the adaptations and internal dynamics of Salafism in modern America). Nonetheless, 

we can sketch, in broad terms, the forces that merged to form Salafism in the twentieth century.  

 First, despite its provincial isolation in the nineteenth century, Wahhabism did not remain 

forever in a backwater of the Najd district of Saudi Arabia. From 1824 to 1891, the grandsons and great-

grandsons of Muhammad ibn Saʿud managed to maintain control over Najd by not further provoking 

the two dominant regional powers: the Ottomans in distant Istanbul and the more proximate, quasi-

independent Ottoman state in Egypt. During this inward-looking period, Wahhabism, “in the broader 

perspective of the Middle East in the nineteenth century... remained a marginal phenomenon, 

entrenched in hostility toward traditional Ottoman ulama [religious scholars].”58 Then in 1902, ʿAbd 

al-ʿAziz ibn Saʿud, a fifth-generation member of the dynasty began a campaign of military expansion 

in imitation of his great-great-grandfather. He eventually conquered most of the Arabian Peninsula 

and established the present day Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the third instantiation of the Saudi-

                                                        
57 The most useful lexicological and historical study on Salafism to date is Henri Lauzière’s The Making of Salafism 

(2016) where he prosecutes the twentieth-century scholarly consensus around the use and origins of the term Salafi. Olivier 
Roy’s Globalised Islam takes a more worldwide approach to describing the technological and social factors driving the 
emergence of Salafism (and other related movements). A surprisingly textured review of the complexity of locating 
Salafism’s origins—surprising because it is in the middle of an autobiography by a backsliding American Salafi—can be 
found in Michael Muhammad Knight, Why I Am a Salafi (Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2015), 181-204. An oral history of the 
Salafi movement in America is narrated by Dawud Adib in a two-part lecture series. Dawud Adib, “History of the Salafi 
Daʿwah in America Pt 1,” YouTube.com, June 18, 2011, accessed August 11, 2017, https://youtu.be/tixXMlFkgms.	

58 Commins, Wahhabi Mission, 69. This second instantiation of the Saudi-Wahhabi collaboration called itself Emirate 
of Najd. Commins points out that the limitations of communications and military technology at the time made the Najd 
region simply too remote for the bigger powers to meaningfully conquer. 
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Wahhabi religio-political alliance.59 This new, twentieth-century monarchial nation-state gave the 

Wahhabi clerics a larger platform for instituting their jurisprudential vision than they had ever had 

before, and, with the discovery of oil early in the century, the Kingdom had the wealth and influence 

to become a regional power center by the mid-century period.60 

 It is difficult to overstate the social crisis in the Muslim world in the 1920s and 1930s. Many 

nation-states were transitioning from colonies of Europe or vassal states of the Ottomans into modern 

countries. The world economic crisis sharply impacted these nascent nations, and the abolition of the 

Ottoman Caliphate (the nominal leader and point of unity for all Sunni Muslims) in 1924 brought to 

the surface deep tensions and differing interpretations of Islam and of that historical moment. It is 

not surprising then that there emerged in that period a welter of geographically diverse, radical and 

reformist movements seeking to rethink and reconfigure Islamic societies.61 It is also unsuprising that, 

in the same period, several of these movements embraced the term Salafi (Salafiyya) to characterize 

their project. The word’s previous usage in Islamic history—signifying Hanbali theological originalism 

that took a simple, literal, direct approach to thorny interpretive questions (by appealing to the 

Salaf)—left it a vague enough term that different groups could adopt it to diverse ends.62  

 “Salafi” at the time was something of a free radical, a title that could mean different things to 

different people, but generally signaling a return to a cherished past, reformism, and ijtihād (as in, 

returning to the scriptural sources rather than mediating scholars for guidance). The so-called 

Modernist Salafis, the disciples of the Egyptian scholar Muhammad ʿAbduh, thought that they were 

recovering the principles of vitality, rationality, and simplicity of early Islam and putting it favorably 

                                                        
59 For more on the process of establishing this new state, and the growing influence of what has been called Modernist 

Salafism, see Reinhard Schulze, A Modern History of the Islamic World (New York: New York University Press, 2002), 69-72. 
60 On conflicts resulting from the Wahhabi vision of the purity of the Holy Land (i.e., Arabia) from infidels and the 

Western industrial exploration for oil production, see Robert Lacey, The Kingdom (New York/London: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1981), 203-207. 

61 On the political, social, and religious forces contributing to this resurgence of diverse strands of reformist thought in 
the period between World War I and the 1960s, see Voll, Islam: Continuity and Change, 161-190. 

62 On the origins of the term, see Lauzière, The Making of Salafism, 27-33. 
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in conversation with Western philosophy and modern knowledge.63 These were the “Salafis” that 

attracted the attention of American and European scholars, and, reading Western academic literature 

about Islam in the twentieth century, one could be forgiven for thinking that Salafi was a synonym of 

progressive, modern reform. But other purist currents of Salafi reform were more in line with the 

Wahhabi retrieval project—strict application of the Hadith via ijtihād to reconstitute the early Islamic 

habits and ethos. For these Hadith-based renewers, there was a near-universal appreciation of the 

thought of Ibn Taymiyya as a premodern model for finding a path back to pure Islam.64 In the course 

of the twentieth century, the purist, Taymiyyan, Hadith-based renewal elements in this diverse field 

became more popular and more dominantly associated with the term Salafi. Even some of the 

disciples of ʿAbduh, such as his prolific, premier acolyte Rashid Rida, came to affiliate and align 

themselves with the Wahhabis.65 This still largely unexamined Modernist-Wahhabi meeting of the 

minds challenges any simple narrative about Wahhabism in the modern world, and it is testament to 

the entangled discourses of rethinking Islam in that period of upheaval. 

 By the latter half of the twentieth century—in a process that is open to various interpretations—

many of these diverse Salafi currents came to flow intellectually and pedagogically through Saudi 

Arabia. Several apparent factors led to this gravitational pull toward the Wahhabi center. First, the 

Saudis controlled the two Holy Cities (Mecca and Medina), which were already desired destinations 

                                                        
63 Brown has a good overview of this Modernist movement, and its ambivalent relationship to the Hadith. The 

modernists were sensitive to Western historical criticisms of the Hadith and sought to reconcile the ancient stories about 
the Prophet with a more modern, scientific ethic. Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy, 251-256. For these scholars, ijtihād 
took on connotations of modernizing and updating Islam to speak to modern concerns. 

64 The reliance on Ibn Taymiyya is one point where the so-called Modernist Salafis are outliers and potentially not 
naturally grouped within the boundaries of what is today called Salafism. See Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and 
Action,” 45-47. 

65 The most in-depth analysis of this overlap comes from Lauzière, who interprets Rida’s Wahhabi alliance as an 
attempt “to rehabilitate the Wahhabis primarily for reasons of sociopolitical expediency—that is, more out of necessity 
than conviction.” The Making of Salafism, 62. Hourani argues that it was Rida’s own Hanbali inclination and positive 
impression of ʿAbd al-ʿAziz ibn Saʿud’s rule that led him to reverse his early antipathy and support the twentieth-century 
Wahhabi mission. Hourani, Arabic Thought, 231-232. Commins points out that eventually the Saudi ruler started financially 
supporting Rida’s widely read periodical al-Manar, but only after Rida had already expressed support for the Saudi project. 
Wahhabi Mission, 138-139. Qadhi, without clear citation, argues that one of his teachers, Nasir al-Din al-Albani, a towering 
figure of twentieth-century Salafism, got the term “Salafi” from reading Rida and appropriated it for his own movement of 
anti-madhhab, Hadith renewal, from which it spread into Saudi discourse and into global networks. Qadhi, “On Salafi 
Islam.” None of these analyses are necessarily contradictory. 
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for all Muslims who might have the opportunity to participate in the annual Hajj pilgrimage. Indeed, 

prior to the discovery of oil, the Saudi-Wahhabi state’s budget was reliant on taxes, foreign subsidies, 

and pilgrim tourism.66 For Salafis in particular, who were so focused on the earliest Muslim 

experiences and ideas, the implicit authenticity of the holy homeland of the Prophet was magnetic.  

 Second, the wealthy Saudi state soon realized that it could spread its purist and quietist vision 

of Islam through educational and international institutions. King Faisal created and sponsored the 

Islamic University of Medina (1961), the World Muslim League (1962), and The World Assembly of 

Muslim Youth (1972) all to promote Wahhabi values, form sponsorship alliances with like-minded 

groups internationally, and engender Wahhabi sentiment in other communities. As with so many 

elements of the Saudi-Wahhabi venture, there were both sincere religious (fulfill the Wahhabi 

mission—daʿwa—and spread true Islam to benighted Muslims) and pragmatic (counter secular Pan-

Arab and more militant, revolutionary ideologies then spreading in the region) motives for this 

sponsorship.67 Salafi-identifying scholars from around the world were funded and welcomed in the 

Kingdom. Sympathetic young Muslim men hailing from everywhere from Nigeria to the United States 

were given full scholarships to study Hadith, theology, and jurisprudence at the Islamic University of 

Medina and other Saudi schools.68 Over the decades since the 1960s, most of these scholars and 

shaykhs have returned to their home countries carrying with them the imprimatur of Saudi training 

and developed indigenous movements of Salafi-oriented piety. 

 Third, again for sincere and pragmatic reasons, the Saudi-Wahhabi religious scholars, over the 

course of the century, came to adopt the Salafi title for their own interpretive and renewalist program. 

                                                        
66 Commins, Wahhabi Mission, 100. 
67 For more on the strategy of this institutional development, see Commins, Wahhabi Mission, 152-153. 
68 Alexander Thurston has produced several thoughtful, contextualized studies of Salafism in Nigeria, particularly on 

the ambivalent relations between the Nigerian Salafis and their Saudi mentors, including “The Salafi Ideal of Electronic 
Media as an Intellectual Meritocracy in Kano, Nigeria,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 83, no. 4 (December 
2015): 1059-1083, and “Ahlussunnah: A Preaching Network from Kano to Medina and Back,” in Shaping Global Islamic 
Discourses: The Role of Al-Azhar, Al-Madinah and Al-Mustafa, Masooda Bano and Keiko Sakurai, eds. (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2015), 93-116. 
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The title “Wahhabi” used by outsiders had always carried with it an implicit critique (i.e., you follow 

the teachings of one peculiar scholar, Muhammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab, and not the mainstream or 

original Islam). And while the Wahhabis preferred to call themselves the muwaḥḥadīn (monotheist) 

movement, that appellation—for obvious reasons—never caught on among non-Wahhabi Muslims 

who were unwilling to grant its premise.69 So, in the twentieth century, “Salafi” presented a ripe 

alternative: it was relatively undefined but aligned with their own Hanbali-theological bent; it located 

their Arabian movement within a broader stream of thought; and it enabled outreach to international 

networks of compatible Hadith-reinterpretation movements. In a similar way to the mid-century 

American Fundamentalists who reappropriated “Evangelical” as a more neutral identity, Wahhabis 

claimed “Salafi” as a salutary reframing for their new global orientation. Some have argued that the 

Wahhabis essentially coopted the term Salafi or merely rebranded their antipluralist ethos with an 

older and more vague term.70 There is certainly an element of marketing and convenient identity 

shifting in the adoption of “Salafi.”  

 But that cynical style of narrating the history of Salafism misses the deeper shift that occurred 

through the consolidation of various strands of Salafi thought flowing through Saudi Arabia in the 

twentieth century. We have seen that the core distinction between Protestantism and Wahhabism was 

the—often unintentional and unwelcome—rhizomatic pluralization that made Protestantism agile 

and diffuse enough to thrive in rapidly changing modernity. That element of pluralization became 

engrafted into Wahhabism through the globalization of the Salafi discourse. Salafism spread, not only 

past the tradition-based edges of the Hanbali madhhab but also into an ever greater internal 

multiplicity of interpretations and debates. Non-Saudi Salafi thinkers who had no deep attachment to 

Wahhabi political or jurisprudential ideas brought new ideas and questions into the very schools and 

                                                        
69 Hamid Algar argues that to allow the Wahhabis their grand self-titles is to concede their ownership of the principle 

of tawḥīd, which is central to all of Islamic thought. Wahhabism: A Critical Essay (Oneonta, NY: Islamic Publications 
International, 2002), 1. 

70 See Zubair Qamar, “Wahhabism: Understanding the Roots and Role Models of Islamic Extremism,” Sunnah.org 
Articles, n.d., accessed June 10, 2017, http://www.sunnah.org/articles/Wahhabiarticleedit.htm. 
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institutions that were created by the Saudis to inculcate the Wahhabi perspective. Salafi scholars with 

very different interpretations of the Hadith came and taught at the Saudi-Wahhabi schools, creating 

controversies and developing student disciples, who, in turn, brought those ideas back to their global 

homelands.71 The unitive alignment of Wahhabism (tawhīd, the requisite siloing of political and 

theological authorities, the demand for unanimity) was fractured and, dare I say, modernized 

unintentionally through the Saudi outreach. Global Salafism today is an adaptive and, latently, 

egalitarian scriptural discourse that draws together Wahhabism and many other streams of thought. 

Since the 1960s, Salafis have brought their Salafism to America, whether in the form of American—

especially African American—young men going to Saudi Arabia to study at the Islamic universities or 

in the form of Muslim immigrants from around the globe. They have also brought with them the 

putative unity and real plurality of the Salafi scriptural discourse.72 

 

Scripture over Tradition: Evangelical and Salafi Convergence 

 As I have outlined above, Evangelicalism and Salafism have not sprung into the contemporary 

world fully formed. Each global movement grew out of imbricated cultural, social, political, 

international, and historical forces. Evangelicals embraced certain strands of antecedent 

Protestantism while downplaying others, and Salafism drew upon some elements of Wahhabism, but 

ultimately subsumed the provincial Wahhabi movement into a broader, heterogeneous, global Salafi 

reformist discourse. I have argued that Protestantism and Wahhabism, for all of their intriguing 

                                                        
71 Frank Vogel offers a case study of this pluralization within the Saudi Arabian discourse of politics and law as ṣaḥwa 

(awakening)-aligned Salafi clerics, who were politically more radical in fiqh (jurisprudence) than the conventional-Hanbali 
Wahhabis, and who, in the 1970s and 1980s, came to teach at Saudi universities. He writes: “The awakening first emerged 
elsewhere, most prominently in Egypt, but then rebounded on Saudi Arabia itself, ironically mutating the very Wahhabism 
that helped inspire it.” “Saudi Arabia: Public, Civil, and Individual Shariʿa,” in Shariʿa Politics: Islamic Law and Society in the 
Modern World, Robert W. Hefner, ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011), 75.	

72 Jeff Diamant’s recent dissertation is on the international dynamics that brought many African American Muslims 
into the Saudi-Salafi orbit. “Engagement and Resistance: African Americans, Saudi Arabia, and Islamic Transnationalisms, 
1975 to 2000” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2016). An article by Shadee Elmasry follows the African American 
Salafi community through the early twenty-first century: “The Salafis in America: The Rise, Decline and Prospects for a 
Sunni Muslim Movement among African-Americans,” Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 30, no. 2 (June 2010): 217-236. 
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similarities, were deeply different scriptural-reform movements in two key areas: the Protestants’ 

embrace and Wahhabis’ rejection of broader cultural and humanistic knowledge; and Protestantism’s 

inextricable pluralization created by the multiple centers of temporal power and theological 

authority, which had no analogue in the profoundly homogenous original Wahhabi vision.  

 Yet in the twentieth century, Evangelicalism and Salafism each took a major step toward closing 

this gap. First, at the risk of attributing volition to complex historical currents, Salafism absorbed and 

variegated Wahhabism, transforming the Wahhabis’ Arabian locality into the intellectual nerve center 

of a diverse global conversation about the Hadith. The subsequent chapters of this dissertation will 

more fully traverse the assorted—and often contradictory—voices of Salafism and the internecine 

Salafi quarrels that are reflected in the American Salafi community. Second, Evangelicalism in the 

late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century took a decidedly hostile-to-outside-knowledge, anti-

cosmopolitan step in the form of Fundamentalism. The intellectual nonchalance of that era in the 

development of the Evangelical movement is emblematically captured in a saying by the great pre-

Fundamentalist reformer D.L. Moody: “I have one rule about books. I do not read any book, unless it 

will help me to understand the book.”73 Mark Noll and Richard Hofstadter have separately and 

persuasively demonstrated the manner in which Antebellum Evangelicalism’s embrace of 

denominational-populist competition, Scottish Common Sense philosophy, and direct “Bible-

onlyism” led to a deep-seated anti-intellectual strand in American Christianity.74 This hollowing out 

of Evangelical culture and intellect, which reached its apex in what Noll calls “The Intellectual 

Disaster of Fundamentalism,” will be examined more fully in Chapters 3 and 4. It was a significant 

step away from the, by comparison, urbane and culturally adept mode of early Protestant, and even 

                                                        
73 Quoted in Gamaliel Bradford, D.L. Moody: A Worker in Souls (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, Doran & Co., 1927), 36. 
74 Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 107ff. Richard Hofstadter, Anti-

intellectualism in American Life (New York: Vintage Books, 1963), 55-144. Noll’s focus is more on the Evangelical 
engagement with contemporary philosophy, while Hofstadter’s analysis centers on clergy education and broader sectarian 
themes. 
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early Evangelical, engagement with broader fields of knowledge.75 There remain, of course, many 

thoughtful, cultured, erudite Evangelicals who do engage in broad learning, but the movement as a 

whole, through its disengagement with modern philosophical trends and unflagging appeal to direct 

scriptural knowledge has deemphasized the insights of the academy, modern philosophy, and the 

humanities in favor of the wisdom of the common man and common woman. Thus, from an 

analytical perspective, Salafism and Evangelicalism are much more plausible a comparison than early 

Protestantism and Wahhabism ever were. 

 One distinction between the two movements’ respective scriptural discourses is worth noting 

here, though it is more a distinction between Sunni Islam and Western Christianity in general. The 

primary interpretive and exegetical priority in Protestantism and Western Christianity is theological 

and ecclesial—the forming of orthodoxy and the governing of the church. For Sunni Islam, theology 

and orthodoxy are important, but the dominant scriptural discourse has, from the earliest eras, been 

jurisprudential. Salafis are more focused on practicable outcomes (orthopraxy, legal and precedential 

reasoning, and the detailed application of scripture at the societal and individual level) compared to 

Evangelicals’ more devotional and theological interests. As we shall see, this distinction helps to 

clarify some of the key points of thematic difference between Salafis and Evangelicals in America. 

 Considered side-by-side, though, global Evangelicalism and Salafism exhibit another 

conspicuous similarity: both movements have taken the scripture-over-tradition tendencies of their 

theological forebears and pushed them to new extremes. If the Protestant Reformers had a selective 

and nuanced attitude toward tradition—claiming Augustine, other church fathers, and certain strains 

of medieval theology—many Evangelicals have further radicalized the Reformation, demoting and 

shunting aside all tradition in favor of the unmediated Bible. The inbuilt Protestant distrust of the 

independent authority of tradition became ever more accentuated in the Evangelical ethos. Many of 

                                                        
75 Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, 109. 
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the Evangelical communities (e.g., Baptists) had theological roots in the Radical Reformation and 

maintained the deep antipathy to tradition that characterized that sixteenth-century wing. Alister 

McGrath, in a tongue-in-cheek passage, channels how many Evangelicals think about tradition: 

       tradition carries with it the sense of “traditionalist”—the dead hand of previous generations, 
which demands that we continue to think and act in precisely the same manner as earlier 
generations, thus locking evangelicalism into a sixteenth-, eighteenth-, or nineteenth-century 
worldview. To give authority of any kind to this “tradition” might therefore seem to run the 
risk of condemning evangelicalism to sleepwalking with the dead... Tradition is thus directly 
opposed to contemporanity.76 

 
There are still strands of Evangelicalism that retain confessional (Lutheran, Reformed, Methodist) 

links, but the center of gravity within the Evangelical community has moved a step closer to 

scripture’s exclusive authority from the position of the Reformers. This does not mean that 

Evangelicals never read or study Patristic or Medieval or Reformation theologians. The preeminent 

figures and thinkers of Christian history can be personal heroes, devotional aids, edifying reading, 

and even interesting interpreters of the Bible, but at the end of the day, the exemplars of Christian 

interpretation have no more intrinsic authority than one’s pastor or favorite Bible commentator.  

 The Evangelical attitude toward tradition is not uniform or monolithic. There is, as with so 

many elements of Evangelical thought, a spectrum of Evangelical views on scripture and tradition. If 

one were to place the various Western Christian balances of scripture and tradition on a spectrum, it 

would resemble the figure below. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
76 Alister E. McGrath, “Faith and Tradition,” in The Oxford Handbook of Evangelical Theology, Gerald R. McDermott, ed. 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 91. This, it should be noted, is not McGrath’s own view. In the same article, he 
makes the argument to his Evangelical audience that tradition has value and Evangelicals should align more closely with 
Luther and Calvin’s affirmations of tradition.  
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At one end would be the Catholic position staked out and most fully articulated at the Council of 

Trent (in response to the Reformation), that God’s self-revelation is partim-partim, partly in written 

scripture and partly in the oral traditions and developed teachings of the Roman Catholic Church.77 It 

could be—and has been—argued whether the Catholic position has remained the same since or has 

moved toward placing more emphasis on scripture’s authority, with tradition serving, not as an equal 

source of revelation, but as an essential guide to scripture’s interpretation.78 Regardless, the Protestant 

Reformers can be said to have pulled the emphasis further towards the preeminence of scripture. This 

still allows for disagreements between the Magisterial Reformers like Luther and Calvin, who saw 

tradition as a normative interpretive guide, while scripture is definitive, and the Radical Reformers, 

who would accept credal consensus moments from Christian history and the wisdom of confessional 

traditions but outwardly rejected their intrinsic authority apart from scripture. 

 The spectrum of Evangelical discourse pulls the emphasis still further toward scripture alone. 

At the furthest end would be the Bible-onlyism that would accept the creeds only contingently—on 

the basis of their accordance with the “plain text of the Bible.”79 There are, to be sure, Evangelicals 

                                                        
77 For discussion, see David C. Steinmetz, “The Council of Trent,” in The Cambridge Companion to Reformation 

Theology (Cambridge, UK/New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 137-139. 
78 See Mark A. Noll and Carolyn Nystrom, Is the Reformation Over? An Evangelical Assessment of Contemporary Roman 

Catholicism (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 161ff. Pope Francis has said, recently in commemorating the 500th 
anniversary of Luther’s 95 Theses, “the Reformation helped give greater centrality to sacred Scripture in the Church’s life.” 
“Full Text: Pope’s Homily at Service for 500th Anniversary of Reformation,” The Catholic Herald, October 31, 2016, accessed 
July 3, 2017, http://www.catholicherald.co. uk/news/2016/10/31/full-text-popes-homily-at-service-for-500th-anniversary-of-
reformation/. 

79 Steinmetz traces this phrase, “the plain sense of scripture,” back to the Reformation, but he also shows how the 
Reformers actually “collapsed what earlier theologians had called the allegorical, tropological, and anagogical senses into a 
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who find the study of past theological ideas and formulations enlightening and interesting, 

particularly among seminarians and historians. A growing cadre of Evangelical scholars and historians 

have recognized problems in Evangelical radicalism in eschewing tradition.80 There are elite 

conversations occurring in Evangelical theology that are highly sensitive to tradition, but their 

constant protestations that tradition matters bespeaks how far removed they are from man-on-the-

street American Evangelicalism. Most Evangelicals do not believe something because Augustine or 

Calvin or Jonathan Edwards believed it. They will say they believe what they find in the Bible. Period. 

 This apparent flattening of time and authority in American Evangelicalism, is what Sidney 

Mead aptly termed “historylessness as a cast of mind,” an impulse toward disregarding or distrusting 

the past verdicts and consensuses of traditional voices.81 Writing critically about this emerging 

tendency in 1849, John W. Nevin inveighed, “The independence which it affects, in pretending to 

reduce all Christianity to private judgment and the Bible, involves, of necessity, a protest against the 

authority of all previous history... If the past be with them, here and there, it is all very well; but if not, 

it can only be because they are right.”82 Nevin neatly captures the mainstream Evangelical posture 

toward tradition: Luther and Calvin fervently argued for aligning Augustine with their own 

interpretations; Evangelicals will accept Augustine where he agrees with them and be untroubled 

otherwise. For Evangelicals, the Bible is the first appeal and final arbiter. 

 Thence comes the distinct Evangelical style of biblical citation: “The Bible says...” is the 

argument-ender. It is the point of authority beyond which there is no recourse, other than to the other 

passages of the Bible. The biblical authors themselves are subsumed in a putatively unified biblical 

                                                        
greatly expanded literal sense. The so-called plain sense became anything but simple, a big-bellied literal sense, eight 
months pregnant with hidden meanings.” Evangelicals have, by and large, preferred the simplicity over the layered 
understandings of previous generations. David C. Steinmetz, Taking the Long View: Christian Theology in Historical 
Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 164. 

80 These include: D. H. William, Thomas C. Oden, James Orr, J.I. Packer, and any number of Patristics professors from 
Evangelical seminaries. 

81 Mead, The Lively Experiment, 133. 
82 John W. Nevin, “The Sect System,” Mercersberg Review 1 (1849): 499. 
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voice that speaks in the present tense. “The Bible says” signals that a clear source of authority is 

making truth known now. “Americans in the early nineteenth century transformed an earlier battle 

cry of the Reformation, ‘the Bible alone,’ into a distinctly American appeal—‘no creed but the 

Bible!’”83 As tradition was demoted ever further by the Reformers and then the Evangelicals, the Bible 

has been laden with an ever heavier epistemic burden. It becomes the solitary axis of authority and 

knowledge. An eye-catching part of nearly all Evangelical statements of faith—as distinct from 

classical Christian creeds—is a central clause about the Bible. Belief, not only in, but about the Bible 

have become defining elements of Evangelical orthodoxy. 

 Similarly, Salafis push the scripture-over-tradition impulse of Hanbalism and Wahhabism to a 

new extreme. If the early Wahhabis rhetorically rejected the typical taqlīd of the madhhabs (“blind 

imitation of past interpreters” as the Wahhabis would put it) in favor of ijtihād (renewed and 

contextualized interpretation), they were functionally still within the relatively conventional mold of 

Hanbali jurisprudence. Salafis go a step further, often treating the madhhabs, not only as irrelevant or 

flawed but as barriers to proper practice. At the more extreme end, Salafi polemicists will accuse 

madhhab loyalists of being so dedicated to their madhhab and so locked into its interpretive rules that 

they have forsaken loyalty to the Prophet and the Salaf. As one of the early Salafi forerunners and a 

contemporary of Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab, put it, Sunnis who follow the madhhabs are guilty of “the bidʿa 

of madhhabism (al-tamadhhub).”84 This use of the term bidʿa (heretical innovation) is significant in 

that it labels the madhhabs as sinful in and of themselves—the adding of innovations to the pure 

doctrine and practice of Islam. Interpreted narrowly, such a formulation would seem to put almost 

every historical and contemporary scholar of Islam who is not practicing direct ijtihād and going 

straight to the Qurʾan/Hadith for answers, or who is not a Salafi, in the realm of sinful innovators. In 

                                                        
83 Mark A. Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 151. 
84 Muhammad ibn Ismaʿil al-Sanʿani, Kitāb īqāz al-fikra li-murājaʿat al-fiṭra, Muhammad Subhi b. Hasan al-Hallaq, ed. 

(Beirut: Dar Ibn Hazm, 1999), 52. Quoted in Brown, Canonization, 311 
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Salafi preaching, phrases will often occur with some variation of “clearing the dīn (religion) of al-Islam 

from that which has crept into it, from the evils of those who would lead to innovations in the dīn of 

al-Islam to misguide the people.”85 In the Salafi view, bidʿa is a creeping pollution, perpetually 

corrupting the pristine Islam of the Salaf. This posture pits Salafis not only against the voices of the 

traditional past but also against all non-Salafi permutations of contemporary Islam. From the Salafi 

view, purity and authenticity are found in direct appeal to Islamic bedrock, the Qurʾan and Hadith. 

 As with Evangelicals, there is not one single Salafi position regarding tradition. The figure below 

maps Sunni attitudes toward tradition onto a similar rough spectrum as the one above. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
     
Given the jurisprudential-theological nature of Sunni scriptural exposition, it can be more helpful to 

employ legal terminology here: Are the past rulings of judges and jurists precedent-setting, 

establishing a body of legal thought and reliable legal traditions, or does every generation revisit legal 

questions anew? The Sunni Traditionalist position is not, despite many caricatures from Hanbalis and 

Salafis, purely a matter of taqlīd and humdrum imitation of past scholars. Wael Hallaq has 

convincingly argued that, for the mainstream Sunni tradition(s) taqlīd (an elementary trust in the 

wisdom of the past) and ijtihād (a recognition of change and the need for adaptation) were two sides 

of an antipodal dialectic.86 Nearly all traditional interpreters acknowledged the absolute importance 

                                                        
85 Abu al-Hasan Malik Adam, “Purifying Ourselves from the People of Bidʿah,” TROID.ca, June 30, 2015, accessed 

January 21, 2017, https://www.troid.ca/media/audio/HM13_purifyingfromahlalbidah.mp3. 
86 He argues that interpretive pluralism within each madhhab ultimately made the so-called “closure of the gate of 

ijtihad impossible to reach.” Wael B. Hallaq, “Was the Gate of Ijtihad Closed?,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 
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of precedent and tradition and the consensus of the past, while, at the same time, most scholars 

accepted, to varying degrees, the need for creative applications of past wisdom to new situations.  

 As was discussed above, the Hanbali madhhab has always staked out a more radical position, 

advocating fresh interpretation and a revising of consensus through revisiting of the sacred texts. Put 

simply, the Hanbalis in general—and their Wahhabi heirs in particular— resisted any sort of 

ideologization of taqlīd, though in practice they often defaulted to Hanbali tradition (e.g., echoing Ibn 

Hanbal or Ibn Taymiyya) on questions where a clear consensus existed and saw no need to reinvent 

the wheel. Like the Protestant Reformers, the Wahhabis were drawing on a long tradition of renewal 

and reform, reinvigorating direct scripture study, but finding fairly conventional answers therein.  

 The Salafis shift the conversation even further toward the scripture-only side. There are Salafis 

who take more of a Hanbali-Wahhabi-conventionalist tack; they see some good in the pragmatic 

structure of the madhhabs, especially for organizing the daily lives of non-jurists and non-experts, 

who do not need to rethink every minute decision in the light of the Hadith. Qadhi calls these types 

of Salafis “soft madhhabists,” who accept the lifestyle directions of one of the madhhabs, unless its 

instructions clearly contradict the Hadith or Qurʾan.87 For Salafis, as for Evangelicals, the final appeal 

is to scripture. Salafi scholars might read and appreciate the work of classical madhhab scholars, 

might find some of their arguments compelling, and might even reach similar conclusions on specific 

                                                        
16, no. 1 (March, 1984): 33. For a more extensive exploration of these same themes, see Wael B. Hallaq, Sharīʿa: Theory, 
Practice, Transformations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 110-113, 144ff. 

87 Yasir Qadhi, interview, February 18, 2017. This is one of the many points at which the distinction between a 
theological-ecclessial and a theological-jurisprudential hermeneutical culture is evident. Because of the precedential nature 
of jurisprudential reasoning, Salafi jurists are often keenly concerned with surveying and evaluating the past interpretations 
and rulings that have occurred in the Sunni tradition and among the madhhabs. The Salafi practice of ijtihād (independent 
interpretation) is much more systematic and comprehensive than the way in which many theologians and lay Evangelicals 
simply go directly to the Bible for answers. Salafis (both scholars and lay students) will examine and compare past rulings 
by scholars, evaluating each of them for which has the best dalīl (strongest evidence/proof) from the Hadith and Qurʾan. 
The debates among Salafis about reliance on the madhhabs frequently hinge on whether one can (a) mostly trust a 
madhhab for guidance, but be required to reject a madhhab ruling or practice when presented with convincing scriptural 
dalīl or (b) always evaluate any question based directly on the dalīl. See Qadhi, “On Salafi Islam.” For more of the technical 
aspects of this methodology of Salafi scriptural-legal “proof-evaluation,” its roots in the thought of Ibn Taymiyya, and its 
on-the-ground practice in contemporary Saudi discourse, see Vogel, Islamic Law and Legal System, 67-69. Another good 
methodological survey can be found in Muhammad al-Atawneh, “Wahhābī Legal Theory as Reflected in Modern Official 
Saudi Fatwās: Ijtihād, Taqlīd, Sources, and Methodology,” Islamic Law and Society 18, no. 3/4 (2011): 327-355.	
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questions. But, for many Salafis, these past interpretations are at best edifying and at worst an evil 

innovation.  

 One illustrative anecdote well captures the internal dynamics around tradition within the 

global Salafi discourse. A Saudi-trained, African American shaykh named Abu Muslimah got in a 

great deal of trouble and controversy, when he opined in one of his sermons: 

Al-Hamdulillaah [Praise be to God] I can easily say that I studied in the University of 
Madeenah, that they aren’t teaching the Madhhab as-Salafee [i.e. the Salafi school of thought 
or methodology], in the University of Madeenah, nor are the scholars of Arabia known to the 
scholars of the Daʿwah As-Salafiyyah [the Salafi proclamation], in this world, and the bigger 
ones that are calling to this, Daʿwah but that these scholars there in Arabia they’re known as 
Hanbalee scholars, and that’s their madhhab, and they teach it and they taught it and they 
call the people to their madhhab.88  

 
This statement landed Abu Muslimah in a maelstrom of controversy, not only because he had seemed 

to badmouth some highly respected Saudi shaykhs, but he had also accused them of being functional 

Hanbali traditionalists. He received several strong American and Saudi condemnations and was called 

up personally in front of Shaykh al-Madkhali, one of the most hardline Salafi-Wahhabi scholars in 

Saudi Arabia, when Abu Muslimah was there for the Hajj. Al-Madkhali reportedly called Abu 

Muslimah a “hidden Hizbī [partisan] and a liar,” and, when word spread among Salafis in the U.S. 

that Abu Muslimah was so disrespectful, attendance at his mosque dwindled dramatically.89 In some 

Salafi circles, the worst insult is to be labeled an imitator or follower of any non-Salafi, tradition-

based mode of interpretation. 

 Salafis largely shy away from quoting the generations of thinkers between the Salaf and the 

Salafis as independent authorities, but there is one notable exception to this tendency: Ibn Taymiyya. 

In an affinity that has no obvious parallel among Evangelicals, the fourteenth-century scholar (and to 

a lesser degree his disciple Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya) takes on an importance for Salafis that can 

                                                        
88 Daarul-Hadeeth wal-Athar, “Uncovering the Hidden Hizbee, Aboo Muslimah ‘Abdullaah Tawfeeq, Imaam of Masjid 

Ahlus-Sunnah, East Orange, N.J., U.S.A., Part 1,” TROID.ca, 7, accessed January 21, 2017, http://www.troid.ca/media/pdf/ 
aboomuslimah1.pdf. 

89 For a longer accounting of this confrontation, see Diamant, “Engagement and Resistance,” 231-232. 
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asymptotically approach a truly precedential authority. This is, at first, a striking departure from 

standard Salafi practice, as most of their discourse assumes, like Evangelicals, a relatively flat history 

between the ideal era of scriptural revelation and the present. Qadhi notes among his five points on 

which all Salafis agree (including core theological principles like tawḥīd and opposition to bidʿa) that 

Salafis “respect and take recourse to the legal and theological opinions of Shaykh al-Islam Ibn 

Taymiyya.” He is quick to add, though, that “Ibn Taymiyya cannot, and is not, considered a progenitor 

for the modern Salafi movement, as they view themselves as having no one single founder after the 

Prophet Muḥammad (ṣallallāhu ʿalayhi wa sallam) [Peace be upon him].”90 Part of the affinity 

between Salafis and Ibn Taymiyya is his alignment in priorities and methodology with the concerns of 

contemporary Salafis. He was a Hanbali scholar, but he was willing to practice such a radical form of 

ijtihād that he would sometimes contradict all four madhhabs through direct appeal to the Qurʾan and 

the Hadith.91 Ibn Taymiyya was a skilled jurist, but he was idiosyncratic within late-medieval Islam for 

his emphasis on theology and tawḥīd, discourses that were important but minor chords in the 

symphony of Classical Islam, but which Salafis also put front and center. Like Salafis, Ibn Taymiyya 

vigorously spoke out against reliance on the intercession of saints and the veneration of holy tombs. 

He stringently opposed the Ahl al-Bidʿa (People of Innovation) and was unafraid to denounce what he 

saw as the insincere Islam adopted by the Mongol conquerors of Damascus. In these many ways, Ibn 

Taymiyya was a fourteenth-century iconoclast whose sharp mind, encyclopedic knowledge, appeals to 

the Salaf over and against his contemporary traditions, and principled politics during turbulent times 

gives Salafis a precedent in history of a person who navigated by the ideal way of the Salaf. 

	

	

	

                                                        
90 Qadhi, “On Salafi Islam.” 
91 See Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” 43. 
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Canons Revisited and the Quiet Force of Tradition 

 As was evident with the Protestant Reformers and the Wahhabis, when a scriptural-renewal 

movement proclaims the need to return to scripture, they often must recanonize or recertify the 

sacred text in a new way. If the text is merely the same canon that tradition has owned and explicated, 

what need is there for revisiting it? Salafis and Evangelicals have a paradoxical relationship with their 

respective canons. They take their traditions’ texts and claim them and relate to them in new ways, 

but, on this point, they are also tellingly reliant on the traditions which have transmitted and 

conditioned what they think of as scripture.  

 A remarkable omission in most Evangelical conversations about the Bible is how little curiosity 

is evinced regarding the history of the canon. They unquestioningly, artlessly embrace the inherited 

Protestant canon as the Bible. This is not to say that all Evangelicals are unaware of debates about the 

canon or that Evangelical scholars never engage those debates, but the canon question has been a 

vanishingly small part of the Evangelical discourse. M. James Sawyer, a self-identified conservative 

Evangelical, observes, “the evangelical approach to canon determination has historically been the 

weakest link in its bibliology.”92 Put differently, unlike their Reformer forebears and their Mainline 

Protestant coreligionists, Evangelicals have staked more on less: more confidence in the Bible’s total 

reliability and coherence, with less historical awareness of or reflection on where the text came from. 

 I would contend, however, that while formal and explicit discussion about canonical boundaries 

or criteria is rare among Evangelicals, their approach to the Bible has been to effectively re-canonize 

(in the original meaning of “canon” as a measuring stick, a standard, rule, or criterion) the sacred text. 

                                                        
92 He continues, “This weakness has persisted for several reasons. (1) Canon has not been a pressing issue of debate on 

the larger theological horizon. (2) It has been assumed that the canon of the New Testament was closed definitively in the 
fourth century. (3) Apostolicity has been assumed as the controlling issue because of the early mention of this feature by 
the Fathers. (4) The New Testament canon has been accepted uncritically because of the theological assumption that 
through divine providence the early church was led (infallibly) to its canonical decisions.” Within the broader Protestant 
debates and theological conversations about canon in the mid- to late twentieth century every one of these four points has 
been challenged and wrangled over. M. James Sawyer, “Evangelicals and the Canon of the New Testament,” Bible.org, June 3, 
2004, accessed January 16, 2017, https://bible.org/article/evangelicals-and-canon-new-testament#P13_1566. For a good 
overview of Protestant debates about the canon, see Brevard S. Childs, The New Testament as Canon: An Introduction 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), esp. 5-33. 
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Just as the Protestant Reformers put their own stamp on the Bible by vernacularizing it and excising 

the Apocrypha, so, too, Evangelicals have signaled their special ownership of the Bible through their 

nomenclature. They have developed several competing ontological categories for scripture (inerrancy, 

infallibility, etc.) by which they measure and police, not the boundaries of textual inclusion, but the 

criteria of fidelity to the text. For instance, the 1978 Chicago Statement on Inerrancy, the closest thing 

to a consensus statement for hardline Evangelical biblicists, has only a brief section on canon: 

       The canon was created in principle by divine inspiration. The Church’s part was to discern the 
canon which God had created, not to devise one of its own... Authority in Christianity belongs 
to God in His revelation, which means, on the one hand, Jesus Christ, the living Word, and, on 
the other hand, Holy Scripture, the written word... By authenticating each other’s authority, 
Christ and Scripture coalesce into a single fount of authority.93 

 
This passage contains two subtle but critical theological shifts. First, the canon of the Bible is 

consolidated as a singular, undisputed entity and extracted from history and historical processes; the 

canon is itself (as opposed to its contents) here the object of divine inspiration. The “Church” 

(singular and capitalized) discerns but does not devise the canon. The How and the When of this 

discernment are conveniently elided. Second, the contents of the canon are elevated by metaphysical 

association with Christ to a position of preeminent authority. By coalescing Christ’s authority with 

that of the Bible, the inerrantist signatories of the statement profess their absolute allegiance to and 

reliance on the divine text. 

 Evangelicals hem the Bible in with categories of inerrancy and infallibility, which function as 

shibboleths, guarding the text against deficient readings or interpretations that would subvert its 

authority.94 Such terminological and categorical defenses of the text not only repossess the Bible from 

                                                        
93 International Council on Biblical Inerrancy, “The Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy,” Dallas Theological 

Seminary Archives, 1978, accessed January 17, 2017, http://library.dts.edu/Pages/TL/Special/ICBI_1.pdf. 
94 Typically, among Evangelicals inerrancy is taken as the more all-inclusive position (the Bible is “free from all 

falsehood or mistake” as the Chicago Statement puts it). The infallibility of the Bible (that it “is a sure, safe, and reliable 
guide in all matters” via the Chicago Statement) is thought of as a less definitive and firm corollary. Some Evangelical 
theologians and institutions like Fuller Theological Seminary who chose to affirm infallibility without inerrancy—to avoid 
defending the granular facticity of the Bible—have been cast by inerrantists as disloyal to the Bible and even borderline 
heretical. See Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism, 224-228, 277-290. 
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historical criticism and liberal theological compromises of its authority (more on that in Chapter 2), 

they also create a uniquely Evangelical discourse on scripture with its own vocabulary and debates. 

These new terms and their definitive roles emerged not only out of the Fundamentalist-Modernist 

controversies of the early twentieth century, but even more so from the Battle(s) for the Bible that 

fragmented the Fundamentalist-Evangelical community of the late twentieth century.95 In the 1970s 

and 1980s heyday of infallibility and inerrancy debates, any Evangelical leader or thinker who chose 

the more muted infallibility without inerrancy to describe their biblical theology, or worse resisted 

both of them, was seen as engaging in heterodoxy, having taken the first step down the slippery slope 

to the denial of the Bible’s authority.96 It can be debated the degree to which these ideas about the 

Bible are implicit—or at least rooted—in ancient, medieval, Reformation, and early modern Christian 

theological formulations, but most significant for the sake of this study is the way that Evangelicals 

uniquely define and categorize their scripture. Taking the mainstream Protestant canon as given, 

indeed as unambiguously and unbrokenly the Christian canon, they theologically shore up the text.  

 Despite the absence of the ideas, much less the language, of infallibility and inerrancy in 

ancient Christian creeds, Evangelicals make them prima facie evidence of Christian conformity. 

Theology about scripture—as compared with early Christian criteria regarding the Trinity or 

Christology97—becomes a cardinal criterion for inclusion in (Evangelical) Christian orthodoxy. 

Evangelicals rarely appeal directly to the ancient Christian creeds, preferring their own statements of 

faith, which many churches or organizations customize to fit their culture and language. Consider, for 

                                                        
95 Harold Lindsell’s Battle for the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976) was an opening salvo in one such skirmish. 
96 This argument is still alive and well in some Evangelical circles. See, F. David Farnell, et al. eds., Vital Issues in the 

Inerrancy Debate (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2015). Some Evangelical organizations and leaders have sought to side-step 
this debate by simply affirming the final “authoritative” nature of the Bible or some other similar formulation. Such recusals 
have been met with mixed reactions. 

97 In fact, the only mention of the Bible or scripture in any of the early central creeds of the church comes in the 
Niceno-Constantinopolitan creed (the revision of the Nicene Creed in 381 C.E.), where the phrase “according to the 
Scriptures” was added to the original Nicene formulation after “and the third day rose again” and the phrase “who spake by 
the prophets” was added into the clause on the Holy Spirit.  
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instance, the simple language from Southern-Baptist-sponsored, San Francisco church, Epic’s 

statement of faith: “We believe the Bible to be completely true and authoritative in all areas of faith 

and practice. It is God-inspired and a source of strength, direction, and wisdom for those who apply 

it to their lives. John 17:17; 2 Timothy 3:16; 2 Peter 1:20-21.”98 The statement is casual and consciously 

avoids controversial terms like infallible and inerrant (though its cognate phrasing approximates the 

position of infallibility). The Bible references within each clause, even the one about the Bible, 

signals that Epic is not dependent on tradition or creed for these beliefs. They are drawn solely from 

scripture. Such affirmations of the Bible are often the first clause of Evangelical statements, the 

epistemic grounding and foundation for all other beliefs. “Inerrant” or “infallible” or their cognates 

are routinely included in the statements, modern identity addenda to the historic Christian faith. 

 Yet it is precisely here, in the Evangelical near amnesia about the origins of the canon and in 

their constantly revamped statements of faith, that the quiet influence of tradition is evident. An 

Evangelical who questioned the holy utility of some books of the canon—the way Luther did—would 

be reproved for disrespecting the unbroken authority of the Bible. Likewise, an Evangelical church 

whose customized statement of faith somehow transgressed Nicene orthodoxy would surely draw the 

censure of its denomination or other Evangelical churches. The Chicago Statement on Biblical 

Inerrancy crystalizes this tension: “We deny that Church creeds, councils, or declarations have greater 

authority than or equal to the authority of the Bible.”99 But the Statement is also careful never to 

contradict these ancient professions, its signatories knowing that a primal power still rests there. 

From an external perspective, this primal-but-inchoate influence of tradition on Evangelicalism is not 

surprising. To be sure, it would be remarkable if it were absent. It illumines the fact that Evangelicals 

are tied genealogically and ideationally to the Reformation itself, and, through the Reformation, to 

the medieval and late-antique debates of Christians for centuries. Evangelicals inherited the 

                                                        
98 Epic Church, “Our Beliefs,” n.d., accessed January 23, 2017, https://www.epicsf.com/about/. 
99 ICBI, “Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy.” 
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Reformers’ rhetoric against the authority of tradition, but they also inherited the Reformers’ urge to 

claim a mainstream, golden-thread alignment with Christian orthodoxy. In the Evangelical discourse 

around scripture, the past is still present, another voice in the conversation, an adjudicator that is 

occasionally, if ambiguously, appealed to.100 

 As we have seen, the content of the Hadith canon is far more unsettled for Sunnis than the Bible 

canon is for Protestant Christians. Even so, Salafis’ idiosyncratic approach to the Hadith canon is 

stark. Like the Evangelicals with the Bible, Salafis repossess the Hadith, reclaiming it from the 

foregoing tradition. They reinvigorate Hadith discourse, popularizing it, and even challenging some 

of the classical consensus that had held sway for centuries. Whereas the Traditional Sunni Hadith 

approach was to set up a tiered system of authority (with Muslim and al-Bukhari, the Ṣaḥīḥayn, as 

anchors, other collections as accepted but less certain), Salafis take up the Hanbali concerns of 

finding the ṣaḥīḥ (sound, verified) hadiths, and magnify those concerns, utterly rejecting any use of 

“weak” (ḍaʿīf , i.e., less verified) hadiths for any purpose.101 Some Salafis go even further in breaking 

with the traditional schema, a thoroughgoing rethinking that is best captured in the attitude of one of 

the most respected and prominent Salafi shaykhs of the twentieth century: Muhammad Nasir al-Din 

al-Albani (d. 1999). Al-Albani embodies the pluralization that occurred in the twentieth century 

transition from the Wahhabis’ homogeneous to the Salafis’ more multifarious Hadith discourse. A 

brilliant, Albanian autodidact with an encyclopedic knowledge of the Hadith and an aversion to all 

the madhhabs, he was invited to teach in the Saudi-Wahhabi educational institutions, even though he 

was not trained in their conventional Wahhabi-Hanbali style of Hadith evaluation and interpretation.  

 Indeed, al-Albani went far beyond the Wahhabi willingness to reconsider the veracity of certain 

canonical Hadith and toss a few out. He did the unthinkable and rebooted the entire discourse. He 

                                                        
100 These appeals can sometimes take the form of Evangelicals calling each other to “orthodoxy” or back to the “historic 

Christian faith,” though, the scope of the “historic” and “orthodox” faith in view is often undefined. 
101 Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy, 257. 
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reopened the long-closed operation of Hadith criticism and challenged the relatively unquestioned 

veracity of the canonical Hadith collections, including the near universally accepted Ṣaḥīḥayn. He 

revisited the base methods of hadith verification, and tossed out many previously universally accepted 

hadiths. He began validating some Hadith accounts that had been deemed unsound by the classical 

collections and invalidating others that had the imprimatur of even Muslim and al-Bukhari.102 In 

effect, al-Albani took what had been assumed to be a traditionally settled canon of scripture and 

reshuffled it. This, naturally, occasioned a large body of rulings and interpretations from al-Albani 

and his followers that did not conform to any other contemporary interpretation of Islam. This was 

ijtihād in an entirely new modality.  

 It is hard to overstate the impact that al-Albani’s re-canonization of the Hadith has had on 

Salafi discourse, even nearly two decades after his death. For many of al-Albani’s followers in Saudi 

Arabia and around the world, his new application of Hadith criticism expanded the horizons of 

discourse about the Hadith and possible knowledge of the practice of the Salaf. By their lights, he had 

“discovered” and verified new scripture. For some of his followers, al-Albani took on an almost 

infallible authority in the realm of Hadith verification and analysis.103 His approach has, of course, 

occasioned its fair share of controversy. Stéphane Lacroix recounts an anecdote narrated by one of al-

Albani’s critics in Saudi Arabia who describes the state of affairs even after al-Albani had taught there 

for only a short time: 

       It had become a quasi-dictatorship of the hadith. When a sheikh quoted a hadith in a sermon 
or a lecture, he could be interrupted at any time by one of his students asking him: “Has this 
hadith been authenticated? Has al-Albani verified it?” That could not help but strengthen the 

                                                        
102 Stéphane Lacroix, “Al-Albani’s Revolutionary Approach to Hadith,” Institute for the Study of Islam in the Modern 

World 21 (Spring 2008): 6-7. Brown has noted that the idiosyncratic eighteenth-century Shiʿite, Zaydi, and proto-Salafi 
scholar Muhammad ibn Ismaʿil al-Sanʿani (d. 1768) had also challenged the exalted status of the Ṣaḥīḥayn. He expressed 
respect for Muslim and al-Bukhari, but “we do not give them more station than they deserve.” Muhammad ibn Ismaʿil al-
Amir al-Ṣanʿani, Thamarāt al-naẓar fī ʿilm al-athar. Raʾid b. Sabri b. Abi ʿAlafa, ed. (Riyadh: Dār al-ʿĀṣima, 1417/1996), 137. 
Quoted in Brown, Canonization, 316. 

103 Gauvain found in his fieldwork among Salafis in Cairo that many thought al-Albani was “incapable of error.” 
Gauvain, Salafi Ritual Purity, 102. 
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antipathy the ulema [scholars] of the [Wahhabi] religious establishment felt toward al-
Albani.104 

 
Al-Albani is, certainly, only one Salafi shaykh, and there are other influential Salafi leaders, 

particularly from Saudi Arabia, who have large followings in America, and some of these might take 

issue with al-Albani’s approach (or at least with his granular rulings).105 But his revolutionary 

technique is paradigmatic of the Salafi willingness to rethink the inherited traditions, overthrow past 

consensuses, and confront the text afresh. 

 Yet, for Salafis too, the whispering voice of tradition is never fully silenced. As radical as al-

Albani’s recanonization of the Hadith might be, he is still relying on and only slightly tweaking the 

Hadith verification methods of the tenth and eleventh centuries. While claiming to exclusively follow 

the Salaf, the Salafis are actually depending on texts and methods transmitted to them by the 

intervening generations and the madhhabs. Similarly, the Salafis’ reliance on Ibn Taymiyya as a near 

incontrovertible guide speaks to the longing for some anchor point, some precedent from the past to 

validate the practices of the present. They thunder against taqlīd and the blind imitation of past 

interpreters, but one would be hard-pressed to find an instance of Salafis challenging or outright 

contradicting Ibn Taymiyya, who has been dead for nearly seven centuries. Like the Hanbali 

revivalists of old and like the Wahhabis at the doorstep of modernity, the Salafis fall within a long line 

of Sunni retrievalists, playing text off of tradition, while being inevitably shaped by habits of thought 

and the stage set by tradition. 

 For both scripturalist movements, the attempt to separate their interpretations of scripture from 

antecedent traditions is more than rhetoric but less than reality. Tradition exerts a latent power, a sub 

                                                        
104 Interview with Yusuf al-Dayni, in Stéphane Lacroix, Awakening Islam: The Politics of Religious Dissent in 

Contemporary Saudi Arabia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), 85. 
105 It is generally agreed among Salafis that, in the late-twentieth century, there were three paragon scholars who were 

the most important normative guides in the global discourse: Shaykh al-Albani (1914-1999) and two members of the Saudi 
establishment cleric community—Shaykh ʿAbd al-ʿAziz bin Baz (1910-1999), and Shaykh Muhammad ibn al-ʿUthaymin 
(1926-2001). Their deaths so close in time to each other created a void in clear leadership of the global movement, and no 
shaykh to date has risen to that level of universal respect. 
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rosa influence that emerges in places like the conversation around the canon, in statements of faith, 

in methods of Hadith verification, and in the constant recourse to a figure like Ibn Taymiyya. The 

“historylessness” that Mead pointed to is a good description of the Evangelical ethos, even if there are 

historical anchors to the movement. Many of the theological principles and ecclesial practices of 

Evangelicals are less “biblical” and more rooted in specific historical circumstances than they would 

admit. The Salafis’ commitment to ijtihād is aspirational, and their desire to bypass the intervening 

generations of interpreters to converse directly with the Salaf is inevitably mediated by past voices and 

habits of thought. But the separation of text from tradition is important for the scripturalists’ self-

conception. Their existential connection to scripture provides ballast to their shaky epistemologies. 

The Chicago Statement on Inerrancy and al-Albani’s Hadith-recertification program share a similar 

impulse: epistemic certainty through scripture. In both cases, once a book or a passage is included in 

the canon, it holds absolute and unquestionable authority. In sidelining tradition, they are reopening 

the scriptural interpretive conversation, evoking its relevance for the present, and personalizing it. 

 

Conclusion: Adaptable Scripturalists in Modern America 

 What is the practical effect of all the Salafi and Evangelical downplaying of tradition? Some 

might assume that the scripturalists’ intense focus on delimited texts and artless readings of them 

would lead to either (a) interpretive anarchy with every person rendering their own peculiar meaning 

or (b) such movements would become ideologically rigid, literalistic, unable to think or reason 

outside of the conceptual parameters imposed by the text. But, empirically, neither of these 

caricatures has materialized. The next three chapters will demonstrate that Evangelicalism and 

Salafism have proven to be highly adaptive, constantly finding new ways of conceptualizing, reading, 

and applying the Bible and the Qurʾan/Hadith. Interpretation is seemingly deregulated, though, as we 

have seen, the ancestral borderlines of creeds and traditional habits of thought continue to proscribe 

severe departures and exert subtle guidance. However, the declamatory separation of text from 
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tradition, of scripture from past interpretations, is like the splitting of the atom—it produces a 

massive burst of discursive energy. This was true in the Protestant Reformation as new energy, new 

conversations, and new utilizations of scripture spread in every direction. This was true, to a lesser 

extent, with early Wahhabism, which directed the energy of ijtihād into jihad and a totalizing tawḥīd-

societal reform program. But the full-fledged potency of notionally unbound scriptural interpretation 

in Islam and Christianity has been actualized most fully by Salafism and Evangelicalism. In the 

modern American milieu, where religious communities are relatively free to operate, innovate, 

proselytize, reconceptualize, and re-organize themselves, Evangelicals and Salafis have flourished. 

 Evangelicals’ contemporaneity (McGrath) and “historylessness” (Mead) have set them free to 

constantly pursue pragmatic and fast-paced adaptation. Their focus, near fixation, on scriptural 

relevance to the present moment has led to incredible variation in the ways Evangelicals approach 

other matters in which Mainline Protestants and Catholics are guided or informed by the past. 

Evangelicals are liturgical innovators, getting rid of choirs in favor of rock bands; of robes and suits in 

favor of pastors who can preach in a t-shirt and jeans; of traditional church buildings in favor of 

storefront or converted warehouse buildings. Because they do not find many clear instructions in the 

Bible for how to worship, the New Testament being sparse with such details, they are free to 

experiment and field-test new models of church, community, preaching, liturgy, and communication. 

Evangelical megachurches (a phenomenon unique to the Evangelical and Pentecostal movements) 

become networks of satellite campuses with sermons from charismatic speakers piped into remote 

locations. Non-church Evangelical ministries (so-called parachurch groups) bring the biblical 

discourse even further into niche cultures with college students, families, athletes, professional 

groups, etc. Evangelicals take to the airwaves, with famed radio preachers, televangelists, and pastor 

superstars. Evangelical publishers and Hollywood studios and websites and colleges and universities 

produce a vast discursive corpus of literature about the Bible, its interpretation, and its application to 

present life. Being unmoored from any loyalty to the “old way” or the “done thing,” Evangelicals’ 
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scripturalist mode of appeal to the Bible has filled the American public sphere, from politics to self-

help publishing, from bumper stickers to the Bible-centered worship music industry. The rhetorical 

unshackling from tradition agitates and engenders a discursive Evangelical energy that centrifugally 

pushes biblical interpretations in a host of different directions.  

 Salafis are, likewise, the modern innovative trailblazers of Sunni Islam, though they might balk 

at that description. In their quest to return to the authentic, pristine doctrine and practice of early 

Islam, the Salafis castigate and censure anything they deem to be bidʿa (innovation, accretion). Hence, 

on the question of liturgical tradition and prayer practices, Salafis are quite distinct from Evangelicals. 

If Evangelical worship is a free-wheeling circus of innovation, Salafi prayer involves a fastidious and 

assiduous imitation of what are taken, from Salafi methodology, to be the exact prayer (salat) 

practices of the Salaf. Salafi discourse is rife with discussions about ritual, with copious instructions 

on everything from the minutiae of washing and cleansing before prayer to the exact positions hands 

should be in at every stage of the prayer.106 A number of theses could be advanced to account for the 

very different orientations of Evangelicals and Salafis on this ritual front, but I would hazard that two 

factors are driving this difference: while the Qurʾan, like the Bible, offers few exact instructions on 

worship, the source material of the Hadith is quite rich in such details. And the Salafi jurisprudential 

orientation embraces the opportunity to concretize those details into a distinct Salafi mode of prayer. 

 In other areas of communication and education, Salafis can match Evangelicals technology for 

technology and experimentation for experimentation. Attending American Salafi conferences focused 

on education and piety (or watching their ubiquitous proceedings on YouTube), one is constantly 

struck by the obvious adaptability and contemporaneity of Salafi communication. Shaykhs speak 

informally and give lectures with accompanying, adroitly designed PowerPoint presentations. And 

like Evangelicals, Salafi thought leaders take to the airwaves, creating their own popular YouTube 

                                                        
106 One such catalogue of teachings can be found at AbdurRahman.org, “Salah Described,” n.d., accessed January 22, 

2017, https://abdurrahman.org/how-to-pray/. 
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channels with skillfully edited short video exhortations. Salafis commune on social media and 

through blogs and message boards. They dissect the fine points of Hadith criticism and application in 

online forums. They create informal educational institutions that can train non-experts in the study, 

interpretation, and application of the Hadith. Their embrace of communications technologies, social 

media, the Internet, and a host of other innovations belies any simple assumption that to condemn 

bidʿa is to live in the seventh or the ninth century. American Salafis themselves are quick to explain 

that the prohibition against innovation (bidʿa) is a religious category—forbidding doctrinal or 

practicable innovations. Though, as the following chapters will exhibit, the line between ecological 

adaptation and theological change is not so easily drawn. By rhetorically splitting text from tradition, 

the Salafis break free from staid traditionalism and unleash their interpretive energies in a host of new 

directions. When I asked Yasir Qadhi, a respected, Saudi-trained, American shaykh about Salafis’ 

technological and communications experimentation, he said, “I guess American Salafis are just more 

savvy because they’re American. They’re second-generation; they know how to use it.”107 

 In the next three chapters, I will exhibit further similarities between Salafis and Evangelicals in 

the American context: their alignment of communal identity and scripture, as the study of scripture 

becomes an individual, personal duty; their commonsense frameworks for reasoning about the sacred 

texts; and the fractious debates that roil scripturalist communities as different interpretations 

proliferate. But this first similarity—the ostensible sidelining of tradition in favor of unmediated 

scripture—is perhaps the most important. It occasions all the others. Salafism and Evangelicalism 

have very different roots: Protestantism and Wahhabism, while sharing some similarities, spoke to 

different concerns and followed different programs. But in modernity, Evangelicalism and Salafism 

have developed a similar adaptability, a deep willingness to eschew the authority of the past. And in 

the historylessness of American culture in general, such adaptability is set free to roam. 

                                                        
107 Yasir Qadhi, interview, February 18, 2017. 
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CHAPTER 2 --- Scripture as Identity: The Elusive Boundaries of Evangelical and    
Salafi Discourse 

 

 Saad Tasleem is a thirty-something American Salafi preacher. Raised in a Muslim family in the 

Washington, D.C. suburbs, he was not very interested in his faith as a younger man. He was the lead 

singer in a local punk rock band for a while. Then he had a reawakening of faith. He studied at the 

Islamic University of Medina, the premier center of Salafi learning in the world, and is now a popular 

lecturer and shaykh through the Houston-based AlMaghrib Institute, an unaccredited educational 

program that offers weekend courses around the country to American Muslims who want to grow 

deeper in their faith. He teaches courses on jurisprudential reasoning (fiqh) about culture, identity, 

fashion, and recreation. He curates his own YouTube channel made up of deftly edited short 

motivational religious videos. It has 25,000 followers. He is in the process of launching his own 

clothing line for men. Young, stylish, charismatic, entrepreneurial, technologically savvy—Tasleem 

epitomizes a substrate of American religion that is accessible, appealing, marketable, and chic. 

Toggle a few variables, and Tasleem is a carbon copy of what some have called Evangelical “Hipster 

Christianity.”1 He embodies the flexible, adaptive, American, “traditionless” religious ethos that was 

described in the previous chapter. But Tasleem is more than a brand or a self-promoter. He is a 

scripturalist. 

 In a recent lecture-sermon delivered at AlMaghrib’s IlmFest Conference (ʿilm is Arabic for 

knowledge, especially of jurisprudence and theology) titled “My iPath,” Tasleem, endeavors to bridge 

“the Qurʾan and how it relates to today’s youth.”2 He describes the frequent occurrence of young 

Muslim men and women coming to him and complaining that they feel like they have lost “that 

                                                        
1 Brett McCracken profiles (and critiques) this trend among Evangelical and post-Evangelical American Christians in 

Hipster Christianity: When Church and Cool Collide (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2010). 
2 Saad Tasleem, “My iPath,” YouTube: AlMaghrib Institute, September 22, 2013, accessed February 19, 2017, 

https://youtu.be/EFXX7-DeF4M. 
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spark, that feeling, that īmān [faith] rush,” a waning invigoration in their personal belief. This is 

Tasleem’s response:  

       You know one of the first questions that I ask this person is “Brother or Sister, what is the 
status of your relationship with the Book of Allah (ʿazza wa-jalla [The Mighty and Sublime])? 
What is the status of your relationship with the Book of Allah (ʿazza wa-jalla)? When was the 
last time you picked up the Qurʾan and you read it?” Not: “Yeah, I listened to the Qurʾan on 
the way to work and, you know, it was nice and this and that, and it was soothing...” No! I 
mean a relationship with the Qurʾan! Where you picked up the Qurʾan, you read it. You 
understood its meanings. You read the tafsīr [exegetical commentaries], and you related the 
Qurʾan to your everyday life.3 

 
Several elements are worth highlighting here. First, scripture (here the Qurʾan, but similar 

admonitions frequently accompany the Hadith in American Salafi discourse) has taken on a personal 

status, so that the individual must maintain a quality relationship with it. Second, that relationship 

has a strong intellectual component. Merely passively taking the Qurʾan in through soothing 

recitation recordings “on the way to work” is not enough—it must be intellectually engaged with, 

relying on the tafsīr commentaries and Hadith to supplement the individual’s reading. Third, the 

onus of personal application and relating the text to the person’s everyday life is firmly with each 

individual. Tasleem ends his sermon with an autobiographical testimonial: 

      The first time I read tafsīr from cover to cover, or I read the Qurʾan from cover to cover, and I 
went through the Qurʾan, and I realized that Allah (ʿazza wa-jalla) is making the world 
relevant for me. This book that was written fourteen-, fifteen-hundred years ago, now in this 
day and age, makes my life, makes things make sense. All of a sudden I look at world issues 
and world problems, and inner struggles and outer struggles, and I look at everything, and I 
realize: these things now make sense! And that is what the Qurʾan can do for us.  

There is a profound empowerment that comes through direct access to and engagement with the 

ancient text. In Tasleem’s experience, the Qurʾan and its Hadith-based commentaries become 

existential anchors, a paradigm-setting vision of the world and his place in it. 

 To anyone familiar with American Evangelical preaching, there is something intensely 

resonant in Saad Tasleem’s message and framing: scripture offers approachable, practicable, ancient 

                                                        
3 Tasleem, “My iPath.” 
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wisdom to everywoman and everyman. Personal testimony reinforces theological exhortation. 

Individuals are admonished to renew their faith through intimate engagement with and disciplined 

piety toward the sacred text.  

 But Tasleem’s formulation and exhortation toward individual, direct access and engagement 

with the Qurʾan and Hadith is not universally welcome among American Muslims. Consider, for 

instance, a YouTube-posted exhortation from another charismatic American Muslim leader: Hamza 

Yusuf, founder of Zaytuna College, a Sunni college in the San Francisco Bay area that takes a 

traditional approach to Islamic learning. He challenges the Salafis without naming them: 

       These books are not easy books. The Qurʾan is not an easy book. The Sunnah is also not 
easy... The errors of some of the modern Muslims who want to go back to the Hadith and 
bypass the ʿulamāʾ [scholars]—they think, “Oh, we’ll just take directly from the Book and the 
Sunnah.” These are like the people on the boat who, in Ṣaḥīḥ [the Hadith collection of] 
Muslim, they are on the boat and say, “Let’s just get the water directly, and we won’t bother 
the people who are up there on the top of the boat. Let’s just get it directly.” So they drill a 
hole in the hull of the ship to get the water directly. And the Prophet said, “If they don’t take 
them and stop them from doing that, to help them, then they’ll all perish.” And so, in some 
ways, that’s the time we’re in. People want to get the water directly without having to go 
through the people who are in charge of the ship.4 

 
This is clearly an apologetic for a more conventional, tradition-based, clerically superintended 

approach to Sunni knowledge and scholarship. For Yusuf, what appears to be the Salafi free-for-all 

around the Hadith threatens to jeopardize the whole Muslim community. He is articulating one of 

the central arguments of the antithetical Traditional Islam camp in America: Salafism’s scriptural 

popularization and direct appeals to the sacred texts of Islam are dangerous. In his caution, one 

hears echoes of Mainline Protestant and Catholic voices: scriptural interpretation is not simple; 

expertise and deep learning, informed by tradition, is needed; otherwise you could end up in a 

chaotic, a literalistic, or a gravely mistaken place. 

                                                        
4 Hamza Yusuf, “Skippings Scholars & Directling Going to Hadith” [sic], YouTube: Teaching Islam 4 Life, February 19, 

2016, accessed February 20, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yBIs952I9HY. It is worth noting that that particular 
hadith is actually found in al-Bukhari (Book 52, Hadith 47, https://sunnah.com/bukhari/52/47), not in Muslim. It can 
likewise be found in Jamiʿ al-Tirmidhi (Book 33, Hadith 16, https://sunnah.com/tirmidhi/33). In the actual hadith account 
about the boat, there is not a clear sense of the people on the upper deck being in charge. Everyone drew lots in the story to 
determine where their seat on the boat is. 
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 In the previous chapter, we saw how Evangelicalism and Salafism evolved as flexible, agile 

interpretive discourses around scripture in the modern world. Scripture ostensibly separated—or, as 

they would have it, unshackled—from tradition gives scripturalists the ability to constantly and 

inventively reinterpret and pragmatically react to their circumstances. In this chapter, I will explore 

the internal dynamism and personal appeal of these movements within the shared American milieu. 

What drives the distinctive Salafi and Evangelical modes of approach to scripture? What separates 

them from their coreligionists, who also value and read scripture? How do the scripturalists 

articulate and forge communal and individual identities around the sacred text in the context of 

modern America?  

 At stake is a larger question: what are Evangelicalism and Salafism? Answers to this question 

are both very easy and very difficult to come by: as we saw in the Introduction, at first glance, 

Salafism and Evangelicalism are modern religious revival movements calling fellow Muslims and 

fellow Christians and religious outsiders to greater piety, particularly around the Bible and the 

Hadith. But the definitional process becomes much more difficult when it comes to drawing lines 

and determining who is an Evangelical or a Salafi. Are Evangelicals only the people who self-identify 

as Evangelicals? Does belonging to an Evangelical church make one an Evangelical? If so, how do we 

define an Evangelical church? These are the questions that addle demographers and animate many 

intra-Evangelical and intra-Salafi debates. Take, for instance, AlMaghrib Institute where Saad 

Tasleem is a prominent instructor. The organization determinedly avoids using the word Salafi in its 

promotional material and identification. Some of AlMaghrib’s nearly two dozen instructors and 

shaykhs do label themselves Salafis, but many do not. Many if not most of those same shaykhs 

studied in Saudi Arabia or elsewhere in the Muslim world at Salafi educational institutions. They 

hold and express theological views that most experts would place in the Hanbali-Taymiyyan-

Wahhabi-Salafi substrate of Sunni Islam. But even self-identified Evangelicals and self-identified 
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Salafis have rancorous debates about who is really an Evangelical or whether someone meets the—

often unspoken—criteria for being a true Salafi.  

 In this chapter, I will take a somewhat circuitous path to answering that definitional question. 

First, I will phenomenologically compare the ways that American Salafis and Evangelicals construct 

and articulate communal and individual identities around scripture. Evangelicals will often speak of 

themselves (and distinguish themselves from other types of Christians) simply as “Bible believing” 

Christians or their churches as “Bible believing” congregations. And Salafis frequently revive an old 

Hanbali title Ahl al-Ḥadīth (the people of the Hadith) to characterize their movement. As such, the 

scripturalists organize their intra-religious identities and boundaries around their scriptures and 

accent their putatively distinct allegiance to those scriptures. They carve out for themselves, in the 

midst of diverse American Christian and American Muslim multitudes, communal and individual 

identities predicated on their dedication to scripture. At the individual level, these identities are 

enacted through the popularization and democratization of scripture, bringing the Bible and the 

Hadith to everyman and everywoman. Both movements uphold an individual mandate around 

scriptural learning, and both develop informal pedagogical cultures of scriptural learning that 

facilitate individual, direct engagement with the Hadith and the Bible. 

 But for all their prolific boundary signaling and identity claims, the real-world boundaries 

between Evangelicalism and non-Evangelical Protestantism, between Salafism and non-Salafi 

Sunnism remain nebulous at best. Is AlMaghrib Institute a Salafi institution? Are American 

Christians who identify as “nondenominational” or just “Christian” but talk about being born again 

and exclusively read Evangelical theologians and Bible commentators still Evangelicals? Is being 

Evangelical or Salafi a matter of personal belief (theology), communal belonging and affiliation 

(institutional alignment), self-identification? These are the taxonomic and definitional questions 

that bedevil demographers and leave scholars coining terms like “neofundamentalism” to 

encapsulate the Salafi-like and Evangelical-ish communities and individuals that exist on the 
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margins of these movements.5 I would like to propose a new way of thinking about these 

movements: as scriptural discourses. I contend that Salafism and Evangelicalism are discursive styles, 

methods of appeal to scripture, that result in distinct-but-overlapping discourses within 

Protestantism and Sunnism writ large. They are communal and individual orientations toward the 

Hadith/Qurʾan and the Bible that are personal, democratic, pedagogical, and individually meaning-

making. What divides the exhortations of Saad Tasleem from Hamza Yusuf is theological, but it is 

also stylistic and idiomatic. In short, Evangelicalism and Salafism are discourses around the Bible 

and the Hadith/Qurʾan that center on personal, existential, meaning-making encounters with 

ancient sacred texts like the ones Saad Tasleem is describing. 

 

Hadith People and Bible People: Universal or Particular? 

 There is an abiding tension in Evangelical and Salafi communal identity signaling. On the 

one hand, Evangelicals and Salafis have apparently detached the scriptural interpretive process from 

tradition, and, correspondingly, they show little interest in the traditional identity markers 

(denominations, madhhabs, theological traditions) that facilitate most religious identity formation in 

Christianity and Islam. Both movements have a distinct distaste for sectarianism and seek to recover 

the original and authentic ethos of scriptural piety that they take to be normative and constitutive of 

their respective religions. This can lead to Salafis and Evangelicals simply calling themselves Muslims 

or Christians without modifiers. On the other hand, they want to distinguish themselves from their 

proximate coreligionists who do not share their laser focus on and direct approach to scripture. 

                                                        
5 This is the word that Olivier Roy uses to characterize “a closed, scripturalist and conservative view of Islam that 

rejects the national and statist dimension in favour of the ummah, the universal community of all Muslims, based on sharia 
(Islamic law).” Roy, Globalised Islam, 1. He places Salafism within his neologized category, but he also analyzes other 
scripture-based movements that resemble but are not explicitly Salafi. He distinguishes this from “Islamism (the building of 
an Islamic state)” (2). Similarly, Michael Clawson has used the hyphenated “neo-fundamentalism” to categorize some 
elements of conservative Evangelical reactions to postmodernity in parallel to the ways Fundamentalists reacted to 
modernity. Michael Clawson, “Young, Restless, and Fundamentalist: Neo-fundamentalism among American Evangelicals” 
(presentation, American Historical Association/American Society of Church History Annual Meeting, Chicago, IL, January 
8, 2012). 
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Hence the very identities “Evangelical” and “Salafi” signal their distinctive piety and rigor. The 

scripturalists want to simultaneously be universal and particular, the mainstream and the embattled, 

righteous reformers. 

 
Salafis, True Islam, and Jettisoning Other Identities 

 Within the global Salafi discourse, identity claims are usually advanced by upholding Salafis as 

the true Sunnis and the true Muslims. This approach works well in Muslim-majority societies, where 

various strands of Islam compete for cultural power or righteous prestige.6 An oft-cited hadith 

among Salafis recalls Muhammad saying that the Jews and Christians were divided into 71 or 72 sects, 

and he predicts the Muslim community too will be fractured into 73 sects, and “All of them are in the 

fire [of hell] except one sect.” The Prophet’s companions then inquire, “And which is it [will be saved 

from the fire], O Messenger of Allah?” He replies, “What I am and my companions.”7 The popularity 

of this hadith among Salafis is attributable to the way it captures the paradox of their movement 

identity: they see themselves as simultaneously a single sub-sect within a diverse Islam, but also as 

the only true loyalists to the original Islamic vision.8 Many Salafis will refer to the movement as the 

Saved Sect or the Aided Group, the only one of the 73 to anticipate eventual salvation. 

 Globally, Salafis are deeply critical of fractionalization and sectarianism (often castigating—as 

with the previous chapter’s anecdote about Abu Muslimah—hizbiyya, the division of Muslims into 

                                                        
6 See, for instance, Jacob Olidort, “The Politics of ‘Quietist’ Salafism,” The Brookings Project on U.S. Relations with the 

Islamic World, Analysis Paper no. 18 (February 2015). 
7 Two different versions of this hadith can be found in the collection (Jamiʿa) of al-Timirdhi, Book 40. 

https://sunnah.com/tirmidhi/40 (accessed February 11, 2017). Many Salafis who cite this hadith are quick to note that 
Shaykh Albani has verified its authenticity. See, for instance, Muhammad Saalih al-Munajjid, “Islam Question and Answer - 
90112: Who Are the Saved Group?,” n.d., accessed February 11, 2017, https://islamqa.info/en/90112. 

8 The demarcated way that some Salafis understand their specialness in relation to the broader (and potentially 
hostile) Islamic community is well captured by Abul-Hasan Malik Adam al-Akhdar, an African American Salafi imam in 
Camden, NJ: “since each generation only increases in evil, and the ranks of the people of innovation and fabrication 
multiply, the efforts of Tasfiyyah (purification) must also increase, and no matter how great the surge, we take solace in the 
knowledge that there will never cease to be a group from the Prophet’s Ummah [community] victorious upon the truth, 
and will remain so until the affair of Allah is established.” “Refutation, An Islamically Legislated Methodology: Part 2,” 
alMinhaj Magazine 1, n0. 2 (April 2015): 9-10. 
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tribes or loyalties to particular teachers).9 This is one of the many reasons for the Salafi antipathy 

toward looking to the madhhabs as markers of identity, as we saw in Chapter 1. Traditional identities 

and labeling your sect after its founder (Wahhabi, Hanbali, etc.) is generally seen as promoting a 

sectarian or particularist agenda. Consider the summary advanced by, Abu Muʿadh, a British Salafi 

preacher. In an archetypal claim of Salafis’ universalizing identity, he acknowledges that the term Ahl 

al-Sunna (People of the Path of the Prophet) has been generally understood to encompass all Sunnis, 

but in its “restricted and specific usage” it refers to the “pure and actual people of the Sunna, the 

ones who are free from any type of innovations.”10 He proceeds to conflate and imbricate a number of 

central terms and identities claimed by Salafis: 

       All of these are titles and names for the same thing... A person who focuses on these names, 
you look at these titles, you look at these terms, Ahl al-Sunna wal Jamāʿa [the People of the 
Sunna and the Community—the official name of the Sunni sect], al-Firqat al-Nājīyah (The 
Saved Sect, the Aided Sect), the People of Hadith and Narrations, the Salaf īyyun [Salafis]—all 
of these titles, they are ascribing you to Islam... Whereas the People of Innovation, their terms, 
their titles, are not ascriptions to Islam, per se, they are ascriptions to various other things... 
their terms, their names, their groups, their terminology—it does not associate you to the 
Qurʾan and the Sunna. Their terminology, their titles, it associates you to either their 
personalities that they follow... or their terms may ascribe them to the actual innovations that 
they follow.11 

 
In other words, the identification that all other Muslims have with the names of their teachers and 

leaders (Sunni and Shiʿa alike) are the disqualifying innovations (bidʿa) that keep them from being the 

Saved Sect. By contrast, Salafis are the true Ahl al-Sunna, the loyalists of the Hadith. Indeed, in Abu 

Muʿadh’s formulation any title for any Muslim community that is not directly an appeal to the text of 

the Qurʾan or the Hadith or the Salaf is an innovation, the elevation of some inferior authority or 

identity to a position of primacy. Salafis can thus embrace sectarian rhetoric while obscuring their 

own sect’s identity under the heading of originalism. 

                                                        
9 See Roy, Globalised Islam, 245. 
10 Abu Muʿadh Taqween Aslam, “The Salafis are Ahlus-Sunnah, Ahlul-Hadīth, Ahul-Athar, The Aided Group & The 

Saved Sect,” Youtube.com, 10:30ff, August 15, 2016, accessed February 11, 2017, https://youtu.be/TcnTvsivkew. 
11 Aslam, “The Salafis are Ahlus-Sunnah.” 
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 There is an intrinsic ambiguity, however, in the American Salafi claims of distinctness. Unlike 

the Arab world or majority-Muslim countries, where many global Salafis reside and where Salafis can 

carve out a distinctive minority, theology- and praxis-bounded identity, American Salafis are pushed 

by the American security state and pulled by the religious free market to jettison the title. In post-9/11 

America, “Salafi” is a loaded identity, and most non-Muslim Americans who are familiar with the term 

know it only in connection with al-Qaeda and ISIS and anti-Western politics.12 Umar Lee recounts his 

own experience of the public response and security crackdown after September 11th on the self-

affirming Salafi community:  

       Salafis became pariahs and were falsely accused of supporting terrorism, and many moderate 
speakers were thrown in jail. After this upheaval, other speakers took themselves off the 
circuit [of Salafi conferences and local gatherings]. This killed off organizations like IANA 
[the Islamic Assembly of North America] almost overnight and other activities stopped.13  

 
In this environment of heightened awareness, many people who previously identified as Salafis began 

to shape new identities (as “Orthodox Muslims,” “conservative Muslims,” or just “Muslims”) that were 

not burdened with the Salafi moniker.  

 Perhaps the most prominent example of this trend is AlMaghrib Institute, the international 

institution of Muslim learning that was assembled in the early 2000s from the remnants of IANA. The 

Institute claims to have “taught the Islamic Sciences to over 80,000 unique students.”14 The Dean of 

Academic Affairs at AlMaghrib, Yasir Qadhi, once a speaker on the circuit mentioned by Umar Lee, 

has distanced himself from the term Salafi because of the negative connotations it has accrued.15 

                                                        
12 See, for instance, Robin Wright, “Don’t Fear All Islamists, Fear Salafis,” New York Times - Opinion Pages, August 19, 

2012, accessed June 18, 2017, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/20/opinion/dont-fear-all-islamists-fear-salafis.html. 
13 Lee, The Rise and Fall of the Salafi Dawah in North America: A Memoir by Umar Lee (self-published - St. Louis 

Stranger via Amazon Digital Services, LLC, January 21, 2014). Lee and others also point out that the Salafi movement in 
America in the 1990s had been riven by internal discord and hostile juriprudential debates, so the post-9/11 backlash struck 
at an especially vulnerable moment. 

14 AlMaghrib Institute, “About AlMaghrib Institute,” n.d., accessed February 20, 2017, http://almaghrib.org/about. In an 
interview, Waleed Basyouni, the Vice President of AlMaghrib, told me that the number is now more than 150,000, but I 
could not independently verify that, and he seemed to be including participants in international AlMaghrib conferences. 
Interview, February 28, 2017. 

15 Qadhi has been forthright about abandoning the term Salafi in terms of personal identification, earning him many 
condemnations within the American Salafi community. A good sample of this condemnation can be found in: “8 Salafi 
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Qadhi himself is a fascinatingly liminal figure. An Indian American, he was trained, like the younger 

Saad Tasleem, at the preeminent Salafi school, the Islamic University of Medina, and he came back to 

America as a firebrand preacher, taking hostile positions against homosexuality, calling Sufis and 

Shiʿites heretics, and appearing to deny the Holocaust.16 He then took an unusual path for a Salafi 

cleric, attaining a doctorate in religion from Yale University (his dissertation was on the interplay 

between reason and revelation in the thought of Ibn Taymiyya). He has repudiated much of his earlier 

venom, attributing it to misdirected and ill-informed youthful vigor, and he has cultivated an identity 

as a Salafi-background conservative Muslim voice using AlMaghrib as his most prominent platform. 

He also teaches religion at Rhodes College and participates in the academic conversation about 

Islamic studies, with a book on Salafism forthcoming.  

 AlMaghrib’s (and Qadhi’s own) identification with Salafism is loaded and tangled. The Institute 

consciously avoids the term Salafi in its branding, but to someone familiar with the global Salafi 

movement the Institute clearly is drawing heavily on Salafi approaches and categories and discursive 

styles. Nearly all the shaykhs and instructors were trained at Salafi schools, especially in Saudi Arabia. 

As Qadhi put it to me: “I understand if someone says, ‘Yes, you guys are essentially Reformist Salafis 

or you are coming out of the movement.’ So had it not been for Salafism, AlMaghrib wouldn’t have 

existed. Because all of us instructors are coming out of that strand, while some of us are still in the 

                                                        
Scholars Speak on Dr. Yasir Qadhi’s Theory,” SalafiManhaj.com, 2014, accessed February 20, 2017, http://download. 
salafimanhaj.com/pdf/SalafiManhaj_Qadhi.pdf. 

16 His master’s thesis was a study of a treatise by Muhammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab on the popular Salafi topic of shirk 
(i.e., polytheism or associating lesser beings with God). Abu Ammaar Yasir Qadhi, An Explanation of Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd 
al-Wahhāb’s Kashf al-Shubuhāt: A Critical Study of Shirk (Birmingham, UK: Al-Hidaayah Publishing, 2003). Qadhi has since 
renounced most of these harsher sentiments and moderated his views, much to the chagrin of more hardline American and 
global Salafis who preferred his earlier sternness. See Yasir Qadhi, “GPU ‘08 with Yasir Qadhi: When Islamophobia Meets 
Perceived Anti-Semitism,” Muslim Matters, November 10, 2008, accessed June 17, 2017, http://muslimmatters.org/2008/ 
11/10/gpu-08-with-yasir-qadhi-when-islamophobia-meets-perceived-anti-semitism/. For more on his journey of 
moderation, see Andrea Elliott, “Why Yasir Qadhi Wants to Talk about Jihad,” The New York Times Magazine, March 17, 
2011, accessed June 17, 2017, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/20/magazine/mag-20Salafis-t.html. 
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strand.”17 Yet, in an interesting inversion of the argument against sectarian names made by Abu 

Muʿadh above, Qadhi actually employs a similar argument for discarding the term Salafi: 

       the term Salafi is not a Qurʾanic or Islamic term; it is not found in the Hadith. It is a term 
that has its good and its bad. So because the term is not something we are obliged to use, and 
because the term has been associated with lots of things that are negative—terrorism and 
mistreatment and bombings and harshness and whatnot—so the term is not holy. The term 
is not sacred. The term does not need to be defended. And Allah will not punish you for 
leaving the term.18 

 
AlMaghrib casts itself as promoting orthodox or mainstream Sunni Islam in America.19 Its avoidance 

of the Salafi moniker allows it to speak to different corners of the diverse American Muslim 

community. 

 To be clear, many American Muslims still do identify explicitly as Salafi. This is especially true 

for the urban, African American Salafi communities and on many of the Salafi websites and online 

message boards. Hence there is a spectrum of identification and association. Some American Salafis, 

like Qadhi and AlMaghrib, have found broader audiences and coalitions through distinguishing 

themselves from the loaded appellation. One could argue, as many hardline Salafis do, that these 

groups have thereby left Salafism. On the other hand, AlMaghrib and similar communities might just 

represent an indigenization of Salafism in the pluralistic, free-wheeling marketplace of American 

religion. Michael Muhammad Knight, himself an American “revert” to Islam (in Salafi discourse: a 

convert, i.e., someone who has “reverted” to their original state of Islam), captures this dynamic well: 

       Ideas and practices can dig tunnels under the borders, and not every Sunnī who expresses a 
Salafī-influenced thought would necessarily identify that thought (or herself/himself) as 
“Salafī”... Because the books and pamphlets that fell into my hands did not clearly mark 
themselves as Salafī, and the well-intentioned mosque uncles who shared stories and advice 
with this young revert did not present their own views as Salafī, it can sometimes become 
hard to say where Salafism begins and ends, or whether Salafism is even a useful term to 
explain anything.20 

                                                        
17 Qadhi is quick to distance the Institute from association with anything he calls “Saudi Salafism” (Qadhi, interview, 

February 18, 2017), and in another interview he categorized the AlMaghrib participants as “progressive Salafis,” many of 
whom would not even embrace that title. Yasir Qadhi, interview, January 16, 2016. 

18 Yasir Qadhi, “Have You Left the Way of the Salaf?,” YouTube.com, April 9, 2015, accessed February 20, 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8GYkedPkxlI. 

19 Umar Lee calls them “Salafi-lite.” Umar Lee, interview, March 2, 2017. 
20 Knight, Why I Am a Salafi, 17. 
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Put simply, the boundaries of the discourse of American Salafism do not correlate perfectly with the 

self-ascribed identity of “Salafi.”  

 In America, Salafism inhabits this paradox: it is simultaneously presented as true and authentic 

and normative Islam and also as a demarcated community. On the universalizing side, it can 

surreptitiously spread to sympathetic communities who might balk at the often-polarizing Salafi title. 

On the particular side, using the term Salafi or evincing a direct approach to the Hadith can be used 

as a strong identity signal. Knight is again insightful, if a bit jaded: 

       An ideology is most successful when it’s no longer recognizable as an ideology but accepted 
simply as “common sense”; religious sectarianism is best branded as the denial of 
sectarianism, when it no longer appears to represent one interpretation against others but 
simply the religion as it is. At that point your rivals don’t exist.21 

 
The post-9/11 American security state, the underlying universalizing ethos of the global Salafi 

movement, and the free-market of American religion has created an American Salafi discourse that is 

ubiquitous, often subterranean, and contains a host of hybrids. AlMaghrib Institute can disperse 

Salafi ideas and theology while not claiming the title. As Qadhi put it to me: “We represent 

mainstream Islam now. I mean conservative mainstream Islam. Mainstream Islam is conservative. Just 

go to any mosque. Mainstream Islam is conservative. And it’s pretty clear that we represent 

mainstream Islam.”22 Books and pamphlets like the ones Knight encountered can carry Salafi tropes 

without immediately tying themselves to Saudi Arabia. Mosques that explicitly identify as Salafi can 

attract a like-minded congregation, while Salafi-influenced mosques that avoid the term can have a 

broader appeal. What is consistent across all of these variables is a distinctive, direct mode of appeal 

to the Hadith, an expectation of personal engagement with scripture: they are the Hadith people. 

 

                                                        
21 Knight, Why I Am a Salafi, 41-42. Emphasis his. 
22 Qadhi, interview, February 18, 2017. He has used the “mainstream” terminology in other interviews, including one 

from 2015 where he used the term four times in reference to himself and never mentioned the term Salafi at all. Yasir 
Qadhi, “A Conversation with Yasir Qadhi on Paris, Terrorism, and Islam,” interview with Landon Shroder, Fair Observer, 
November 24, 2015, accessed June 19, 2017, https://www.fairobserver.com/region/north_america/a-conversation-with-yasir-
qadhi-on-paris-terrorism-and-islam-12105/. 
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Evangelicals, Denominations, and Ultimate Bible Allegiance 

 For American Evangelicals, there is a similar tension between claiming the mainstream, 

normative identity of being simply Christians and creating a distinct coalition identity within the 

broad swath of American Christianity. Like Salafis with the madhhabs, Evangelicals’ attitudes toward 

denominations is ambiguous and often ambivalent. For instance, at the paradigmatic moment of the 

re-emergence of the “Evangelical” terminology in the 1940s, the utility of denominational identities 

was called into question by the leading organization of Evangelical organizations and institutions: 

the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE), founded in 1942. At the first meeting of the NAE, the 

founding president, Harold Ockenga told the assembly, “The division is no longer between the 

denominations; the division is between those who believe in Christ and the Bible, and those who 

reject Christ—the Christ of the cross and the Bible.”23 Ockenga’s formulation captures a conceit that 

many Evangelicals have used in the decades before and since—Christians can be sorted into faithful 

Bible believers and others.  

 The NAE and the emergent Neo-evangelical identity of the 1940s and 1950s was cast as a 

unifying biblical ecumenism, and Evangelical churches and denominations could subsume their 

particular denominational identities under the broader umbrella of Evangelicalism.24 To call oneself 

Evangelical (as opposed to Baptist or conservative Presbyterian) was to claim an affirmative, 

orthodox identity that was not so rigid as the Fundamentalists but was true to Christ. Of course, 

many Evangelicals identify proudly with their denominations, but the larger Evangelical discourse 

aligns identities more broadly around allegiance to scripture. Today the NAE lists nearly 40 

denominations as members who enjoy the political representation of the organization and mutual 

recognition with other Evangelical denominations. In their appeals to new denominations, the NAE 

                                                        
23 Ockenga, “The Unvoiced Multitudes,’ in Evangelical Action! 35, 33. Quoted in Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism, 

49. 
24 For more on the post-World War II decline in identification with and loyalty to Protestant denominations, see 

Robert Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion: Society and Faith Since World War II (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1988), 71ff. 
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offers that they will be able to demonstrate their Evangelical bona fides through their “[p]ublic 

affirmation and use of the NAE Statement of Faith, the gold standard of evangelical belief in America 

since 1942.”25 The NAE represents the irenic, particularist strand of Evangelical coalition building, the 

impulse to develop a collective, inclusive identity for self-identified American biblicists. 

 At the other end of the spectrum of Evangelical identity is the universalizing eschewal of all 

denominational or other labels. Of course, in American Evangelicalism, there is no analogue to the 

pressure caused by the security state or terrorist label that Salafis experience. Nonetheless, many 

people in Evangelical or Evangelical-influenced churches have chosen to abandon (or simply never 

adopt) the identity of “Evangelical.” Sometimes this comes in the form of Evangelicals who call 

themselves simply Christians or Bible-believing Christians; sometimes it surfaces in the coining of 

new terms (Emerging Church, missional Christianity, etc.) or re-appropriation of older identity 

designates (orthodox, “born again,” Jesus followers, etc.). Like the American Salafis, Evangelicalism 

must compete in the American religious free market, where incentives towards freshness and 

innovation lead to constant rebranding and identities without accumulated connotations; indeed, 

Evangelicalism has evolved with American religious deregulation as its native ecology.  

 Thence comes also the prominent tendency toward ecclesial nondenominationalism. Taken 

collectively, members in independent or nondenominational churches in America “would represent 

the third largest cluster of religious adherents in the country, following the Roman Catholic Church, 

and the Southern Baptist Convention; second largest in the number of churches—following the 

Southern Baptist.”26 Most of these nondenominational churches, when judged by culture or theology 

or history, would be labeled by demographers as Evangelical, but some nondenominational churches 

studiously avoid attaching any modifiers to their Christianity. Members of these churches might be 

                                                        
25 National Association of Evangelicals, “Denominations,” n.d., accessed January 21, 2017, http://nae.net/ 

denominations/. 
26 Scott Thumma, “A Report on the 2010 National Profile of U.S. Nondenominational and Independent Churches,” 

Hartford Institute for Religion Research, n.d., accessed January 21, 2017, http://hirr.hartsem.edu/cong/nondenominational-
churches-national-profile-2010.html. 
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forgiven for being surprised to discover the standard categorizations of themselves and their 

churches as Evangelical.27 In fact, I have met Evangelicals (at least in a theological and cultural sense) 

who not only did not know that they were Evangelicals, they seemed unfamiliar with the term and 

concept of Protestantism itself. They would say, “I’m a Christian. You know, not Catholic.”  

 Also under this universalizing heading are the many “denominational” Evangelical churches 

and megachurches that make every effort to brand themselves as independent and untethered. A 

visitor to either a service of the Fellowship Church in Grapevine, TX (average weekly attendance: 

24,000) or of Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, CA (average weekly attendance: 22,000) would 

probably have no idea that these are two of the largest Southern Baptist churches in the country.28 

Despite great effort, I cannot find even the word Baptist on either of their very user-friendly and 

welcoming websites. 

 Is there any consistent characteristic that ties together these disparate tendencies? Any golden 

thread that connects those segments of the tapestry of American religion that generally fall under the 

heading of Evangelicalism? Evangelicals (and these other Evangelical-ish communities) themselves 

would say that what sets them apart from other Christians is their dedication to the Bible. John Stott, 

a British Evangelical pastor and a prolific theologian who is widely read by American Evangelicals, 

captures this definitional alignment well: “we evangelical people are first and foremost Bible people, 

affirming the great truths of revelation, inspiration, and authority. We have a higher view of Scripture 

                                                        
27 To reiterate a point from the Introduction, looking into the methodology sections of major surveys of Evangelicals 

offers a fascinating window into the immense struggles of demographers to define Evangelicalism. Pew Research Center has 
a section in its denomination breakdown on “Nondenominational in the evangelical tradition” with 13 subset identities that 
qualify as both nondenominational and Evangelical. They include such broad groupings as “Nondenominational Protestant” 
and “Nondenominational Christian.” Pew Research Center, “America’s Changing Religious Landscape,” Appendix B. 

28 See Wide Open Country, “10 Largest Megachurches in Texas,” 2016, accessed July 5, 2017, http://www.wideopen 
country.com/10-biggest-megachurch-texas/, and Stoyan Zaimov, “Rick Warren Reports Double Rise in Saddleback Easter 
Attendance, Hundreds Turning to Christ in Tears,” The Christian Post, April 17, 2017, accessed July 5, 2017, http://www. 
christianpost.com/news/rick-warren-reports-double-rise-saddleback-easter-attendance-hundreds-turning-to-christ-
180712/. The respective church websites are: Fellowship Church, “Purpose & Beliefs,” n.d., accessed July 5, 2017, 
https://fellowshipchurch.com/, and Saddleback Church, “About – What We Believe,” n.d., accessed July 5, 2017, 
https://saddleback.com/visit/about/what-we-believe. 
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than anybody else in the church.”29 Several points are worth drawing out of Stott’s illustrative 

phrasing. In the first place, Evangelicalism is linked to the Bible explicitly and syntactically: 

“evangelical people” are also “Bible people.” The connection to the Bible is the “first” and the 

“foremost” identity claim made by Evangelicals. Second, the three nouns that Stott’s Evangelicals 

affirm about the Bible—“revelation, inspiration, and authority”—are relatively non-controversial in 

the wider Protestant (or, indeed, the entire Christian) tradition. With different balancing and 

connotations, Catholics or Mainline Protestants could easily affirm the authority and inspiration of 

the Bible or its revelatory value. But implicit in Stott’s phrasing is a question of degree: real allegiance 

and fidelity to these principles about the Bible rest with the Evangelicals. There may be proximity 

between Evangelical and other Protestant views of scripture, but Stott’s message to his fellow 

Evangelicals lays claim to utmost fidelity to these “great truths.” 

 Finally, Stott claims that Evangelicals have a “higher view of Scripture” than any other 

Christians. This phrasing—a high view of Scripture—commonly occurs in Evangelical discourse as a 

way of distinguishing between their own perspective on and approach to the Bible and all others. A 

high view implies a belief in a close, metaphysical connection between God and the Bible (e.g., the 

exaggerated case of the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy profiled in the previous chapter), as 

opposed to what Evangelicals call “a low view of Scripture.” Yet this identity phrase, “I have a high 

view of Scripture,” is transparent rhetorical boundary signaling, not least because there is no one 

upholding the other side—one could search long and hard to find a Christian who would affirm, “I 

have a low view of Scripture.” In fact, the only instances I can find of people using the phrase “low 

view of Scripture” were either Evangelicals criticizing a putatively heterodox person or someone so 

accused refuting the charge. A so-called “low view of scripture” is an oppositional perimeter 

definition: it is a pejorative used by Evangelicals to describe what they are not.  

                                                        
29 John Stott, Evangelical Truth: A Personal Plea for Unity, Integrity & Faithfulness (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 

2003), 65. 
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 Beyond the theological categories of inerrancy and infallibility and authority which police 

American Evangelical biblical reasoning, the movement is characterized by its constant affirmations 

of the esteem with which Evangelicals hold the Bible. Those Evangelicals who might not intently 

study and debate (or even be cognizant of) the proper technical adjectives for biblical authority—

inerrant, infallible, authoritative, etc.—will often resort to more colloquial or informal affirmations of 

the Bible’s primacy. They will speak about the truth of the Bible or they will agree on surveys with 

phrases like “The Bible is the actual word of God and is to be taken literally, word for word.” In fact, a 

2014 Gallup survey of Americans found that a full 22% of the American population chose that 

statement (rather than three other, more tentative, phrasings) to describe their view of the Bible.30 

That 22% of Americans would most likely map well onto a significant segment the American 

Evangelical community, even though many, if not most, Evangelical Bible scholars would reject a 

straight literalist hermeneutic as simplistic. The regular popularity of this option of affirming the 

literal truth of the Bible, while not perfectly representative of Evangelicalism per se, nevertheless 

points to the popularity among a sizable fraction of American Christians for taking a robust, 

unambiguous, and confident stance on the authority of the Bible. At the end of the day, Evangelicals 

understand themselves as Bible people—the scriptural loyalists of American Christianity. 

 
Collateral Identities: Mainline Protestantism and Traditional Islam 

 Before examining the ways scripturalism similarly configures individuals’ identities, it is worth 

pausing to take notice of what reactive effects the scripturalists’ oppositional identity claims have 

wrought in American religion. The interplay of particularist (we are the righteous minority of 

Muslims/Christians who uphold scripture) and universal (we are the true Muslims/Christians) claims 

                                                        
30 The other three options were: “The Bible is the actual word of God, but multiple interpretations are possible” (28%), 

“The Bible is the inspired word of God but not everything in it should be taken literally” (28%), and “The Bible is an ancient 
book of fables, legends, history, and moral precepts” (18%). Lydia Saad, “Three in Four in U.S. Still See the Bible as Word of 
God,” Gallup Politics, June 4, 2014, accessed February 12, 2017, http://www.gallup.com/poll/170834/three-four-bible-word-
god.aspx. 
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by Salafis and Evangelicals have made these movements outward facing—proselytizing and 

positioning themselves prominently in the American religious public sphere. Evangelical discourse 

fills the airwaves with radio preachers exegeting the Bible; religious television channels broadcast 

Evangelical-ish messages (often mixed with some Pentecostalism and Prosperity Gospel); 

Evangelicals fund and promote some Hollywood movies that fit their Bible-agenda; and Evangelical 

books—sometimes written in full Evangelical idiom and sometimes abandoning what Evangelicals 

call “Christianese” to reach broader audiences—fill the self-help and religion sections of bookstores. 

On the Salafi side, the American Muslim public sphere is much smaller than the Christian one, but 

Salafis are well represented even so. It is difficult to browse, even at a superficial level, American 

Muslim message boards or YouTube channels and not encounter Salafi ideas, Salafi Hadith-

reasoning, and Saudi-trained Salafi preachers, though whether they overtly identify as Salafis is an 

open question. American mosques are filled with books and pamphlets, like those Michael 

Muhammad Knight discovered, that are either printed in Saudi Arabia or derived from Salafi sources. 

Both movements are prolifically public in their scriptural assertions. 

 This scripturalist assertiveness has led to the affirmative coining of two corresponding 

oppositional identities in the late twentieth century: Mainline Protestantism and Traditional Islam. 

The history of the articulated identity of “Mainline” Protestantism involves the formation of a 

coalition and a discourse to counter the Evangelical-Fundamentalist coalition and discourse of the 

mid-twentieth century. Elesha Coffman has convincingly hunted down the origins of the term 

Mainline from the name of a train line running through the Philadelphia suburbs to its appropriation 

in the 1960s as a self-appellation by ecumenical Protestants who sought to distinguish themselves 

from the then-culturally resurgent Neo-Evangelicals.31 She charts the ways that centrist and liberal 

Protestants coalesced around The Christian Century magazine and figures like Martin Marty and 

                                                        
31 Elesha J. Coffman, The Christian Century and the Rise of Mainline Protestantism (Oxford/New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2013), esp. 213ff. 
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Reinhold Niebuhr to counterpoise the rival Evangelical coalition of Christianity Today, the National 

Association of Evangelicals, and figures like Billy Graham. The aggressive rhetorical shoring up of 

Evangelical ecumenism helped to shape and, to a limited degree, create the countervailing Mainline 

coalition identity. 

 Similarly, because Salafi discursive boundary-signaling activity does not occur in a vacuum, it 

has affected the ways other Muslims in the Anglophone world identify and talk about themselves.32 

Kasper Mathiesen has observed the cohering of another discursive and rhetorical identity among 

non-Salafi Muslims who identify with what they call “Traditional Islam.” Like Salafism, Traditional 

Islam is a polemical identity, defining itself against the revivalist, liberal reformist, ijtihād-based, and 

hardline-Salafi ascendant tendencies. “Traditional Islam sees itself as the contemporary inheritor of 

premodern majority Islam.”33 If Salafism is grounded in ijtihād, Traditional Islam is grounded in a 

renewed embrace of taqlīd (studying the precedents and following the rulings of the classical jurists). 

Abdal Hakim Murad, a Cambridge-based scholar and one of the leading voices of British Traditional 

Islam, summarizes his views in a series of maxims: “The false Salafism: an optimism about the present 

which justifies a pessimism about the past,” and “Popular taqlid sounds like a four-part harmony. 

Popular ijithad is cacophany.”34 In other words, his critique of Salafism is parallel to that of Hamza 

Yusuf above: allowing everyone to interpret leads to chaos, and why should we discard the beautiful 

plurality and harmony of the classical madhhabs? 

 If many Salafis hold a narrow view of only the Saved Sect ultimately representing Islam, 

Traditional Muslims embrace the pluralism and diversity of the premodern Islamic tradition with its 

                                                        
32 Because of the global nature of the Internet, there is a great deal of cross-pollination and undefined borders between 

Salafi conversations in English in America and in other Anglophone contexts. Where possible I try to identify the national 
context of Salafi thinkers and speakers, because such is very important, but on many Salafi message boards and online 
communities those borders do not exist. In Chapter 3, the particular adaptations of American Salafi discourse around 
commonsense reasoning will be more evident. 

33 Kasper Mathiesen, “Anglo-American ‘Traditional Islam’ and Its Discourse of Orthodoxy,” Journal of Arabic and 
Islamic Studies 13 (2013): 199. 

34 Abdal Hakim Murad, “Contentions 4,” n.d., accessed July 20, 2017, http://masud.co.uk/ISLAM/ 
ahm/contentions4.htm. 
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varying madhhabs, its Sufi orders, and its mainstream schools of theology. Traditional Islam casts 

itself as the English-speaking heir to the historic, inclusive Islamic tradition (though Mathiesen does 

note that despite some irenic sentiments reaching out to Shiʿites, the movement continues to assume 

a normative Sunni experience of Islam). “Traditional Islam” is itself—to borrow a term from 

Christianity—an ecumenical push back against the ambitious claims of the Salafi discourse to 

definitively speak for true Islam in America and other Anglophone countries. Hamza Yusuf is one of 

the key articulators of this perspective, and his Berkeley-based Zaytuna College is the accredited, 

traditional, centralized, clerically superintended, educational antithesis to Qadhi’s sprawling, 

decentralized, informal AlMaghrib Institute.35 In the intra- and interreligious pluralism inherent in 

the Anglophone contexts, especially that in America with its touted freedom of religious expression, it 

makes sense that these sorts of oppositional symbolic boundaries would be aggressively asserted, 

defined, and claimed by competing religious communities. As Anthony Cohen insightfully argues, in 

modernity,  

the diminution of the geographical bases of community boundaries has led to their renewed 
assertion in symbolic terms. Since the boundaries are inherently oppositional, almost any 
matter of perceived difference between the community and the outside world can be 
rendered symbolically as a resource of its boundary.36 

In Islam and Christianity, scripture and tradition are both potent symbols and proclaiming one’s 

communal allegiance to the sacred text or to the contiguous, meaning-laden past are powerful 

boundary-marking styles. 

 For both Salafis and Evangelicals, then, scripture becomes conjoined with the identity of the 

movement. Their pervasive and fecund discourse around their scriptures is propelled by a sense of 

ownership and self-definition as the scriptural loyalists in their respective religions over and against 

                                                        
35 For a good comparison of these two educational institutions and their roles in the American Muslim community, see 

Zareena A. Grewal and R. David Coolidge, “Islamic Education in the United States: Debates, Practices, and Institutions” in 
The Cambridge Companion to American Islam, Juliane Hammer and Omid Safi, eds. (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013), 259-263. 

36 Anthony P. Cohen, The Symbolic Construction of Community (London/New York: Routledge, 1985), 118. 
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their fellow Sunnis and Protestants. Yet these communal identifications with and appeals to scripture 

ring hollow if they are only examined at the level of movement and community. The boundary-

defining nature of Salafi and Evangelical scriptural discourse can appear to be only so much rhetoric if 

considered externally. The deeper vitality of the Salafi and Evangelical movements lies not in their 

external communal definitions and boundary signaling. What fuels Evangelical and Salafi discourse is 

their mode of scriptural popularization—individuating access to and responsibility for sacred texts. 

 

Scriptural Popularization and the Individual Mandate 

 Much of the academic attention that has been paid to the Salafi and Evangelical movements has 

focused on the utterances of Evangelical pastors and Salafi shaykhs and the conversations among 

trained scripturalist scholars. This is appropriate inasmuch as these figures give voice to the most 

articulate, thoughtful, and representative elements of their respective communities. But in order to 

understand the energy and the personal draw that these discourses exert on individuals who choose to 

participate, we must also attend to the empowerment and possibility of personal meaning-making 

that accompanies the popularization of scripture. Scripturalists’ communal identities as Hadith 

People and Bible People are enacted at the level of everyday Salafis and Evangelicals reading and 

studying scripture. This individual mandate around scripture—an expectation that everyone is 

included in the interpretive conversation, everyone is responsible—drives the proliferation and 

vitality of their respective scriptural conversations. 

 
The Golden Age of the American Bible 

 One can read the history of Evangelicalism as a long narrative of biblical popularization. The 

advent of the printing press in fifteenth-century Europe was a powerful contributing factor to the 

widespread success of the Reformation in the next century. Within decades of Gutenberg’s invention 

and his first printing (a Bible), cloistered texts that had been accessible only in remote libraries were 
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being published, translated into non-Latin languages, and put in the hands of everyday people. 

Among lay sympathizers with the Reformers, not only the text of scripture but the interpretive 

conversation about it (Luther’s commentaries and polemical tracts, Calvin’s Institutes, etc.) could be 

purchased and owned and read and dissected by laypeople in vernacular languages.37 As Evans 

summarizes,  

      The sixteenth century reinvented the educated man (more rarely the educated woman) who 
was not a professional member of the clergy, or a clerically trained civil servant, or a 
“religious” (that is, a member of a religious order)... The Reformation prompted intense and 
widespread interest. It was a people’s movement as well as an academic one. When there was 
a public theological debate, the crowds were there to take sides; though there was sometimes 
a popular hostility towards scholars, who were accused of obfuscating religious teaching and 
making it unnecessarily complicated, popular interest was strong.38 

 
The combined forces of Renaissance humanism, with its passion for ancient sources of knowledge, 

and new publishing capabilities meant that the sixteenth century destabilized the knower class and 

empowered the Protestant everyman and everywoman to lay claim to the sacred text for themselves. 

This surge of popular appropriation of and engagement with the Bible kicked up a great cloud of 

interpretive energy and rampant disagreements that did not settle down for more than a century, until 

the later generations of Magisterial Protestant scholastics began to codify the different Protestant 

interpretive traditions (Reformed, Lutheran, Anglican, etc.).39 

 If the sixteenth century was the first wave of scriptural popularization in Western Christianity, 

the second wave in America and Great Britain was surely the era of the First and Second Great 

Awakenings. Those revivals were not merely preached from pulpits and revival tents, but they also 

                                                        
37 Alister McGrath describes the response to the publication of Calvin’s Institutes in French translation, as the Catholic 

Parisian parliament outlawed books containing such “heterodox” ideas in 1542. “The reactions from the booksellers of Paris 
was immediate: they protested that they would face financial ruin if they were prohibited from selling such books. It seems 
there was a major market for works which were considered to be dangerously unsound by the authorities—further 
evidence of the importance of a literate and affluent laity in promoting the ideas of the Reformation.” Reformation Thought: 
An Introduction, 4th ed. (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 15-16. 

38 Evans, Roots of the Reformation, 253. 
39 Marsden articulates the logic of this process: “Not taking any chances, most sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

Protestant groups doubly fortified their position by drawing up creeds that effectively precluded private interpretations.” 
George Marsden, “Everyone One’s Own Interpreter? The Bible, Science, and Authority in Mid-Nineteenth Century 
America,” in The Bible in America: Essays in Cultural History, Nathan O. Hatch and Mark A. Noll, eds., (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1982), 80. 



 

 

 125 

drove people back to study the scriptures for themselves. Just after 1800, Mason Weems, a Bible 

salesman in Virginia wrote a note to his publisher declaring,  

       I tell you this is the very season and age of the Bible. Bible Dictionaries, Bible tales, Bible 
stories—Bibles plain or paraphrased, Carey’s Bibles, Collin’s Bibles, Clarke’s Bibles, Kimptor’s 
Bibles, no matter what or whose, all, all, will go down—so wide is the crater of public 
appetite at this time.40  

 
These revivals that birthed American Evangelicalism not coincidentally also ushered in new eras of 

scriptural interest, accessibility, and interpretive energy. It was, in Noll’s phrase, a “new opportunity 

for unfettered interpretation of Scripture.”41 Contemporary Evangelicalism’s scriptural discourse and 

passion has its roots in that red-blooded, individual appropriation of the interpretive endeavor that 

was unleashed in the nineteenth century. 

 Future historians may well look back on the late twentieth and early twenty-first century as a 

third wave of biblical popularization via the Evangelical movement. The evolution of the Internet; the 

rise of massive Evangelical publishing endeavors and networks of Christian book stores and 

distributors; the availability of social media to facilitate geographically disparate communities and 

conversations; online commentaries and translation comparisons; Bible and commentary apps for 

smart phones—the present epoch is putting the text and interpretive discourse of the Bible ever 

further into the hands (and onto the screens) of individuals.  

 The culture of American Evangelicalism facilitates and encourages this individual encounter 

and engagement with the Bible. It can start from a very young age, as Evangelical children are 

encouraged to memorize Bible verses, attend summer Vacation Bible Schools at their churches, and 

learn their Bible stories in Sunday school. One interdenominational, Evangelical ministry program 

targeted to children named AWANA (an acronym reference to 2 Timothy 2:15, “Approved Workmen 

Are Not Ashamed”) creates local Bible fellowships in Evangelical churches for children. Kids 

                                                        
40 Quoted in Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada, 401. 
41 Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada, 151. 
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memorize Bible verses to earn prizes and play Bible-centered games to bolster their familiarity with 

scripture. An oft-quoted line from nineteenth-century Princeton theologian Charles Hodge—who will 

feature prominently in the next chapter—is replicated in many Evangelical reflections on children’s 

ministry: “The gospel is so simple that small children can understand it, and it is so profound that 

studies by the wisest theologians will never exhaust its riches.” Evangelicals take this message to heart, 

inculcating their value for a simple understanding and experience of the Bible in their children. 

Private Evangelical primary schools incorporate specific Bible classes into their curricula, and 

Evangelical publishers develop picture-laden, accessible study Bibles for children. 

 Exhortation to individuals to read and memorize and study and apply the Bible form the 

scaffolding of Evangelical discourse. Evangelical pastors will frequently ask their congregations before 

beginning their sermons, “Did you bring your Bibles to church today?” The implication is clear: you 

should immerse yourself in this book yourself—my sermon alone is not sufficient. In fact, you could 

survey the sermons of nearly any famous Evangelical pastor, and you will virtually always find some 

exhortation or admonition about the importance of personal study of the Bible outside of the walls of 

the church. Most Evangelical churches have small groups that meet throughout the week in members’ 

homes and center on Bible study and prayer. These are sometimes led by pastors but more often they 

are led by lay leaders in the church or are primarily discussion-based with members rotating as 

leaders. Evangelicals are constantly exhorted to have a daily “devotional” time of personal Bible 

reading and prayer. A recent survey of Americans found that while 48% of people had read the Bible 

in the past year (most of those with at least a monthly regularity), 9% claimed to have a daily Bible-

reading regimen.42 Given the enormous energy that Evangelicals invest in instructing and 

admonishing each other to be devoted to the Bible, that 9% figure might seem low. From another 

                                                        
42 Philip Goff, Arthur E. Farnsley II, and Peter J. Thuesen, “The Bible in American Life,” The Center for the Study of 

Religion and American Culture, Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis, March 6, 2014, accessed February 15, 
2017, http://www.raac.iupui.edu/files/2713/9413/8354/Bible_in_American _Life_Report_March_6_2014.pdf. As the survey’s 
authors summarized, “Even Americans who do not read the Bible tend to have a high view of it, but, not surprisingly, those 
who do read it have a higher view still—or put another way, those with a higher view are even more likely to read it” (11). 
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angle, though, this statistic is surprisingly high. While the authors of the survey did not break the 9% 

number down along the lines of identification with Evangelicalism, it is safe to say that a significant 

portion of those nearly 1 in 10 daily-Bible-reading Americans are Evangelicals. The fact that such a 

high percentage of Evangelicals (most surveys put their total numbers at between one-quarter and 

one-third of the U.S. population) live according to the gold standard of Evangelical Bible devotion—a 

daily “quiet time” with the Bible—is remarkable. In a society filled with technological distraction and 

instant access to endless information, it is striking that so many lay Evangelicals have cultivated a 

behavior that is quiet, personal, reflective, pious, and focused around an ancient text. 

 
The “Protestant Reformers of Modern Islam?” 

 The phenomenon of scriptural popularization is not unique to Protestantism nor to 

Evangelicalism. There are strong parallels in Islam in general and in the Salafi movement in particular. 

In Jonathan Brown’s succinct characterization of the Sunni tradition:  

The juxtaposition of the empowerment of the Muslim laity with the interpretive monopoly of 
the ulema [formal religious scholars] forms part of the perennial tension between the 
iconoclastic egalitarianism of Islam on the one hand and the realistic need for expertise and 
some constraint on their interpretation on the other.43  
 

In other words, Salafis did not invent whole-cloth a Muslim impulse toward popular engagement with 

the Qurʾan and the Hadith, but they give strident voice to one side of a long-standing debate in Islam 

between scholastic authority and the ability of the holy texts to speak to everyone. In fact, as was 

briefly touched upon in the Introduction, many scholars of Islam as well as Salafis and former Salafis 

have drawn out points of connection and similarity between Salafism and early Protestantism. For 

instance, Zareena Grewal briskly defines Salafism as “a modern, Protestant-styled theological reform 

movement that is iconoclastic and scripturalist and that venerates the beliefs and practices of the 

                                                        
43 Jonathan A.C. Brown, “Is Islam Easy to Understand or Not? Salafis, The Democratization of Interpretation and the 

Need for the Ulema,” Journal of Islamic Studies 26, no. 2 (2015): 119. 
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earliest generations of Muslims.”44 Scholars will offhandedly link the anti-clericalism, iconoclasm, 

and textualism of early Protestantism to the parallel trends in contemporary (American) Salafism. 

This comparison has become so common that it is offered as a sort of cursory, one-sentence 

introduction to Salafism for non-experts.45 

 The correlates in this analogy are fairly standard: both the Protestant Reformers and the Salafis 

view their projects as a retrieval of the original ethos of their religion after, roughly, fourteen centuries 

of ossified tradition. And in both cases a central modality of that retrieval is through scriptural 

popularization—putting the text into the hands of the people rather than relying exclusively on 

clerics to transmit interpretations. Add to all of this the observation that both early Protestantism and 

modern Salafism have been highly schismatic and produced a variety of expressions and—sometimes 

violent—debates, this is an intuitive comparison.  

 One point of similarity between the Reformation and Salafism that is rarely noticed in this 

comparison—perhaps because it is less a part of the mythos of the Reformation—is a similarity 

between the situation of the sixteenth-century Protestants and the contemporary Salafis: the 

relatively recent creation of a pious, intellectual, not-religious-expert class. By the start of the 

Reformation, the Renaissance ethos had bolstered a caste of non-clerical, literate parishioners who 

were eagerly empowered by the Reformation message of the priesthood of all believers and the 

vernacular access to the Bible. In the Salafi case, Brown notes, 

    Since the turn of the nineteenth century, the establishment of secular school systems in the 
Muslim world, modelled along novel European lines, created a parallel and ultimately 
hegemonic mould of education [as compared with the traditional madrasa education systems 
that produced the ʿulamaʾ—religious scholars]. New universities or the reformed curricula of 
older ones turned out a new person: the lay Muslim intellectual... When lay Muslim 
intellectuals began addressing topics of religion and law at both the normative and historical 
level, they often consciously positioned themselves against the clerical class.46 

                                                        
44 Grewal, Islam Is a Foreign Country: American Muslims and the Crisis of Global Authority (New York: New York 

University Press, 2014), 97. 
45 For example, Emad Hamdeh takes as de jure the Protestant analogy and begins his article on Salafi polemics with it, 

saying Salafism “empowers individual interpretation of Islamic scripture.” Hamdeh, “Qurʾān and Sunna or the Madhhabs? A 
Salafi Polemic Against Islamic Tradition,” Islamic Law and Society 24 (2017): 2.  

46 Brown, “Is Islam Easy to Understand or Not?,” 120. 
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A literate, invested, eager, pious populace is a fertile field for scripturalism. This, in fact, is a crucial 

context for the rise of the global Salafi discourse—the evolution of a confident, educated, non-expert 

Islamic conversation that is de-localized. Add to this what Roy calls the Saudis’ “push for the 

‘Salafisation’ of teaching and preaching wherever they have a say,” and you have a reconfigured 

knower class among global Muslims.47 Put differently, the spread of scripturalist revivalism and 

scriptural popularization goes hand in hand with the growth of an educated, middle-class public with 

time, energy, and ability to engage scripture directly.  

 However, as was evident in the earlier juxtaposition of Protestantism and Wahhabism (Chapter 

1), any comparison across religious traditions must account for many variables, and setting a pre-

modern movement of scriptural revivalism (Protestantism) side by side with a modern movement 

(Salafism) is prone to distortion. For all its popularity as an explanatory analogy, early Protestantism 

has several points of distinction from modern Salafism. First, much of the energy and vision of the 

early Reformation was built around at first seeking to reform and then later reject and recreate the 

central religious institution of medieval Europe: the Roman Catholic Church. There is no 

corresponding Sunni institution toward or against which Salafis direct their energies. Before, and 

especially after, the dissolution of the ostensibly centralizing Caliphate in the aftermath of World War 

I, contemporary Sunnism has fractured and fragmented and diversified.48 Put differently, Sunni Islam 

has no equivalent to Rome, no central hierarchy against which Salafism can dispute and define itself. 

Hence the compounded Salafi reactions to the madhhabs.49 

                                                        
47 Roy, Globalised Islam, 236. 
48 In an interesting gloss, however, on the Salafi-Protestant analogy, Hamza Yusuf, accepting the terms of the analogy 

and articulating his allegiance to Traditional Islam, has “said his reverence for tradition, and his insistence on the primary 
role of scholarly institutions in Islam, made him a ‘Catholic Muslim,’ analogous to those loyal to the Church of Rome who 
resisted the Reformation in Christianity.” Graeme Wood, The Way of the Strangers: Encounters with the Islamic State (New 
York: Random House, 2017), 243. The Reformation casts a long, analogizing shadow over Western conversations about 
religion. 

49 While Sunni Islam does not have a unified authority structure like the Catholic Church, this does not mean that it 
does not have hierarchies. Paul Heck has insightfully observed to me that, in what could arguably be a strong parallel with 
the Protestant Reformers, Salafis vigorously object to the veneration and ontological elevations of human beings that occur 
within Sufi mysticism. This is not totally unlike the Protestant Reformers objections to the infallibility of the papacy and to 
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 Second, while the Reformation was certainly spurred by the nascent technology of the printing 

press and corresponding new educational opportunities, sixteenth-century communications 

technologies cannot hold a candle to those of the twentieth or twenty-first centuries. If Reformation-

era Luther aficionados could, perhaps, obtain a published copy of his latest tract or polemic a few 

weeks or a few months after he wrote it, today’s Salafis can watch their shaykhs’ latest lectures on 

YouTube hours or days after they are given. American Salafis can log onto Internet sites like 

Quran.com and Sunnah.com and cross-reference Hadith and translations in English (and Urdu for 

those of South Asian descent) and even find out how trustworthy Shaykh al-Albani has rated each 

individual hadith.50 This is a level of scriptural dissemination and access that would have been 

unthinkable for the early Protestants.  

 Finally, it is only in retrospect that the term Protestant came to be a catch-all term used to 

encapsulate the disparate strands of sixteenth-century ecclesiastical and theological reformism. Those 

reformers did not call themselves Protestants (in fact, if there was any unifying term in the sixteenth 

century, it was “evangelical”).51 By contrast, global Salafis have roiling debates over who rightfully 

embodies the term Salafi. It is a hotly contested modern identity category, tying together all claimant 

Salafis into one chaotic field of conversation and debate. One underlying contention of this 

dissertation is that Evangelicalism is a much better complement for understanding Salafism today.  

 The scholars analogizing Salafism to early Protestantism are correct on one front: the Salafis 

(and particularly the American Salafis) are scriptural egalitarians, bringing the sacred texts to the 

waiting hands and analytical minds of everywoman and everyman. Salafis are constantly exhorted to 

                                                        
reliance on the mediation of the saints, as Salafis attack the popular magnification of the Sufi saints and the infallible 
authority that many Sufis attribute to their shaykhs. 

50 While the exact theological or political orientation of Sunnah.com is opaque, in its About section, the site’s editors 
note, “We are working hard to add grade information for each hadith not in the Sahihain (Sahih al-Bukhari and Sahih 
Muslim). At this point we are displaying grade decisions by Shaykh al-Albani and Darussalam (Hafiz Zubair ʿAli Zaʿi). 
Eventually we hope to have grade assignments from several other distinguished muhaddiths [Hadith scholars] such as 
Shaykhs al-Arnaʿut, Ahmad Shakir, and Abu Ghuddah wherever applicable.” This list of scholars represents a mostly Salafi 
congruence, and it is noteworthy that the two essential graders are al-Albani and Zubari ʿAli Zaʿi, two preeminent Salafi 
Hadith scholars. Sunnah.com, “About,” n.d., accessed March 6, 2017, https://sunnah.com/about. 

51 See MacCulloch, The Reformation, xx.  
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read and study the Hadith and Qurʾan by their shaykhs and teachers who put, what Qadhi calls, “a 

strong emphasis on a personal, direct contact with the scripture.”52 By contrast, the Traditional Islam 

camp, as voiced by Hamza Yusuf, Abdal Hakim Murad, and other Western Sunnis, certainly values the 

Hadith, but they do not encourage lay people to read or engage them directly. In Qadhi’s phrasing, 

Salafis “want the average lay person to read Hadith, essentially right after the Qurʾan. So you read the 

Qurʾan, that’s good too, but you read some Hadith as well, and benefit from the Hadith.”53 They 

simultaneously push an ijtihād, constant-rethinking approach to the Hadith, while also diminishing 

the institutional and traditional constraints that kept the Hadith and their interpretation in the 

rarefied world of the ʿulamāʾ	(the scholars). The result is an impulse toward personal exertion in study 

and application of the Hadith by every individual Salafi. 

 

Pedagogical Cultures and Porous Scholar-Layperson Borders 

  The caution and challenge leveled by Hamza Yusuf against the Salafis’ popularization of the 

Hadith above—“These books are not easy books”54—is not lost on Salafi shaykhs and scholars. Nor is 

the complexity of the Bible and the hermeneutical task lost on Evangelical scholars. It is facile to 

critique the scripturalists across the board for having a simple-minded or reckless approach to their 

sacred texts. The scholars of both movements can be quite sophisticated in their theoretical and 

methodological reflections on scriptural interpretation, even engaging and conversing with scholars 

from non-scripturalist traditions—albeit bringing very different sets of assumptions and theological 

frameworks to the endeavor.55 But the drive toward the popularization and individualization of 

                                                        
52 Qadhi, interview, February, 18, 2017. 
53 Qadhi, interview, February 18, 2017. 
54 In an interview with Graeme Wood, Yusuf again expressed a this sentiment. Wood summarizes Yusuf’s response 

when he pressed him to show how the Islamic State is wrong directly from the Islamic scriptures: “the texts of revelation do 
not read and interpret themselves. They need scholars.” Yusuf proceeds by showing Wood a copy of his ijāza (his scholarly 
pedigree with his chain of teachers and transmitters back to the Prophet Muhammad), and he says, “This is our tradition. 
They [the Islamic State] don’t have this—they don’t have scholars, they don’t have teachers.” Wood, The Way of the 
Strangers, 232-233. 

55 A good example of this on the Evangelical side is Kevin Vanhoozer, a theologian whose work studiously engages 
contemporary secular philosophy while still arguing for the Bible being a meaning-laden and coherently interpretable text. 
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scripture in each movement creates a tension. Not every Salafi, not every Evangelical is going to have 

the education, technical vocabulary, or linguistic knowledge to study and engage in elite theological 

and jurisprudential discourse about ancient and composite texts. But, if scripture intends to speak to 

everyman and everywoman (as most Salafis and Evangelicals would affirm), then the scripturalist 

scholars cannot bar their untrained confederates from the text.  

 What emerges in both movements is a two-tiered, but thinly demarcated separation between 

scholarly and popular discourses of interpretation. Evangelicals and Salafis, in the shared American 

context, both put a strong emphasis on scriptural education, developing pedagogical cultures that 

mentor lay people in what were in past eras exclusively scholarly hermeneutical conversations. I 

would contend that these educational networks, which are often informal and ad hoc, are less 

intended to “dumb down” complex reasoning about scripture and have instead evolved for achieving 

the scripturalists’ egalitarian, commonsense ideal of how scripture functions. The next chapter will 

explore the philosophical underpinning of this ideal, but here it will suffice to observe the real world 

structures of their respective pedagogical cultures. The Bible and the Hadith, in Evangelical and Salafi 

thought, is not the exclusive possession of elite, conventionally trained scholars—revelation is meant 

for everyone, though the scholars do still have a role. 

 For the Evangelical who might feel intimidated by the size, complexity, variety, and cultural 

distance of the biblical text, there is no shortage of resources. Evangelical publishing houses produce 

prolific catalogues of devotional guides, Bible study handbooks, and accessible introductions to Bible 

interpretation. Most multi-volume, critical commentaries on the Bible are designed for trained 

seminarians or experts who might have some knowledge of Greek or Hebrew, but Evangelical 

publishers seek to bridge the gap between the discourse of expert theologians about the Bible and the 

non-expert readers of the Evangelical audience. Publishing houses like Eerdmans and InterVarsity 

                                                        
For his Evangelical response to Jacques Derrida and other Postmodern hermeneutical theory see, Is There a Meaning in This 
Text? The Bible, The Reader, and the Morality of Literary Knowledge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998). 
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Press and Zondervan put out commentary guides—like the emblematically titled New Testament for 

Everyone series by N.T. Wright—written by elite scholars but stripped of the typical technical and 

critical elements of academic commentaries. There are simplified, online cross-referencing systems 

like those at BibleGateway.com or BibleStudyTools.com, so that untrained lay people can explore the 

range of meanings of Hebrew and Greek words.  

 The border that divides the complex arguments and interpretations of Evangelical Bible 

scholars and interested lay people is intentionally porous. The primacy of personal encounter 

between the individual and the scripture does not override but rather is supplemented by the work of 

scholars and pastors. Evangelical colleges and universities offer (and often require) Bible classes for 

their students, so that students who might go into a variety of career fields have a base education in 

biblical hermeneutics. In the Evangelical vision of scripture, the responsibility for immediate 

interpretation and application of the text still rests on the individual, as one Bible professor puts it, “A 

reader consults a commentary that presents various options [for how to understand the Bible passage] 

along with evidence for each side and some evaluation. That reader can then make an informed 

decision about what she will believe and allow the Holy Spirit to guide her to apply the text to her 

life.”56 In the ideal Evangelical conceptualization, the Bible speaks directly to the individual’s soul 

under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Evangelical scholars have their elite biblical discourse with its 

own technical language, academic journals, and methodological debates, but there is an inward, 

movement-facing aspect to this discourse. The scholars research and debate for the sake of the 

Evangelical community, so that the elite discourse filters down to the community through pastors’ 

sermons and study guides. Most Evangelical pastors would look askance at any individual’s 

interpretation of the Bible that ran against, say, the Nicene Creed or the church’s statement of faith, 

but individuals are encouraged, operating within the accepted theological frame, to listen to and 

                                                        
56 Tom Finley, “Why a Commentary?,” The Good Book Blog: A Blog by the Faculty of Talbot School of Theology, 

September 24, 2013, accessed February 15, 2017, http://www.thegoodbookblog.com/2013/sep/24/why-a-commentary/. 
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apply the Bible to their everyday lives. At the end of the day, commentaries and devotional guides and 

sermons and Bible memorization programs are all means toward the end of the individual’s relation 

to scripture—or with God through scripture.  

 At this point of individualization of interpretation resides another key difference between the 

two movements arising from the distinction between the theological-ecclesial discourse of 

Evangelicalism and the theological-jurisprudential emphasis of Salafis (see Chapter 1). Unlike 

Evangelicals who can choose whether to consult a commentary or rely on a pastor’s sermon to 

interpret a text, or not, Salafis mostly look to scholars to do the heavy lifting of interpretation. Salafi 

shaykhs and ustādhs (teachers/professors) who are trained in the, sometimes labyrinthine, methods 

of authenticating and applying Hadith are relied upon for providing fatwas (scholarly opinions) that 

speak to the practical needs and questions of an individual or community. The scholars provide a 

discourse of experts that supplements, corrects, and affirms the reflections of lay people, guiding the 

interpretive process with their own jurisprudential authority.57 Christian pastors offer advice, not 

rulings; Evangelical scholars craft textual interpretations, not legal (and potentially binding) 

opinions.  

 The Hadith is, in several ways, a much more complex corpus of texts than the Bible: there are 

varying degrees of authentication (and disagreements among scholars even then); many hadiths are 

contextless or truncated or repeated in different versions; and, in the view of Salafis, any single hadith 

can become a religious imperative if it is deemed authentic. Scriptural interpretation is, therefore, a 

more fraught endeavor. On many matters of personal piety and morality, Salafi scholars encourage 

individual interpretation and application, but on more complex matters, they should consult the work 

of trained scholars. As Qadhi remarks,  

                                                        
57 Salafis arguably set lower limits on what an individual lay Salafi can derive or adjudicate on their own than 

Evangelicals do. When I asked Qadhi if every individual Salafi should be “conversant in Hadith interpretation,” his response 
was wary: “Hadith interpretation... Nobody would say that, but there’s definitely this notion that the average Salafi should 
take Hadith seriously and engage with it directly, or at least go to a scholar who engages it directly... Just be careful of 
trying to think that the average Salafi is going to derive law and theology from the text.” Qadhi, interview, February 18, 2017. 
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       There are some āḥadīth [hadiths] that are pretty clear. If you have a hadith that is about 
being nice to your mom and your dad, you know, giving charity to the orphan—I mean, 
ethical hadith, just giving you a generic command—you don’t need to be a scholar to derive 
any benefit from them: listen to your mom, you know, take care of the orphan. What else do 
you need? OK. Do it. But no Salafi is going to say you can derive Islamic law from just one 
hadith. No Salafi would say that. You’re not going to derive [i.e., answer] “is a complex 
financial transaction permissible or not?” simply because you read one hadith.58  

 
Hence, lay Salafis’ interpretive access to the Hadith comes through the guardianship of the scholars. 

 Qadhi and his fellow AlMaghrib instructor, Waleed Basyouni, articulate their caution about 

untrained lay people directly interpreting the text without the guidance of trained scholars. In one 

telling excursus, Basyouni, who grew up in Egypt and came to America as a Salafi scholar and imam, 

told me about his frustration with non-expert American Salafis’ ignorance of Arabic or “the culture of 

the language,” the buried assumptions, subtleties and nuances that native speakers of Arabic pick up 

but might be lost in translation:  

       One of the biggest problems I see [among] the Salafis in America, because they care for the 
Hadith, one of the biggest problem[s] is they don’t understand the culture of the language. 
Like, every language has its own culture, so when you say certain words, the same word in 
certain cultures or certain times can carry different meanings... So, that’s one thing I’ve 
noticed—a lot of people, they look at the Hadith, and they study… certain terms that the 
Prophet used. People can easily, in my opinion, misunderstand the Hadith or the point, or 
they might take it literally, because that’s how it sounds in English.59  

 
As much as he may have certain interpretive rules for approaching the text, his concern betrays the 

fact that the scriptural text, in the American context, is not under quite as strict scholarly control as 

the shaykhs and scholars would prefer it to be. 

 Despite these cautions, the line between the Salafi scholars and shaykhs on the one hand and 

the average layperson on the other is intentionally blurred and deconstructed in the American Salafi 

discourse. The entire structure of AlMaghrib Institute (and other Salafi learning enterprises) exists to 

                                                        
58 Qadhi, interview, February 28, 2017. 
59 Basyouni, interview, February 28, 2017. Indeed, another key difference between the otherwise similarly egalitarian 

Salafi and Evangelical scriptural interpretive endeavors is the issue of language learning. Most lay Evangelicals feel quite 
comfortable utilizing the various English translations of the Bible and only consulting the Greek and Hebrew original 
languages through commentaries or concordances. Contrastingly, Salafis put a premium on Arabic learning as a part of the 
pedagogy and development for “students of knowledge.” The Qurʾan—and, to a lesser degree, the Hadith—is seen as an 
essentially Arabic text, and most lay Salafis aspire to attaining at least a basic knowledge of Arabic.  
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help lay Muslims educate themselves in what Basyouni calls the necessary “tools” for approaching the 

text: “understand the Arabic, the basic rules of fiqh [jurisprudence], the basic rules of Hadith,” etc.60 

He explains the process he takes students through in his classes of comparing the various rulings of 

(mostly Salafi) scholars; discerning whether there is a clear consensus (ijmāʿ)	among the scholars; 

looking at the evidence conflicting scholars offer in making their cases; and, finally, determining 

which scholar’s guidance to accept. This is a more compounded process than simply reading a single 

commentator as the Bible professor suggested for Evangelicals, but it is in the same family: lay people 

learning to discern good interpretations from bad uses of scripture. Salafi students are not being 

taught to personally practice ijtihād (independent scholarly reasoning and ruling from the texts), but 

neither are they being taught taqlīd (entrusting themselves entirely to the rulings of their teachers).61 

Instead the participants in AlMaghrib are treated as, in a popular Salafi phrase, “students of 

knowledge,” an intermediate stage where they are being mentored and equipped with the necessary 

skills to analyze the text on ever more intricate question. Writing of broader Salafism’s vision of 

Shariʿa, Vogel aptly captures the appeal of this jurisprudential-pedagogical engagement:  

individuals can both make and sense an intimate connection with an all-pervading law that 
supervenes the laws of any state or society. Salafism intensifies such a sense of intimacy, 
freedom, and power; for example, one of its characteristic doctrines encourages those with even 
partial knowledge to use it to choose among the opinions of those more learned than 
themselves.62 

 
What is being popularized is not only the text of the Hadith but the entire scholarly Hadith endeavor. 

 While, in America and the Anglophone world of the Internet and publishing, there are not 

quantitatively as many resources in accessing the Hadith for lay Salafis as there are for lay Evangelicals 

                                                        
60 Basyouni, interview, February 28, 2017. 
61 This style of Salafi training is what the Salafi’s medieval hero and scholar par excellence Ibn Taymiyya termed ittibāʿ 

(following). It is a sort of middle ground between the unthinking imitation of taqlīd and the intensive, scholar-only practice 
of ijtihād. He writes that “one among the people [i.e., not a scholar] may not be capable of [knowing] the detailed evidences 
[dalāʾil – scriptural proofs] in all his affairs, so he is not held to what he is unable to know, while he is obliged to do what he 
is capable of… Everyone’s ijtihād [personal effort in knowledge and jurisprudential reasoning] is according to his capacity.” 
Ibn Taymiyya, “Bin Qāsim,” Durar, 4:20-21. Quoted in Vogel, Islamic Law and Legal System, 69.	

62 Vogel, “Saudi Arabia: Public, Civil, and Individual Shariʿa in Law and Politics,” 59. 
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accessing the Bible, the apparatus that has been built by such a relatively small community is 

impressively scaled. Indeed, nearly every Salafi institution in America—from mosques, to Institutes 

like AlMaghrib, to online journals like Muslim Matters, to small-but-popular publishing houses, to the 

popular annual Texas Dawah Convention—has some scriptural-pedagogical function. The 

aforementioned Sunnah.com and Quran.com websites, as well as alTafsir.com, give instant access to 

vast bodies of scriptural and commentarial literature.63 The writings of Ibn Taymiyyah and of various 

contemporary Saudi Salafi shaykhs are frequently being translated into English and published with 

open access in PDF-form on Salafi websites. There are “Hadith of the Day” apps that can be put on 

one’s smartphone to aid in reminders for daily devotional reading. Online Salafi message boards like 

SalafiTalk.net and posting sites like Salaf.com or Manhaj.com offer virtual communities where Salafis 

can discuss the minutiae of Hadith application or get advice on their everyday questions. Lay people 

with an interpretive question can submit a request for a fatwa (a scholarly ruling) to the Salafi-aligned 

Assembly of Muslims Jurists of America via phone call or on the organization’s website, where they 

can also read past fatwas.64 The Salafi online community has even generated its own memes, with 

posters appropriating other popular online images and phrases (“Keep Calm and Study Hadith”) and 

individual hadiths printed on top of inspiring nature scenes. Salafi YouTube channels pull together 

the recorded teachings and charismatic sermons of various English-speaking Salafi shaykhs or instant 

translations of Arabic-speakers. 

 This emphasis on personal agency with the Qurʾan and the Hadith, what Qadhi calls “direct 

contact” or “direct access,” coupled with the scholarly scaffolding of trained Hadith scholarship makes 

                                                        
63 Carmen Becker has observed similar dynamics among German and Dutch Salafi Muslims who have also constructed 

elaborate online discourses and distinctive modes of popularizing Hadith education via Internet sites. See Carmen Becker, 
“‘Gaining Knowledge’ Salafi Activism in German and Dutch Online Forums,” Masaryk University Journal of Law and 
Technology 3, no. 1 (2009): 71-98, and “Following the Salafī Manhaj in Computer-Mediated Environments: Linking Everyday 
Life to the Qurʾān and the Sunna” in The Transmission and Dynamics of the Textual Sources of Islam: Essays in Honour of 
Harald Motzki, Nicolet Boekhoff-van der Voort, Kees Versteegh, and Joas Wagemakers, eds. (Boston: Brill, 2011), 421-442. 

64 Assembly of Muslims Jurists of America, “Fatwa Corner,” n.d., accessed March 7, 2017, http://www.amjaonline.org/ 
en/fatwa-corner. Like AlMaghrib, the AMJA does not explicitly identify as a Salafi organization, but the scholars associated 
with it are, nearly to a person, Salafi in their training and background. 
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for a Salafi scriptural discourse that is simultaneously technical and accessible, scholastic and 

approachable.65 It also helps explain the otherwise perplexingly idiosyncratic Salafi style of 

transliteration from Arabic into English. Anglophone Salafis tend to eschew standard academic 

transliteration styles of using diacritical marks for certain Arabic letters (e.g., ʿ, ṣ, ḥ) and replace long 

vowels with a doubled vowel. Hence, ṣaḥīḥ becomes saheeh; al-Albānī becomes al-Albaanee. This 

simplifies the language at a pronunciation level, allowing the lay person, with little or no Arabic 

knowledge, to roughly approximate the Arabic intonation. The Salafi transliteration style assumes a 

mixed audience of non-experts, and the doubled-vowel structure also helps to differentiate Salafi 

discourse from other Muslim composition in English. 

 Like the Evangelical concern for children’s education and the inculcation of biblical engagement 

from an early age, Salafis extend this scriptural pedagogical culture to their children as well. Uriya 

Shavit has recently profiled the unique challenges Salafis in the West experience instilling their 

distinct minority (Salafis) within a minority (Muslims) values in their youth.66 Western Salafis worry 

that if they send their children to non-Salafi Muslim schools, they might be taught versions of Islam 

that do not accord with the Salafi approach to the Islam, so they set up schools of their own or they 

choose to homeschool them. An advertisement in alMinhaj magazine, a Salafi publication out of 

Philadelphia targeted to urban, African American Salafis, invites parents to enroll their children at: 

Ummie’s [Mommy’s] Kiddie Kottage 
LEARNING CENTER 

cultivating the minds of future generations 
Servicing 4 wks Through-School Age… 

Onsite Homeschooling Program… 
• Structured Curriculum • Islamic Studies • 

• Math • Science • Reading • Writing • 
Quran Recitation • Hadith memorization • Arabic67 

	

                                                        
65 Qadhi, interview, February 18, 2017. 
66 Uriya Shavit, “Raising Salafī Children in the West,” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 28, no. 3 (2017): 333-354. 
67 Ummie’s Kiddie Kottage, Advertisement in alMinhaj Magazine 1, no. 3 (July 2016): 57. 
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Such resources speak to the deep Salafi desire to raise children who, like the AWANA children among 

Evangelicals, are well-versed in scripture from a very young age. Moreover, Anglophone Salafis have 

developed a distinctive Salafi genre of children’s literature. To give just one example of the class: 

Darussalam, a large English-language, Saudi-based Salafi publishing house whose books are widely 

available in the U.S., produces My Tawheed Book for children. The short book is a mix of simple 

pictures and illustrations with quotes from the Qurʾan and Hadith, rendered with the distinctive 

Salafi transliteration mode. Parents are exhorted in the first pages to use the book to instruct their 

children in the teachings of the Qurʾan, since: “Once Tawheed is established in a child’s heart, all the 

actions of his heart, tongue and limbs in worshipping Allah will be meaningful rather than just a 

ritual.”68 The individual mandate begins at an early age, as Salafi children are not only indoctrinated 

with proper theology but invited into personal ownership of scriptural knowledge.	

 The end product of all of this discursive Salafi engagement is a community that is textually 

prolific. While they may not have the publishing might of the American Evangelicals (much of Salafi 

publishing is still grounded in Saudi Arabia and the Arab world), American and Anglophone Salafis 

have developed a robust body of literature for popular consumption. The shaykhs and translators 

bridge the gap between formal, technical, theological, and jurisprudential methods and categories 

and the everyday believer. 

 

Scriptural Discourses: Evangelical and Salafi Styles and Idioms 

 In light of the foregoing phenomenological comparison of American Salafi and Evangelical uses 

of scripture to construct and articulate identities (communally as Bible/Hadith people, individually as 

students and loyalists of scripture) in the midst of a pluralistic and religiously competitive context, I 

would like to return the definitional question raised at the beginning of this chapter: What are 

                                                        
68 Abu Zahir, My Tawheed Book (Riyadh: Darussalam, 2007), 2, accessed July 10, 2017, https://archive.org/stream/ 

MyTawheedBook/My%20Tawheed%20Book#page/n1/mode/2up.  
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Salafism and Evangelicalism? Most extant demographic and theological definitions of Evangelicalism 

and Salafism are muddled by the identity dynamics at play at the borders of these movements, 

particularly in an environment like America. Yasir Qadhi and AlMaghrib Institute can insulate 

themselves from the Salafi title, while continuing to draw inspiration from their Salafi teachers and 

trading on the reputational cache that comes with their Saudi-training bona fides. People who are 

Evangelical by any conventional measure (theology, culture, reading habits, born-again experiences, 

etc.) can be entirely ignorant of those broader conversations and see themselves as straightforward 

Christians with no modifiers. The demotion of tradition as an independent authority in interpretation 

(Chapter 1) has set these movements free to innovate, variegate, and translate themselves into new 

formulations, new identities. And the American religious marketplace incentivizes new identities and 

innovative formulations that offer fresh options for religious piety and self-invention. 

 The boundaries the scripturalists themselves rhetorically construct—between Bible believers 

and other Christians, between Hadith people and the people of innovation (bidʿa)—also break down 

upon closer inspection. To take a single, revealingly complex case: how does a scholar characterize a 

figure like Florida Senator Marco Rubio? In the 2016 presidential campaign where he was a candidate, 

Rubio attempted to pitch himself to voters as both Evangelical and Catholic. In one speech Rubio 

offered a long-form description of his “circuitous faith—Catholicism to Mormonism back to 

Catholicism to a Southern Baptist Convention-affiliated evangelical megachurch and finally back to 

Catholicism—as well as passionate and particular evidence of the depth of his knowledge of the 

Bible.”69 At the real-world boundaries and borders of American Evangelicalism and Salafism—if such 

can even be found—exist countless hybrids and imbricated, hyphenated identities.  

                                                        
69 Michael Kruse, “Marco Rubio’s Crisis of Faith,” Politico Magazine, January 22, 2016, accessed February 14, 2017, 

http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/01/marco-rubios-crisis-of-faith-213553. For a more in-depth analysis of the 
“evangelical Catholic” phenomenon, see William L. Portier, “Here Come the Evangelical Catholics,” Communio: 
International Catholic Review 31 (Spring 2004): 35-66. 
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 I am proposing a different way of thinking about Salafism and Evangelicalism: I contend that 

the movements can usefully be thought of as scriptural discourses.70 This is not to nullify the various 

practical, socio-political, demographic, historical, and theological analyses that have variously 

categorized Salafism and Evangelicalism, but to offer a different lens. To think of Salafism and 

Evangelicalism as discourses about scripture is to move away from precise boundary definition and to 

focus more on styles and idioms that create a distinctive field of conversations about and interactions 

with sacred texts.71 A discourse is an embodied communal conversation, as Robert Wuthnow 

insightfully captures: 

Discourse subsumes the written as well as the verbal, the formal as well as the informal, the 
gestural or ritual as well as the conceptual. It occurs, however, within communities in the 
broadests sense of the word: communities of competing producers, of interpreters and critics, of 
audiences and consumers, of patrons and other signficant actors who become the subjects of 
discourse itself. It is only in these concrete living and breathing communities that discourse 
becomes meaningful.72  

 
In short, American Evangelical and Salafi communities and individuals participate in nebulously 

bounded but idiomatically recognizable conversations about their respective scriptures, conversations 

that extend from the academy to the pulpit to small group discussions, from blogs to YouTube 

channels to specialized bookstores. 

                                                        
70 The use of the term “discourse” in contemporary scholarship often invokes the historiographical analysis of Michel 

Foucault. While that style is valuable and useful in its own right, I am not intentionally referencing or aligning my analysis 
with Foucault’s correlation of power and knowledge. Likewise, I am cognizant of Talal Asad’s insightful definition of Islam 
as “a discursive tradition.” As he explains: “A tradition consists essentially of discourses that seek to instruct practitioners 
regarding the correct form and purpose of a given practice that, precisely because it is established, has a history. These 
discourses relate conceptually to a past (when the practice was instituted, and from which the knowledge of its point and 
proper performance has been transmitted) and a future (how the point of that practice can best be secured in the short or 
long term, or why it should be modified or abandoned), through a present (how it is linked to other practices, institutions, 
and social conditions).” Talal Asad, “The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam,” Center for Contemporary Arab Studies, 
Georgetown University, Occasional Paper Series (March 1986): 14. The challenge with defining Salafism and Evangelicalism 
as “discursive traditions” is that the tradition and history elements have been sidelined and, in a distinct sense, theologized 
(Chapter 1). They seek not to ground the “established” present and future practices in history but in unadulterated scripture 
with all the epistemic dilemmas such a practice raises. 

71 As Sara Mills explains, “What constitutes the boundaries of a discourse is very unclear. However, we can say that 
discourses are those groupings of statements which have similar force—that is they are grouped together because of some 
institutional pressure, because of a similarity of provenance or context, or because they act in a similar way.” Sara Mills, 
Discourse, The New Critical Idiom Series (London/New York: Routledge, 1997), 62. 

72 Robert Wuthnow, Communities of Discourse: Ideology and Social Structure in the Reformation, the Enlightenment, 
and European Socialism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 16. 
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 Salafis and Evangelicals exhibit distinguishable modes of appealing to scripture—they invite 

and even expect rank-and-file believers to have direct contact with the texts, democratizing and 

popularizing the scriptural interpretive endeavor. They inculcate stylistic and idiomatic modes of 

communication and methods of citation that are direct, plain, and commonsensical. The Salafi style, 

which they call manhaj is more self-reflective, overt, and aware of its distinct idiom than the more 

latent Evangelical style, but in both cases their direct appeals to scripture have evolved into 

recognizable scripturalist accents, intonations, and inflections within the broader fields of Sunni and 

Protestant discourse. 

 
The Overt Salafi Manhaj 

 One of the most frequently occurring untranslated Arabic terms in Anglophone Salafi discourse 

is manhaj (occasionally transcribed as minhaj). This word, manhaj, has many overtones for Salafis, 

leading to a wide variety of translations into English.73 Most Salafis simply render it “methodology,” 

though even that can feel a bit more technical and unitary than its functional connotations. I would 

suggest that “approach” or “modus operandi” might be more true (if less literal) translations of this 

word in its everyday service in Salafi vocabulary. For Salafis, manhaj is a global and a precise term—it 

encompasses everything the Prophet and Salaf did and thought. Salafis believe that they have 

inherited not just sacred texts and behaviors from the Salaf, but an entire way of life and worldview. 

They are very aware that they share the same texts, the Qurʾan and Sunna (Hadith) plus an extended 

early commentary (tafsīr) collection, with their fellow Muslims, but the lauded Salafi manhaj 

(sometimes simply rendered in English as “the way of the Salaf”) is the boundary marker between 

their approach to the texts and all other modi operandi within the Islamic tradition. In addition to al-

                                                        
73 To name a couple: Olsson and Poljarevic use the phrase “a program of individual and collective action” to render 

manhaj. Susanne Olssen and Emin Poljarevic, “Contemporary Salafism: Expressions, Practices, and Everyday Living,” 
Comparative Islamic Studies 8, no. 1-2 (2012): 54, whereas Wictorowicz offers “action [that] signifies the prophetic model of 
putting beliefs into practice.” Wictorowicz, “Anatomy of the Salafi Movement,” 219. 
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Albani’s revamping of the Hadith canon, the Salafi manhaj is a powerful way for Salafis to claim their 

rightful custody of Islamic scripture. 

 There are three main arenas in which manhaj is debated and enacted: scriptural interpretation, 

theory and practice of worship, and the Salafi approach to (especially non-Salafi) society and 

governments.74 By its nature, the center of attention in this dissertation is with the first realm 

(scriptural interpretation) of manhaj, but the other two dimensions of manhaj and their discourses 

cannot simply be separated from the interpretive side. Salafis seek to discern and achieve integrated 

lives in perfect conformity with the model and approach of the Salaf. This exhibits itself in their often 

near-obsessive focus on ritual compliance and (in some cultures) distinctive modes of dress. As 

Gauvain has found in his fieldwork with Egyptian Salafis, once a practice has been verified through 

the Salafi scriptural manhaj (particularly by a figure like al-Albani), it becomes absolutely binding: “if 

a man does not let his beard grow (more than a handful), or prevent his trousers from descending 

beneath the ankle, or repeat his purification regardless of whether it is time to pray, he risks 

manifesting the tell-tale signs of disbelief.”75 Likewise, contentious Salafi debates about the correct 

political or social relations of the Salafi community (including the discourses about jihad) have their 

roots in the supposedly unitary nature of manhaj. If the Salaf offers an exacting and plenary example, 

then there must be a unified, correct way to approach any given situation.76 As Abu Muʿadh sums up 

his defense of Salafis claiming the title of Ahl al-Sunna alongside their own Salafi identity, he asserts, 

“So there is no harm, rather it is a requirement to have this term Ahl al-Sunna, to have these terms, 

the Salafiyyun, because it simply is an ascription to the correct and upright methodology.”77 Put 

                                                        
74 Wagemakers offers a good overview of the interplay and intersection among these three areas. Joas Wagemakers, 

“Salafism.” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Religion. accessed February 11, 2017, http://religion.oxfordre.com/view/ 
10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.001.0001/acrefore-9780199340378-e-255. 

75 Richard Gauvain, “Salafism in Modern Egypt: Panacea or Pest?,” Political Theology 11, no. 6 (2010): 822. 
76 Umar Lee explains: “The Salafis talk about ‘the Rule’ not ‘a rule.’ ‘The Rule’ —that’s the difference between al-daʿwa 

al-Salafiyya and the rest of the world. ‘The Rule,’ ‘the Rule.’ ... Every matter, pretty much, has been ruled upon. And you 
either go with the ruling or you go with innovation or falsehood.” Umar Lee, interview, March 2, 2017. 

77 Aslam, “The Salafis are Ahlus-Sunnah,” 35:30ff. 
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differently, the Salafis are properly the People of the Hadith, the People of the Sunna (identity 

categories) because they alone take the proper approach to the Sunna (that is, the Salafi manhaj). 

They believe that they imitate the method of approaching the texts that the Salaf practiced, and, 

consequently, they alone are loyal not only to the texts that contain the Prophetic revelation but to the 

proper modus operandi with regards to those texts. 

 What is the Salafi manhaj, their distinctive mode of approaching the Qurʾan and the Hadith? 

Much more will be said about the philosophy and commonsense idiom of the American Salafi 

approach to scriptural interpretation in Chapter 3, but it is enough observe here, that the global 

discourse around the Salafi manhaj entails a direct, democratic, ijtihād-style of citation of the Qurʾan 

and the Hadith and bringing scriptural truth to bear on any question. It is less that Salafi 

conversations and exhortations are entirely dissimilar from all other Muslim discourse (other Sunnis 

and Shiʿites obviously are constantly referencing the Qurʾan and the Hadith), and more that the 

volume and tone of the scriptural references are accentuated to the furthest point. Abu Muʿadh again 

exhorts,  

      Look at the books of Shaykh al-Albani in our time; look at his books! All of his books filled 
with the aḥādīth [plural of hadith] and the chains of narration, linking you through the 
chains up to the Prophet (sallā	llāhu	ʿalay-hi	wa-sallam—Peace be upon him), clinging on to 
the Athar [remnants/traditions of information about the Prophet and Salaf], the aḥādīth, the 
narrations, clinging on to that revelation. Look at the example of the scholars today, those 
who teach: what do you find in every single lesson of theirs, every single lesson of every single 
Salafi scholar? You will find that it is filled with association to the Sunna: āyāt [verses from 
the Qurʾan], aḥādīth, narrating from the examples and the understandings of the Salaf, that is 
what you find. But you go and you sit with the people of innovation, and what do you find? 
Stories and stories and stories of how they go to paradise and of their dreams.78 

 
This observation about Salafi discourse is echoed by Yasir Qadhi, who avers: “I challenge you to listen 

to any Salafi lecture except that it’s peppered with Qurʾan and Hadith directly. Whereas non-Salafis 

wouldn’t be as peppered, let’s say, with as many obvious quotations.”79 In all their prolific appeals to 

                                                        
78 Aslam, “The Salafis are Ahlus-Sunnah.” These last two derisive examples are especially directed at Sufi mystical 

experiences. 
79 Qadhi, interview, February, 18, 2017. 
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the Islamic scriptures, the Salafis are not merely piling prooftext upon prooftext, they are employing 

every textual tool at their disposal to develop the scaffolding of the Salafi manhaj. They are anchoring 

themselves in the world of the Salaf in such a way that they are notionally separate from all other 

claimants to the Muslim identity while tying themselves ever more tightly to the textual core of the 

Muslim tradition. 

 Significantly, even for those American Salafis who eventually choose to stop self-ascribing the 

term Salafi, the abandonment of the title does not necessarily coincide with forsaking the manhaj. 

Qadhi, who has rejected the title Salafi for its negative connotations, was asked at a Salafi conference 

in 2014 about that choice. He responded,  

I (astaghfirullah [expression of disgust, but, literally, “I ask Allah’s forgiveness”]) never said 
that I left the way of the Salaf... The way of the Salaf is the most orthodox and the best way of 
understanding Islam. Our Prophet (sallā llāhu ʿalay-hi wa-sallam) has praised the three 
generations [i.e., the first three generations of Muslims]... I disagree with some of the 
methodological practices of the current Salafi movement.80  
 

This might seem like parsing phrases or a distinction without a difference—he is not a Salafi but he 

follows the way of the Salaf?—but Qadhi’s point is important and subtle. He is critiquing the Salafi 

movement and its acquired reputation as being itself insufficiently attuned to the manhaj (the way of 

the Salaf). Put differently, Qadhi is practicing ijtihād (independent interpretation) to such a degree 

that he is subverting even the Salafi movement in which he was raised and educated. His is a 

(reformist) Salafi critique of Salafism, not an abandonment of the manhaj.  

 There is an ineradicable epistemic circularity to the concept of the Salafi manhaj. It begins with 

a theological assumption—that the Salaf experienced a pristine and untrammeled Islam and that the 

early Muslim generations were made morally superior by their proximity to divine revelation. This 

leads to the Salafi manhaj of directly consulting and exegeting the Hadith (and to a lesser degree, the 

Qurʾan) to mine every detail they can about the practice and thought of the Salaf. But the Hadith 

                                                        
80 Qadhi, “Have You Left the Way of the Salaf?” 
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corpus is itself putatively a product of the memories of the Salaf, which leads back to the theological 

assumption of their veracity and goodness. To this, many Salafis add the assumption that the Salaf 

was intrinsically united in their approach and interpretation, leading to a unitary, plenary precedent, 

which must be excavated in the Hadith. I would suggest, however, that it is precisely this circularity 

that makes Salafi discourse so fecund and lively. Take, for instance, a reflection on manhaj from 

Hatem al-Haj, an Egyptian-American Salafi shaykh who is more in the progressive Salafi strand, he 

notes that, in light of the specific cultural context of American Salafis,  

In America, we may be pushed to basically go back and adopt the way of the Salaf, the 
Righteous Predecessors, who used to be more tolerant of disagreements—disagreements over 
law and over thought in general. So that may be the effect of the multiculturalism we live in, 
certainly sometimes it could be the effect of relativity.81  
 

This is a robust American reframing of the Salaf. Because the loop of interpretation always brings the 

interpreter back to the Salaf and back to the text, there is always the possibility of “seeing” something 

new in the precedent of the Salaf. Like Qadhi, al-Haj is using ijtihād to implicitly critique many of his 

contemporary hardline fellow Salafis. In al-Haj’s reading of the Salaf, what is precedential is their 

tolerance of plurality and generosity of spirit, not their exact, lock-step agreement on every question. 

The circularity of the manhaj allows for the constant possibility of reinterpretation and renewal. 

Salafis lay claim to—and potentially renovate—the vibrant core of Sunni Islam through direct appeals 

to scripture. 

 
The Covert Evangelical “Biblical” Style 

 What new things do we learn about Evangelicalism in the comparison with Salafism? I would 

suggest one of the important analytical shifts implied by this comparison is to see Evangelicalism 

itself as a style and circular method of approaching the Bible—a scriptural discourse.82 The 

                                                        
81 Hatem al-Haj, interview, March 2, 2017. 
82 There is a large body of scholarly literature on Evangelical approaches to the Bible, but I have yet to discover anyone 

speaking of Evangelicalism itself as a discourse. One study that is akin to my own is Kathleen C. Boone’s The Bible Tells 
Them So: The Discourse of Protestant Fundamentalism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), in which she 
brings a Foucauldian style of literary analysis to Fundamentalist conversations about the Bible. By only focusing on the 
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Evangelical scriptural idiom about the Bible is less self-reflective and more out of view than the Salafi 

discussions of manhaj. Hence, there is no single term in the Evangelical vocabulary that so succinctly 

and universally captures their approach to scripture. “Inerrancy” and “infallibility” are more 

theological categories and principles, which functionally say very little about how everyday 

inerrantists or infallibilists approach the Bible. In fact, inerrantists and infallibilists and those 

Evangelicals who avoid both terms are all still arguing within the distinctive Evangelical idiom. In 

brief, the Evangelical style of Bible-approach is, like the Salafi manhaj, a modus operandi, a direct, 

democratic appeal to the plain meaning of the Bible. This gives rise to the Evangelical scriptural 

discourse, conducted with its constant invocation of the commonsense meaning of the biblical text. 

 Instead of a single word, like manhaj, Evangelicals have a field of terms that play similar roles, 

though none of them attain such a universal methodological usage. For example, in more elite, 

theologically educated Evangelical circles, discussions center on proper hermeneutics. On this front, 

Evangelical theologians (like trained Salafi shaykhs) can be quite sophisticated and reflective on their 

theory of interpretation. They can speak, for instance, about the “grammatical-historical method” of 

interpreting scripture that controls against the “inject[ion of] subjective elements into 

interpretation.”83 That theoretical and refined corner of Evangelical biblical discourse is part of what is 

in view here—the scholarly rendition of a more incipient, low-to-the-ground style. Evangelical 

scholars will delve into the Greek and Hebrew, the linguistic contexts, parallel texts, and past 

interpretations of any given passage or verse. But to focus only on the academic and theoretical side of 

the Evangelical discursive enterprise around scripture is to miss the vast majority of it. 

                                                        
1980s Fundamentalism conversations that assume inerrancy, she is examining a more homogenous phenomenon than the 
wider spectrum I am examining. Another study of Evangelical biblical discourse by James Bielo follows a more semiotic 
“discourse analysis” methodology, though his linguistic approach pays little attention to the underlying philosophical and 
theological frames I am investigating in Chapter 3. James S. Bielo, Words upon the Word: An Ethnography of Evangelical 
Group Bible Study (New York/London: New York University Press, 2009), 14ff. 

83 Robert L. Thomas, Evangelical Hermeneutics: The New Versus the Old (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2002), 46. 
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 A different Evangelical term that more closely resembles manhaj is the word biblical. A 

dictionary would point you to a simple adjectival (relating to the Bible) definition of the term, but 

that hardly captures all the connotations of the term biblical for Evangelicals. Much like the globally 

regulative sense of manhaj, biblical is a plumb line for Evangelicals. Something that is biblical is at 

least permissible, probably commendable, and often obligatory. Hence, Evangelical discourse is filled 

with phrases like biblical manhood, biblical dating, biblical healthy eating, biblical parenting, biblical 

leadership, etc. In every pertinent arena of life, the Bible is looked to as a special authority, and its 

derived principles and teachings are the basis for all relationships and proper behaviors. Consider, for 

example, the following response from noted Evangelical pastor John Piper, when asked by a petitioner 

to explain why not to convert to Roman Catholicism:  

       it is neither biblical nor wise to surrender one’s conscience to any human authority outside 
the Bible... it is impossible to have biblical faith in a truth one does not believe is in the Bible 
[i.e., the independent authority of the papacy or the church]. It is not the nature of biblical 
faith. It is not the nature of biblical faith or biblical submission or biblical allegiance to God 
in his word that it would bow to any man who teaches anything contrary to the Scriptures.84  

 
Beyond the constant recurrence of the word “biblical,” Piper’s underlying point is illustrative of the 

Evangelical emphasis on the individual’s responsibility to evaluate every idea or posture against the 

Bible. Biblical faith is taken as the de facto standard against which all other faiths are measured. 

Piper’s circular reasoning (biblical faith is the only real faith according to the Bible) is, by sheer 

repetition, a castigation of the Catholic Church’s affirmations of authorities (tradition and the papal 

office) other than the Bible.  

 “Biblical” also has a unitive sense that, in Evangelical discourse, consolidates the various verses 

and perspectives within the Bible into a cohesive whole. An oft-used phrase in many Evangelical 

circles is biblical worldview (sometimes also called the “Christian worldview”). The phrase connotes a 

                                                        
84 John Piper, “Contrary to Roman Catholics, the Bible Is Our Sufficient Authority,” Desiring God blog, October 28, 2016, 

accessed February 12, 2017, http://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/contrary-to-roman-catholics-the-bible-is-our-sufficient-
authority. 



 

 

 149 

unified, holistic understanding of the entire cosmos from the Christian perspective. This language of 

worldview was especially popularized by the public intellectual of the Religious Right, Francis 

Schaeffer, who characteristically wrote, “There is one world-view which can explain the existence of 

the universe, its form, and the uniqueness of people—the world-view given to us in the Bible.”85 

From within the frame of the “biblical worldview,” Evangelicals can speak authoritatively about 

“biblical marriage” in their opposition to allowing gay marriage or about “biblical womanhood” in 

their opposition to female pastors. The irony, of course, is that in all of these intra-Christian (and 

intra-Evangelical) debates, both sides are citing and quoting the Bible, but for Evangelicals “biblical” 

and “biblical worldview” stand in for the ground-level, purportedly aggregate message of the Bible. 

 As with Salafis, the deployment of the Evangelical “biblical” idiom is frequently oppositional, 

distinguishing the Evangelical community from their co-religionists. The Evangelical challenge to 

Catholicism, like Piper’s above, is not merely a recapitulation of the early Protestant polemics; there 

tradition and conformity with the Church Fathers could also be invoked as supporting the Protestant 

position (see Chapter 1), now the Bible alone upholds the Bible. This is what Keith Mathison has 

critically termed a “solo scriptura,” as opposed to the Protestants’ sola scriptura, approach to the 

Bible.86 It is Bible-onlyism, the unmoored citation of inerrant/infallible scripture as the measure of 

all human activity and thought. Like the Salafi manhaj, the self-referential formulation of “biblical” 

faith is epistemologically circular—“The Bible is trustworthy, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  

 Within American religion, the Evangelical style makes up the predominant scriptural 

discourse, with radio preachers, televangelists, proselytizing pamphlets and books, and Bible study 

participants all appealing to the plain meaning of the sacred text. If you set out to draw a bright line 

between Mainline Protestantism and Evangelicalism or, indeedm between Pentecostalism and 

                                                        
85 C. Everett Koop and Francis A. Schaeffer, Whatever Happened to the Human Race? (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1983), 82. 

For more on the significant intellectual impact of Schaeffer on Evangelicalism, see Michael S. Hamilton, “The Dissatisfaction 
of Francis Schaeffer,” Christianity Today, March 3, 1997, accessed June 17, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com 
/ct/1997/march3/7t322a.html?ctlredirect=true. 

86 Keith A. Mathison, The Shape of Sola Scriptura (Moscow, ID: CanonPress, 2001), 239ff. 
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Evangelicalism in America today, you would find countless points of overlap and hybrids: Evangelical 

churches in Mainline denominations, Evangelical members of Mainline congregations, Catholic 

Evangelicals like Marco Rubio, self-identified Mainline Protestants who are fluent in Evangelical 

idiom and read their Bible everyday. American Evangelicalism is many overlapping things—a religio-

political voting bloc, a set of historic institutions and denominations that trace their roots back to 

the First and Second Great Awakening revivals, rebranded Fundamentalism, a conversionist form of 

piety and personal divine encounter. It is also a discourse about the Bible, a style of approaching the 

sacred text that is direct, democratic, historyless, and existential. Defining Evangelicalism as a 

scriptural discourse does not negate any of the other important characterizations, but the 

comparison with American Salafism casts in sharp relief the stylistic, idiomatic, and latently 

methodological aspects that are constitutive of Evangelical conversations about the Bible. 

 Such a stylistic and discursive approach to defining these scripturalist movements has a couple 

advantages. On the one hand, it takes seriously the identity affirmations of Salafis and Evangelicals 

themselves, who align their identities around scripture. They carve out for themselves, in the midst of 

diverse American Christian and American Muslim assemblages, communal and individual identities 

predicated on their dedication to scripture. On the other hand, defining Salafism and Evangelicalism 

as discursive styles helps to account for the nebulousness of the actual boundaries around these 

movements.87 In fact, it is nearly impossible to draw a sharp line between Salafis and non-Salafi 

Sunnis, between Evangelicals and non-Evangelical Protestants, because scripture is a shared resource 

                                                        
87 I would suggest that this discursive framing of Evangelicalism could also shed new light on the often murky and 

indeterminate boundaries between Evangelicalism and the related American discourses of Pentecostalism and Charismatic 
Protestantism. Some have argued that these are sub-species of Evangelicalism, while others have sought to delineate and 
maintain their differences. Without fully exploring this definitional possibility—a subject worthy of a dissertation in and of 
itself—I would merely observe here that, while experience certainly plays an important role in Evangelical piety (e.g., the 
experience of being “born again” and conversion), the central epistemic accent in Evangelicalism is on the Bible. As the 
Evangelical children’s song so succinctly captures it: “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.” Pentecostals and 
Charismatics hold mystical and ecstatic experience to be another anchoring element of faith. This might help to better 
identify the tensions and interior alignments of those Evangelical-Pentecostal hybrids like the Holiness movement.  
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in both religious traditions. “Bible people” and “Hadith people” is shorthand, a heuristic for 

describing the underlying different styles of approaching scripture. 

 

Conclusion: Communal Confidence, Bespoke Revelation 

 As I conclude this chapter, it is worth revisiting what is at stake in the Evangelical and Salafi 

discourses about scripture. The modern world is a deeply confusing place: religious truth has 

multiple claimants; old forms of knowledge and learning have withered or been transformed as the 

hard sciences have reconfigured how humans think at the cosmic and atomic levels; ethnicities and 

nationalities and religious communities and political ideologies all brush up against one another, 

entangling all sorts of identities; technologies and scientific advances have accelerated the pace of 

change and adaptation. Add to this the pluralism of American culture—the recognition of social, 

ethnic, political, and religious multiplicity—and identity and epistemology become fraught arenas 

indeed. Every religious community that inhabits such environs must find ways of demarcating its 

claims and asserting its belonging. The Evangelicals’ and Salafis’ scripturalism is one mode, 

separately arrived at, of carving out identity in such a turbulent environment. 

 At the communal level, the scripturalists’ sense of thorough alignment with and fidelity to the 

Bible and the Hadith gives Evangelicals and Salafis confidence amid the shifting sands of modernity 

and intra- and interreligious pluralism. They treat their respective scriptures as epistemic anchors, 

which, when approached properly (through the manhaj or biblically), can instruct readers, both 

scholars and laypeople, in the truth. As one popular Evangelical bumper sticker pithily sums it up: 

“The Bible [or, more directly, God] said it, I believe it, that settles it.” With the marginalization of 

tradition as a source of truth and confidence, Evangelical and Salafi identification with scripture 

becomes critical to their knowledge of and existence in the world. In the chaotic modern milieu, 

these ancient, treasured texts become the scripturalists’ access points to authentic, eternal truth. To 

many scholars and outsiders who examined and analyzed “fundamentalism,” this assertiveness 
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seemed naïve, and Evangelicals’ and Salafis’ confidence in their scriptures’ total authority appeared 

simplistic, intellectually lazy, out of step with the complexity of modernity. But the internal 

dynamism of these scripturalist discourses is grounded in something more than the flat 

pronouncement of scriptural veracity—embedded in their discourse is a rigorous communal and 

personal discipline. Scripturalists work assiduously at discussing, studying, fathoming, interpreting, 

and reinterpreting the sacred texts. Their confidence is hard won. 

 At the individual level, what is at stake is the existential encounter between the individual and 

the sacred text. This is what Saad Tasleem’s exhortations at the start of the chapter were about: “This 

book that was written fourteen-, fifteen-hundred years ago, now in this day and age, makes my life, 

makes things make sense. All of a sudden I look at world issues and world problems, and inner 

struggles and outer struggles, and I look at everything, and I realize: these things now make sense!” 

The popularization of sacred texts means that anyone can encounter acclaimed revelation directly. 

Everyone is invited; everyone is responsible. What is on offer in Salafi and Evangelical discourse is a 

personal meaning-making power that can potentially re-interpret and re-align one’s entire 

worldview. It is the possibility of bespoke revelation, the word of God and the words of the righteous 

ancestors speaking directly to me. One cannot understand the popularity and appeal of these 

movements apart from that empowering dimension. 
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CHAPTER 3 --- Manifest to Common Sense: Historical and Philosophical Roots 
 

 Consider these two sample statements from an American Evangelical and an American Salafi 

about human rationality. First, from Taylor Jones, a chemistry professor at The Master’s University: 

       Normal people use such common-sense insights daily. Even postmodernists and Hindu 
mystics move aside when a truck rushes in their direction. When Thomas Kuhn and others 
question the omniscience and omnipotence of modern science, people questioned common 
sense as well. They should not. Christians realize that God has designed his rational image 
bearers to comprehend his creation through their senses and with their minds.1  

 
The second comes from Ify Okoye, a gay Nigerian-American Muslim convert and a regular volunteer 

with AlMaghrib Institute. She writes on her blog: 

       You don’t need a fatwa [scholarly opinion] on everything. The religion is easy, we all have to 
find our baseline and above that there is so much fluidity and expansiveness built into the 
shariah [Islamic law] because it’s a divine message made for all people at all times. There are 
matters that [are] well-known and even if you never encountered a scholar in your life, you 
would still be able to discern through the use of your God-given critical thinking capacity.... 
You don’t need a fatwa to know that the way men abuse the authority they’ve been given to 
relegate women to inferior spaces in mosques is wrong. These things are well-known, it’s part 
of the pure and natural fitra (human nature).2 

 
Beyond the specifics of Jones’ and Okoye’s contextual arguments, I would call attention to the similar 

idioms and assumptions of their reasoning. Both seemingly speak to a sympathetic audience calling 

attention to what is obvious and putatively incontestable, “rational,” “well-known,” “common-sense.” 

Both make claims about human nature and its built-in reasonability—God’s “rational image bearers,” 

“God-given critical thinking capacity,” “the pure and natural fitra (human nature)”—an intuition that 

does not require elite, scholarly ratification. There is something deeply American about Jones’ and 

                                                        
1 Taylor B. Jones, “Why a Scriptural View of Science?,” in Think Biblically! Recovering a Christian Worldview, Richard L. 

Mayhue and John MacArthur, eds. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2003), 348 n. 65. 
2 Ify Okoye, “Use Your Mind—You Don’t Need a Fatwa for Everything,” My Thoughts, January 19, 2011, accessed June 

24, 2017, https://ifyokoye.com/2011/01/19/use-your-mind-you-dont-need-a-fatwa-for-everything/. Okoye would likely bristle 
at me calling her a Salafi, since, like Yasir Qadhi, she has objected to the negative connotations of that term: “I find the 
umbrella term salafi unworkable. It lumps together many disparate groups which have very little in common other than 
claiming to be following in the footsteps of the salaf which almost all Muslims claim.” Ify Okoye, Comment on “Dar us 
Salaam Salafi?—The Goal Is Not Isolation,” My Thoughts, Reliable Sources, September 8, 2006, accessed June 24, 2017, 
https://ifyokoye.com/ 2006/09/08/dar-us-salaam-salafi-%E2%80%93-the-goal-is-not-isolation/. I use the term Salafi to 
describe her inasmuch as she is a participant in the American Salafi discourse and idiom as is abundantly evident from the 
content of her blog for more than a decade, while acknowledging her nuanced self-identification. 
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Okoye’s idiomatic invocation of common sense: the truth, or at least salient portions of it, is 

accessible, clear to any sensible person. They both couch their arguments in religious terms, but 

their sentiment and style is democratic, plebian, and pragmatic. They are also illustrative of a subtle 

throughline in both the American Salafi and the American Evangelical scriptural discourses: trust in 

and appeals to common sense, a universal, baseline human rationality. 

 In this chapter, I will trace some of the origins of this commonsense style of scriptural 

reasoning, its philosophical underpinnings, and trajectories that run from fourteenth-century 

Damascus and eighteenth-century Scotland to present day America. As much as Evangelicals and 

Salafis might exist in a state of relative “historylessness” and contemporaneity (Chapter 1), as much 

as they might stake their communal and individual identities on direct and unadulterated appeals to 

scripture (Chapter 2), these ideas and discursive styles did evolve in particular environments. Despite 

their historyless appearance, American Evangelical and Salafi hermeneutical approaches and 

assumptions are rooted in the past, in past theological and philosophical debates about the role of 

scripture and the capacity of human knowing. Even if your run of the mill American Evangelical 

would be unable to define the Reformation theological term “perspicuity” and a American Salafi 

“sutdent of knowledge” might not know about the jurisprudential principle of the “ẓāhir” sense of the 

text, nonetheless, these ideas undergird Evangelical and Salafi approaches to scripture. The 

scripturalists’ approaches are tied, on the Evangelical side, to the Scottish Enlightenment and 

Common Sense Realism that deeply affected early American culture and the emerging Evangelical 

movement. They are traceable, on the Salafi side, to the medieval polymath Ibn Taymiyya, and his 

negotiation of balancing human reason and revelation. American Salafis have translated Ibn 

Taymiyya into the parlance of common sense, using his precedent to govern their own English 

discourse. These philosophical debates and theological formulations of bygone centuries have 

become embedded in the hidden presuppositions that Salafis and Evangelicals bring to their sacred 

texts in every scriptural conversation. 
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 Several attempts have been made by scholars to comparatively describe this style or approach 

to scripture—most of them are useful, but they fall short of capturing the ethos and inner logic of 

Evangelical and Salafi discourse. For instance, a number of scholars have attempted to use the term 

literalism to describe the Evangelical and Salafi mode of approach to the manifest meaning of the 

Bible and the Hadith.3 One could, indeed, fill page upon page with references, many of them from 

Salafis and Evangelicals themselves, attesting to their trust in the literal truth of scripture. 

“Literalism” is an identity posture affirmed by many scripturalists, but it is analytically misleading on 

two fronts. In the first place, “literalism” as a categorical term seems to accept at face value the 

conceit that there is a single, literal meaning to a text which must either be followed or rejected. One 

does not need to employ postmodern literary theory to demonstrate that these texts—the Bible, the 

Qurʾan, the Hadith—have no single literal meaning. They have been read and interpreted in almost 

countless ways over the centuries, including by various communities evincing literalist claims. It is a 

phenomenon that Christian Smith has termed “pervasive interpretive pluralism:” “[t]he undeniable 

fact of entrenched, ubiquitous disagreements among biblicists about what scripture teaches on most 

issues, large and small.”4 Secondly, “literalism” implies that all “literalists” are united in their 

understanding of said text. Declaring someone (or uncritically granting their own claims of being) a 

literalist risks overlooking the complex debates among literalists about meaning and interpretation. 

The map is not the territory, and mistaking the one for the other presumes a homogeneity that is 

simply inaccurate. There is far more going on under the surface of Salafi or Evangelical scriptural 

discourse than blunt appeals to literal supernatural texts. 

 Another useful but inadequate categorization of Salafis and Evangelicals posits that they are 

naïvely (and maybe purposefully) avoiding reflections on hermeneutics. Roxanne Euben 

                                                        
3 Ian Richard Netton uses the term literalism comparatively, putting Salafis side by side with biblical literalists. Islam, 

Christianity and Tradition (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 127-129. 
4 Christian Smith, The Bible Made Impossible: Why Biblicism Is Not a Truly Evangelical Reading of Scripture (Grand 

Rapids: Brazos Press, 2011), 67. 
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characterizes Muslim and Christian fundamentalists as making an “anti-hermeneutical move.” They 

“tend to reject the authority of past religious commentaries and textual interpretations in favor of 

what the text ‘really says,’ thereby denying that determining what the text ‘really says’ is itself an act 

of interpretation.”5 There is something undeniably insightful about this analysis—Evangelicals and 

Salafis do frequently downplay the need for complex interpretive matrices for approaching scripture. 

They do rhetorically reject the independent authority of tradition, and, in claiming a plain and 

discernible meaning in the text, their interpretations tend to obscure the interpretive process. But to 

label the entire Salafi or Evangelical scriptural interpretive endeavor methodologically and 

hermeneutically naïve is to paint with too broad a brush. As we saw in the previous chapter, while 

the average scripturalist might not know anything about hermeneutical theory, the average 

Evangelical pastor or scholar and the average Salafi shaykh can be quite sophisticated in articulating 

an approach to interpreting the text. There is no shortage of second-order methodological reflection 

on the Salafi manhaj, and Evangelical seminaries’ course catalogs are well-stocked with classes on 

hermeneutics and the method and theory of scripture.  

 Finally, the fundamentalism frame itself has often been used to classify Evangelical and Salafi 

modes of reading the Bible and the Hadith. Read synthetically and generously, the critiques of 

fundamentalists (especially from their co-religionists) center on the complaint that the importation of 

explicit, a priori, theological first principles (their fundamentals) about scripture locks down the 

interpretive endeavor. In short, the charge against fundamentalists is that their approach to scripture 

is ideological and inflexible. They read the text in one simplistic, intractable way and cannot change 

their minds. There is, indeed, much truth to this charge: Evangelicals and Salafis do bring a potent set 

                                                        
5 Roxanne Euben, “The New Manichaeans,” Theory and Event 5, no. 4 (2001): 12. Emphasis added. This might be echoing 

Marty who wrote early in his comparative explication of fundamentalism: “In relation to the texts of a tradition, 
fundamentalism is consistently antihermeneutical.” Marty, “Fundamentalism as a Social Phenomenon,” 22. Malley makes a 
similar claim about Evangelicals, arguing that they “are not inheritors of a hermeneutic tradition, a socially transmitted set 
of methods for reading the Bible... Rather, in each generation, the interpretive tradition mobilizes individuals’ hermeneutic 
imagination anew.” Brian Malley, How the Bible Works: An Anthropological Study of Evangelical Biblicism (Walnut Creek, 
CA: AltaMira Press, 2004), 103. 
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of theological principles and expectations to the text (some of which will be explored below) that 

inevitably shades the interpretations they extract from the text. But, again, this characterization of 

unitive ideological inflexibility is too simple by half. Within the Salafi and Evangelical scriptural 

discourses there are roiling debates and contentious intricate conversations. New interpretations and 

formulations are constantly being proposed and then wrangled over. 

 In contrast to these three predominant categorizations, I argue that Salafis and Evangelicals 

have a commonsense approach to scripture.6 Common sense is the style and idiom of the Salafi and 

Evangelical discourses about the Qurʾan/Hadith and the Bible. A low-to-the-ground rationality 

governs the ways they use and appeal to the text. In an oft-quoted essay, Clifford Geertz attempts to 

put language to the ephemeral reasoning of common sense: it involves appeals to “the obviousness of 

the obvious;” it is “an elaboration and defense of the truth claims of colloquial reason;” it is “open to 

all, the general property of at least, as we would put it, all solid citizens.”7 All of these are characteristic 

of the Evangelical and Salafi approaches to their respective scriptures. Implicit in the many and 

constant invocations and citations of scriptural passages by American Salafis and Evangelicals is a 

trust that the meaning of the text is sensible and even obvious to those who are attentive. There are 

two sides to the commonsense framework in each movement: a) scripture’s meaning is accessible, 

available, clear, and b) normal human rationality can discern and find that meaning, albeit with some 

exertion. One commonsense mode of scripturalism evolved with American Evangelicalism in the 

course of the nineteenth century, but as Salafism has entered the American context a similar English 

idiom has emerged in that movement. After a brief historical survey of the Scottish Enlightenment 

                                                        
6 This is not to be confused with Malley’s phrasing of “the commonsense notion of scripture,” which he intends to 

critique generic, comparative definitions of scripture across religions. Malley, How the Bible Works, 13, 147. Malley, in turn, 
purports to be summarizing the argument of Miriam Levering though her exact phrasing is “the widely shared common 
sense characterization of the Bible.” Miriam Levering, Rethinking Scripture: Essays from a Comparative Perspective (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1989), 9. In both cases their use of “common sense” in adjectival form is concerned with 
what intuitive assumptions most people might make about the universal category of scripture. I am using commonsense to 
describe the Salafi and Evangelical approaches to relating to what they have already divined to be scripture. 

7 Clifford Geertz, “Common Sense as a Cultural System,” in Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive 
Anthropology by Clifford Geertz (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 89, 78, and 91. 
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and the early American origins of the commonsense idiom, this chapter’s core is built around two 

parallel comparisons: I will profile two historical, representative figures (Charles Hodge and Ibn 

Taymiyya) who, within their own Postbellum Evangelical and medieval proto-Salafi contexts, 

developed similar frameworks for understanding human beings in relation to the text. I will then 

bring these frameworks into the present to explore, through two concrete examples, how these 

correlative assumptions about scripture and about people structure the Salafi and Evangelical 

discourses in America. 

 

America’s Scottish Founding Philosophy 

 It is not an overstatement to say that the founding ethos of the United States was shaped by 

Scottish Common Sense Realism.8 Several good historical surveys have charted the rise of Scottish 

Realism, with the thought of major figures such as Francis Hutcheson, Thomas Reid, Dugald Stewart, 

and William Hamilton, and its influence on early America, so it will be sufficient to briefly follow this 

philosophical current’s impact.9 The story of the Scottish Enlightenment and its influence on America 

begins with the skepticism of the Scottish philosopher David Hume, who questioned the fundamental 

connection between reality and subjective experience. As Hume propounds, 

       Our reason must be consider’d as a kind of cause, of which truth is the natural effect; but 
such-a-one as by the irruption of other causes, and by the inconstancy of our mental powers, 
may frequently be prevented. By this means all knowledge degenerates into probability; and 
this probability is greater or less, according to our experience of the veracity or deceitfulness 
of our understanding, and according to the simplicity or intricacy of the question.10 

 

                                                        
8 For the sake of clarity, I will capitalize Common Sense when used in reference to the Scottish philosophical 

movement. The uncapitalized phrase is used for the more generic notion of common sense, and I have adopted 
“commonsense” as the adjectival form of this same idea. 

9 See especially Daniel N. Robinson, “The Scottish Enlightenment and the American Founding,” The Monist 90, no. 2 
(April 2007): 170-181, and Samuel Fleischacker, “The Impact on America: Scottish Philosophy and the American Founding,” 
in The Cambridge Companion to the Scottish Enlightenment (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 316-337. Sophia 
Rosenfeld has also traced the ways that Scottish Realism and other philosophical currents made their way into Thomas 
Paine’s famous “Common Sense” pamphlet and became ingrained in the ways the founding Americans framed democracy. 
Rosenfeld, Common Sense: A Political History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), esp. 136-180. A very 
favorable but still useful account of this influence is in Scott Philip Segrest’s America and the Political Philosophy of 
Common Sense (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 2010). 

10 David Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature (London: Dover Philosophical Classics, 2003), 129. 
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Hume’s doubt undercuts the reliability of all mental processing: theories and analysis of causation are 

predicated upon the reliability of the mind. His larger point is against the confident empiricism of his 

own time that held sensory experience to be the building blocks of all knowledge. Hume casts doubt 

on the structures and capacities of the mind to objectively perceive the world (“the inconstancy of our 

mental powers”). Our beliefs affect our knowing and our experience of the world, and these beliefs 

may or may not be true, but they are not empirical. This questioning bent in Hume represented, in 

Heiner Klemme’s summary, “a turning point in the history of modern epistemology.”11 It opened the 

door to a deeper doubt about the reliability of all sensory experience of the objective world.12 

 Hume’s epistemological inquiry had at least two trajectories of influence on modern 

philosophy. One trajectory took place on the European continent. Immanuel Kant would later write, 

“I freely admit that the remembrance of David Hume was the very thing that many years ago first 

interrupted my dogmatic slumber and gave a completely different direction to my researches in the 

field of speculative philosophy.”13 Hume’s skepticism was, indeed, one of the motivating factors that 

led Kant, in his Critique of Pure Reason, to drive an epistemic wedge between the noumena (the 

“things in themselves”) and the phenomena (things in the “sensible world,” which are perceived 

through the structures of the human mind), calling this distinction a “complete solution to the 

Humean problem.”14 In Kant’s transcendental idealist framework, the philosopher can still talk about 

causality and develop theories, all while realizing that her analysis is based upon the structure of her 

mind and its processing of the phenomena. Essences and the noumena are outside of the scope of 

                                                        
11 Heiner F. Klemme, “Skepticism and Common Sense,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Scottish Enlightenment 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 118. 
12 There were limits to Hume’s skepticism. He did not follow the principle of doubt to despair. In a later work he 

advocates “a more mitigated skepticism or academical philosophy” that can correct against “excessive skepticism, when its 
undistinguished doubts are, in some measure, corrected by common sense and reflection.” David Hume, An Enquiry 
Concerning Human Understanding, Peter Millican, ed. (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 161. Despite 
Hume’s philosophical doubt, as a human being and thinker he is more pragmatic, recognizing that even philosophers must 
live in a world populated by common sense and science and human conventions. On Hume’s views on common sense, see 
Marion Ledwig, Common Sense: Its History, Method, and Applicability (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2007), 79ff. 

13 Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics with Selections from the Critique of Pure Reason, Gary 
Hatfield, ed. and trans. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 10. Emphasis his. 

14 Kant, Prolegomena, 64 and 106. 
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human knowability. In Kant’s self-reflection, he was doing for metaphysics and philosophy what 

Copernicus did for astronomy: shifting the lens of analysis away from the exterior world we see—the 

apparently turning stars—and onto ourselves—the ones who are actually rotating with the Earth. As 

he put it, “we cognize a priori in things only what we have ourselves put into them.”15 This Copernican 

revolution which Kant endeavors is, in effect, a turn to the subject—a movement away from the 

exterior world being the direct object of knowledge and towards philosophical cognition of the built-

in structures of the human mind.  

 Importantly, for Protestant theology on the Continent, in the following generation Kant’s own 

skepticism about metaphysics would have a major impact on Friedrich Schleiermacher, the widely 

attested Father of Modern Liberal Theology. Schleiermacher rejected Kant’s ethics (i.e., the 

Categorical Imperative) but accepted Kant’s overall pivot to the subjective dimension of human 

knowledge. Adding a strong measure from the budding Romanticism of his own generation, 

Schleiermacher famously redefined religion as an interior intuition of infinity: “Religion’s essence is 

neither thinking nor acting, but intuition and feeling. It wishes to intuit the universe, wishes devoutly 

to overhear the universe’s own manifestations and actions, longs to be grasped and filled by the 

universe’s immediate influences in childlike passivity.”16 Like Kant’s philosophy, Schleiermacher’s 

theology involved a turn to the subject—a systematized focus on the intuitive consciousness and 

connection between the human soul and the infinite (the singular noumenon), rather than abstract 

cogitation on metaphysics. Unlike Kant, Schleiermacher maintained that, through intuition and 

feeling, humans can experientially know their connection to the infinite.17 Schleiermacher’s 

                                                        
15 Kant, Prolegomena with Selections from the Critique of Pure Reason, 144-145. 
16 Friederich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, Richard Crouter, trans. and ed.  

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 22. 
17 As Julia Lamm demonstrates, Schleiermacher’s response to Kant was to embrace the some of monism of Spinoza, 

and, “with Spinoza’s monistic principle of inherency[,] the Kantian dualism between phenomena and noumena can be 
resolved.” In other words, when humans intuit that they are also a part of the infinite (“the finite inheres in the infinite”), 
then we know that there is not noumena but a single noumenon, a living God, to which we are connected at the level of 
consciousness. Julia Lamm, The Living God: Schleiermacher’s Theological Appropriation of Spinoza (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996), 31. 
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impactful—and controversial—approach to theology has been lambasted and caricatured by every 

generation of Evangelicals since as reducing religion and divine revelation to a matter of mere feeling. 

 The American trajectory of Hume’s skepticism occurred as his doubts were met with much less 

acceptance by his Scottish colleagues. The strongest contemporary argument against the skeptic came 

from Thomas Reid, who saw Hume’s thought as the culmination of a long series of idealist reasonings, 

including that of Descartes, Malebranche, and Locke, which had questioned whether humanity can 

interact with the objective world except through their own ideas.18 For Reid, Hume’s blanket 

skepticism was the logical product of that first initial doubt in human connection to the objective 

world. Reid, a trained and practicing minister in the Church of Scotland in his early life, would, over 

the course of his career, become the central figure in a new school of philosophy titled the Scottish 

Realists. Theirs was an Enlightenment project, upholding rationalism, engaging and conversing with 

the international currents of philosophy and scientific growth in that era, but it was a peculiarly 

epistemically confident strand of Enlightenment thought. Taking a page from Francis Bacon, Reid and 

his colleagues sought to establish a philosophical approach that was quasi-scientific, empirically 

rooted, taking sensory data as foundational knowledge and building up from there by a process of 

inductive logic. As Reid put it, “Lord Bacon first delineated the strict and severe method of induction; 

since his time it has been applied with very happy success in some parts of natural philosophy [i.e., 

the natural sciences],” and Reid proceeded to appropriate this inductive, foundationalist style for his 

own philosophical method.19 He grounded his thought in what he called “Common Sense:”  

       Philosophy... has no other root but the principles of Common Sense; it grows out of them, 
and draws its nourishment from them: severed from this root, its honours wither, its sap is 
dried up, it dies and rots... [The philosophers] of the present have waged open war with 

                                                        
18 This “Cartesian system” of thought was bound to fail, in Reid’s polemical phrasing, in that “although it did not bring 

forth this monster until the year 1739 [with Hume’s Treatise on Human Nature] it may be said to have carried it in its womb 
from the beginning.” Thomas Reid, An Inquiry into the Human Mind: On the Principles of Common Sense, Derek R. Brookes, 
ed. (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 210. 

19 Reid, An Inquiry into the Human Mind, 204. 
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Common Sense, and hope to make a complete conquest of it by the subtilities of Philosophy; 
an attempt no less audacious and vain, than that of the giants to dethrone almighty Jove.20 

 
This was Reid’s answer to Hume: radical skepticism simply cannot persist in the face of the self-

evident principles of common sense. Any man or woman on the street could debunk Hume with just 

their basic reason.21 Over the course of the eighteenth century, Reid and his fellow Scottish Realists 

offered the most systematically articulated and philosophically grounded conception the principles of 

common sense in the history of Western thought. 

 The Scottish Realists had developed a philosophical mode that was uniquely suited to the mid- 

to late eighteenth-century moment: “at once amenable to science, Christian beliefs, the rise of the 

modern public sphere, and democratic politics.”22 Their ideas found particularly fertile soil in the 

American colonies where democratic and populist sentiments were already prevalent. The American 

founding fathers were steeped in the Common Sense idiom and philosophical mode. The debates and 

articulations of eighteenth-century Scottish philosophers were avidly read in the American colonies, 

and the philosophy of Reid and his disciple Dugald Stewart were widely espoused among the central 

political and philosophical circles in the nascent nation. It is no coincidence that Thomas Paine’s 

famous eve-of-the-Revolution pamphlet was titled “Common Sense.” As James C. Livingston sums up: 

“This ‘common-sense’ view of knowledge largely derived from Stewart by way of Reid—confident in 

Baconian scientific progress, practical and pragmatic in spirit, and democratic in its belief in the 

veracity of the common judgments of humanity—was well-suited to the ‘Gilded Age’ in American 

                                                        
20 Reid, An Inquiry into the Human Mind, 19. As Nicholas Wolterstorff encapsulates Reid’s perception, “[t]he 

philosopher has no option but to join with the rest of humanity in conducting his thinking within the confines of common 
sense. He cannot lift himself above the herd.” Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Reid on Common Sense,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Thomas Reid, Terence Cuneo and René van Woudenberg, eds. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2004), 77. 

21 Despite his Reformed theological and ministerial training, in his own philosophy of religion Reid did not feel the 
need to affirm John Calvin’s sensus divinitatis (sense of the divine), the inbuilt human capacity to intuit God’s existence. 
Common sense was far more epistemically expansive than that and capable of intuiting far more. See Dale Tuggy, “Reid’s 
Philosophy of Religion,” in The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Reid, Terence Cuneo and René van Woudenberg, eds. 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 299. 

22 Benjamin W. Redekop, “Reid’s Influence in Britain, Germany, France and America,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Thomas Reid, Terence Cuneo and René van Woudenberg, eds. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 313. 
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history.”23 Common Sense philosophy also dominated the Antebellum American university scene, 

particularly at Princeton University, where signer of the Declaration of Independence and 

Presbyterian minister John Witherspoon was the university president and a leading proponent of 

Common Sense philosophy. Throughout most the eighteenth century, Common Sense “remained 

unquestionably the American philosophy.”24 

 

Evangelicalism’s Native Common Sense Habitat 

 Scottish Realism also profoundly impacted the congealing Evangelical discourse and style of 

theology in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. American Evangelicalism grew into a mature 

movement over the course of that century swimming in the waters of Common Sense. Both Noll and 

Marsden have adroitly explored the ways that Evangelical and Fundamentalist theology and 

philosophy dovetailed explicitly and implicitly with Reidian Realism.25 Indeed, as nineteenth-century 

American Protestant theology became its own distinct conversation departing from the European 

roots of the Reformation, the Antebellum intellectual climate was characterized by what Noll calls 

“The American Synthesis:” “a compound of evangelical Protestant religion, republican political 

ideology, and commonsense moral reasoning.”26 Republican sentiment (the people can choose their 

own leaders) became entwined with Protestant Bible popularization (everyman and everywoman can 

look to the Bible for personal instruction) with Common Sense providing the philosophical 

scaffolding of both. A fourth element might be added to this synthesis: Baconian/Newtonian science. 

As Theodore Dwight Bozeman has ably demonstrated, in Antebellum America, science and religion 

                                                        
23 James C. Livingston, Modern Christian Thought: The Enlightenment and the Nineteenth Century, Vol 1 (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 2006), 303. 
24 Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 14. As Fleischacker concurringly puts it, “if it is reasonable to 

suggest Scottish influence on the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, the Scottish impact on the structure 
and content of the American university is indubitable.” “The Impact on America,” 328. 

25 Noll’s America’s God is a masterful overview of the development of a distinct American and Evangelical style of 
theological reasoning. See also Noll, “Common Sense Traditions and American Evangelical Thought,” American Quarterly 
37, no. 2 (Summer 1985): 216-238, and Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 14-16, 55-74, and 109-118. 

26 Noll, America’s God, 9. For more on this “evangelical Enlightenment,’ see especially pp. 93-137. 
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were treated as largely harmonious and synchronized, and Evangelical theologians widely 

appropriated Bacon’s—and to a lesser degree Newton’s— scientific method for theology just as Reid 

had done for philosophy.27 

 To be sure, the average Evangelical lay person was not necessarily reading Reid and Stewart; 

“[t]he Scottish philosophy provided, rather, broader habits of mind or reassuring conventions of 

thought.”28 In the Antebellum period, seminaries and universities taught Common Sense as the 

central philosophical movement in their curricula, and elite Evangelical theologians were all reading 

the Scottish thinkers. One can argue the cause-and-effect relationships among the elements of this 

emergent political-theological-philosophical American synthesis—did Common Sense Realism and 

popular Evangelical theology thrive because they fit the broader American intellectual mood or was 

that mood shaped by the philosophical currents?—but the outcome was an Evangelical movement 

that neatly fit the mid-nineteenth century, optimistic, republican American environment.  

 In that era of scriptural popularization, there was an abiding confidence among trained 

Evangelical theologians and lay people that the Bible could speak plainly to everyone and that 

common sense could guide interpretation better than stultifying theological traditions. Evangelical 

theologians in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries also relied heavily on a theological principle 

that had emerged in sixteenth-century Reformation debates: the perspicuity of the Bible. The 

Reformers and their successors, the scholastic Protestants of the seventeenth century, used 

“perspicuity” to describe the Bible’s clarity, understandability, transparency in its conveyance of truth 

and the divine perspective. In their debates with early modern Catholic theologians, the various 

strands of Protestantism agreed on “the belief that Scripture was clear in itself and clearly interpreted 

                                                        
27 Bozeman calls this “the general beatification of Bacon,” (i.e., the attempt to remember/claim Bacon as a personal 

exemplar of Protestant piety). Theodore Dwight Bozeman, Protestants in an Age of Science: The Baconian Ideal and 
Antebellum American Religious Thought (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 73. 

28 Noll, “Common Sense Traditions,” 220. A good overview of this period is in Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, 
83-107. 
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itself without the necessity of peremptory appeal to ecclesiastical authority.”29 Perspicuity was the 

theological principle undergirding sola scriptura. This doctrine obviously did not end early Protestant 

debates about the meaning and interpretation of the Bible, but it established the ground rules for all 

Protestant theological deliberation. Not only was the Bible the court of final appeal for Protestant 

theology, the argument that the Bible is simply unclear or obscure was not permissible. The 

interpretation could be debated, but the evidentiary nature of the Bible could not.  

 To this underlying Protestant confidence in the clarity of the Bible, the Common Sense 

Evangelicals added a deep confidence in the accessibility of all natural knowledge. “Common Sense 

paralleled this doctrine with its insistence on the perspicuity of nature.”30 Baconian induction built 

upon observation and commonsense reasoning was the methodological key to unlock all knowledge. 

The influence of Scottish Realism gave Evangelical theologians and lay people scientific confidence in 

their interpretation of scripture. 

 The great Evangelical American political-theological-philosophical synthesis began to come 

apart, however, with the Civil War. The slavery issue presented a practical question for which both 

Evangelical abolitionists and Evangelical slavery-defenders looked to the Bible for justification and 

clarity. Could the Christian gospel accept the institution of slavery, as a plain reading of certain 

biblical passages seemed to imply, or did the logic of the Apostle Paul’s famous exhortation—“There is 

no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of 

you are one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28)—signify a Christian abhorrence of such exploitation? 

Both sides appealed to the plain meaning of the Bible, accessible to common sense, but came to very 

different answers. In Noll’s summary of this crisis, “a wide range of Protestants were discovering that 

the Bible they had relied on for building America’s republican civilization was not nearly as univocal, 

                                                        
29 James Patrick Callahan, “Claritas Scripturae: The Role of Perspicuity in Protestant Hermeneutics,” Journal of the 

Evangelical Theological Society 39, no. 3 (September 1996): 357. For the pre-Reformation debates about the clarity of the 
Bible, see Richard M. Edwards, Scriptural Perspicuity in the Early English Reformation in Historical Theology, Studies in 
Biblical Literature Vol. 65 (New York: Peter Lang, 2009), 35-70. 

30 Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 16. 
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not nearly as easy to interpret, not nearly as inherently unifying for an overwhelmingly Christian 

people as they once had thought.”31 The war fractured the Evangelical movement; each side 

denounced the other as heretics and invoked the will of God as their divine mandate. 

 After the Civil War, many of the intellectual and philosophical substructures of American 

thought were changing. In the non-evangelical American academic and theological culture of the late 

nineteenth century, the Scottish Realist approach was rapidly falling out of vogue as “new patterns of 

social and economic organization, growing contacts with European learning, the reorganization of 

American higher education, and the heightened prestige of evolution combined to shake the 

certainties of antebellum intellectual life.”32 Common Sense ceased being taught in university 

philosophy departments, and the consensuses of the past did not seem so stable any longer. As 

Darwinian evolution, higher criticism of the Bible, the growth of America’s own adaptive 

philosophical movement of Pragmatism, the German Idealist philosophy sparked by Kant, and 

Schleiermacher’s responsive “Liberal” Theology made inroads into American Protestantism, many 

Evangelicals felt the need to retrench. A coalition formed in the late-nineteenth century of proto-

Fundamentalists and Dispensationalists, along with to the more moderate middle-ground 

Evangelicals, who clung existentially to Common Sense. What had been mainstream American 

philosophy in the early nineteenth century became marginal and attached almost exclusively to 

Evangelical religion by the early twentieth.33 

                                                        
31 Mark A. Noll, The Civil War as a Theological Crisis (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 32-33. 
32 Noll, “Common Sense Traditions,” 232. 
33 Noll develops a complex tripartite set of Evangelical responses to the Common Sense philosophy in the period 

between the Civil War and World War I. Some evangelicals, especially the Fundamentalists and Dispensationalists held 
even tighter to Common Sense as the grounding of their worldview. Among other more denominationally and 
confessionally aligned Evangelicals (Lutheran, Reformed, etc.) remained places where “the Common Sense tradition 
exert[ed] a shaping influence, but where other strong intellectual or self-consciously theological traditions exist[ed] as well” 
(“Common Sense Traditions,” 234). The third group of Evangelicals openly abandoned Common Sense philosophy in favor 
of other—often continental European—modes of philosophy. Noll concludes that “[t]he story of evangelical theology from 
the Civil War to roughly 1930 is the story of the gradual elimination of the third category and the gradual submerging of the 
second. During this period, more and more of those theologians who denounced Scottish Realism also abandoned 
evangelical convictions.... Over the same period European confessional traditions either declined or receded beneath the 
level of general evangelical awareness.” (235). 
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 The proto-Fundamentalist and theologically conservative Evangelical retrenchment sought to 

maintain the earlier American intellectual synthesis: Baconian science, Common Sense philosophy, 

and democratic direct appeals to the perspicuity of the Bible.34 Evangelical leaders continued to hold 

philosophy, science, and theology as deeply linked. As Evangelical preacher and statesman A.T. 

Pierson articulated toward the end of the century,  

       I like a Biblical theology that does not start with the superficial Aristotelian method of 
reason, that does not begin with a hypothesis, and then warp the facts and the philosophy to 
fit the crook of our dogma, but a Baconian system, which first gathers the teachings of the 
word of God, and then seeks to deduce some general law upon which those facts can be 
arranged.35  

 
On into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the Evangelical approach to scripture rested on their 

confidence that an inductive, commonsense style of reasoning about the Bible was enough to put 

them on a solid epistemic footing. 

 The average Evangelical today has likely never heard of Scottish Realism and would be hard-

pressed to define the word perspicuity, but these subterranean ideas are inextricable from Evangelical 

scriptural discourse.36 Evangelical theology in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has developed 

further conversations with different schools of philosophy, but Common Sense remains the hidden 

philosophical modality of Evangelical appeals to scripture.37 As I intend to demonstrate later in this 

                                                        
34 As a side note, this philosophical divergence helps to make sense of the oft-misconstrued Fundamentalist view(s) of 

natural science. The Fundamentalists were not, as the many caricatures following the Scopes Monkey Trial claimed, anti-
science. Rather they had a Baconian/Newtonian vision of science that was at odds with the paradigm shift that had 
occurred in late-nineteenth century science, which was more comfortable with hypotheses and theoretical models (i.e., 
evolution). See Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 212-218. When one reads Fundamentalist discourse, what 
is evident is not a hostility toward science so much as a desire to claim the evidence and verdicts of science for their own. 

35 A.T. Pierson, “The Coming of the Lord: The Doctrinal Center of the Bible,” in Addresses on the Second Coming of the 
Lord Delivered at the Prophetic Conference, Allegheny, PA (Pittsburgh: Johnston and Co., 1895), 82. Quoted in Matthew 
Avery Sutton, American Apocalypse: A History of Modern Evangelicalism (Cambridge, MA: Belknapp Press, 2014), 15. 

36 Fuller Seminary President Mark Labberton recently wrote a piece for Christianity Today, American Evangelicalism’s 
flagship magazine, celebrating the perspicuity of the Bible and had to define the term in the first sentence. Mark 
Labberton, “The Bible’s Clarity Should Be Evident in Our Lives,” Christianity Today, December 30, 2016, accessed March 24, 
2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2017/january-february/more-than-plain-reading.html. 

37 George Marsden insightfully pointed out to me that, if anything, the late-twentieth century Evangelical emphasis on 
the Christian/biblical worldview—as opposed to other worldviews (see Chapter 2)—highlights a tacit, empirical recognition 
on the part of some Evangelicals that there are other factors at play in human beings’ processing of information than mere 
common sense and sensory data. Yet I would maintain that the “worldview” framework stops short of Kant or 
Schleiermacher’s turn to the subject: for Evangelicals, the Bible guarantees and epistemically secures the Christian 
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chapter, the impact of Common Sense philosophy on contemporary Evangelicalism is more primal 

and diffuse; it still informs the “Americanized habits of mind” of the Evangelical scriptural 

discourse.38 The roots of Evangelical theology and scriptural discourse still draw from the old (and 

deeply American) well of common sense. 

 

Salafism’s American Idiom 

 As I mentioned at the start of this chapter, one of the most arresting features of the American 

Salafi discourse is its similar adoption of the parlance of common sense in its conversations about 

scripture. Let me state at the outset of this section several important caveats: unlike Evangelicalism, 

Salafism obviously did not indigenously arise in the North America in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. Connecting Salafis genetically to Scottish Realism is a fool’s errand. Moreover, within the 

early Wahhabi and later global Salafi discourses, there are certainly epistemological debates, but there 

are no simple parallels to the intellectual figures and contexts of Enlightenment Europe or early 

America. In these respects, one-to-one comparisons and equivalencies would risk serious distortion.  

 Nonetheless, when one surveys American Salafi scriptural discourse, commonsense—in a 

general, not necessarily a technical Scottish Realist connotation—ideas and terminology occur 

frequently. Regular appeals are made to the sensibility of everyman and everywoman to see the clear 

meaning of the Qurʾan and the Hadith. As has been demonstrated in the previous two chapters, 

American Evangelicals and Salafis share some elective affinities in their style and method of approach 

to aligning identity with scripture and elevating scripture above tradition, and this is also 

demonstrably true when it comes to their low-to-the-ground scriptural reasoning and reliance upon a 

collective human sensibility.  

                                                        
worldview against the looming threat of subjectivism or relativism. And Evangelicals’ style of appealing to the manifest 
meaning of the Bible continues to be conducted in the idiom of common sense. 

38 Noll, America’s God, 237. 
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 There are several possibilities for how this apparent convergence with Evangelicals came about: 

first, the two discursive styles could have developed and emerged entirely independently. Mark Twain 

is credited with saying, “History does not repeat itself, but it often rhymes.”39 When it comes to 

epistemology and the interpretation of sacred texts there are a finite number of possible orientations: 

Will a person trust her own intuitions or be skeptical of them? Will a scholar look primarily at the 

“plain” meaning of a sacred text or put greater emphasis on metaphor, allegory, and mystical 

association? Anthropologically, Geertz has noted: “[t]he movement back and forth between the 

religious perspective [by which he means the investment of certain symbols with supernatural 

significance] and the common-sense perspective is actually one of the more obvious empirical 

occurrences on the social scene.”40 Put differently, it is commonplace and unsurprising that religious 

people would alternate between levelheaded communal reasoning and supernatural religious 

vocabulary and symbols. In Geertz’s analysis this happens across cultures and across religions—the 

religious and the commonsense modes of reasoning interplay and intersect. Indeed, Geertz elsewhere 

observes that common sense is a near universal form of reasoning occurring across cultures and 

centuries. “Religion rests its case on revelation, science on method, ideology on moral passion; but 

common sense rests its on the assertion that it is not a case at all, just life in a nutshell. The world is its 

authority.”41 It is not inconceivable that two modern religious movements, particularly two 

movements popularizing scriptural texts, could develop similar commonsense styles of interpretation. 

 A second possible explanation for these “rhyming” discourses is that American Salafis could be 

adapting to—or assimilating by osmosis—the American phraseology where Scottish Realism exerted 

such a formative and central epistemological influence. In other words, the commonsense qualities of 

American Salafi scriptural discourse could be a form of discursive indigenization by which Salafis 

                                                        
39 I cannot find any evidence that Mark Twain is the originator of this saying. See Charles Clay Doyle, Wolfgang 

Mieder, and Fred R. Shapiro, eds., The Dictionary of Modern Proverbs (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 121. 
40 Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System,” in The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 119. 
41 Geertz, “Common Sense as a Cultural System,” 75. 
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adopt the cultural and vocabulary norms of broader American culture. This is entirely plausible. I 

have not exhaustively surveyed non-American Salafi discourse, but where I have compared Salafi 

discussions of scripture within America with those from outside of America, there is a distinct tenor 

to the American sources. To give just one instance, in the most widely available English compilation of 

Ibn Taymiyya’s works (Ibn Taymiyyah Expounds on Islam: Selected Writings of Shaykh al-Islam Taqi 

ad-Din Ibn Taymiyyah on Islamic Faith, Life, and Society), the phrase “common sense” or related 

terms—obvious, self-evident, clear perception, nonsense—occur frequently. This is particularly 

striking in that there is no single Arabic term or phrase that precisely corresponds to the English 

phrase “common sense.”42 The translator and compiler of that volume, Muhammad ʿAbdul-Haqq 

Ansari, has a strong Islamic scholarly pedigree from India, but he also obtained a Master’s degree in 

Comparative Religion from Harvard University in 1972. It is not unthinkable that this text has been 

translated to speak to a certain set of American epistemological sensibilities and vocabulary. 

  A third possibility: American Salafi discourse could be influenced in subtle and overt ways by 

Evangelical discourse, for example, by watching Evangelical televangelists or hearing Christian 

preachers on the radio. Such a possibility cannot be dismissed out of hand, as American culture is 

replete with Evangelical biblical reasoning. Anyone who has ever driven through rural America 

scanning for a stable radio station knows the experience of encountering an Evangelical preacher mid-

sermon. Moreover, a number of recent analyses of Salafis (and other religious media figures) in the 

Arab world have noted the rise of a form of “televangelism” that largely models itself on televised 

                                                        
42 In fact, Anke von Kügelgen makes a rather compelling case that one Taymiyyan phrase that is regularly rendered in 

English as “common sense” (ṣarīḥ al-ʿaql) is better rendered as “uncontaminated reason.” “To translate it as ‘common sense,’ 
as is often done is somewhat misleading because it suggests a restriction of reason to what everyone is able to grasp and 
excludes what one usually would consider as knowledge gained through inference or, in the terms of the theologians and 
philosophers, as an acquired (muktasab) knowledge. For Ibn Taymiyya, however, the spectrum of what a person endowed 
with sound reason might understand immediately is broader than ‘common sense,’ and the range of knowledge he 
considers necessary (ḍarūrī) in the sense of certain is wide.” Anke von Kügelgen, “The Poison of Philosophy: Ibn Taymiyya’s 
Struggle for and against Reason,” in Islamic Theology, Philosophy and Law, Birgit Krawietz and Georges Tamer, eds. 
(Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 2013), 298. 



 

 171 

religious preaching pioneered by Western Evangelicals.43 I have heard anecdotally about American 

Salafi preachers studying their Christian counterparts to develop preaching strategies.44 And within 

the large African American Salafi community, as compared with the first-, second-, and third-

generation American Salafi immigrant community, many of the participants (or their family 

members) once belonged to African American churches and are likely familiar with, if not influenced 

by, American and Evangelical preaching and discursive styles.45 The real possibility of overlap 

between the two discourses is evident in Yusha (Joshua) Evans who was raised Evangelical; 

participated in Young Life, an Evangelical parachurch ministry for high school students; attended Bob 

Jones University, a rare school that still calls itself “a Christian fundamentalist educational 

institution”; became a youth pastor; and finally found himself disillusioned with the Bible through an 

encounter with historical critical scholarship.46 He eventually discovered the Qurʾan, converted, and 

is now a Salafi preacher who travels around the U.S. narrating his testimony to Muslim groups with a 

lecture titled “How the Bible Led Me to Islam: The Story of a Former Christian Youth Minister.”47 

Like the putative boundaries between Evangelical and other Protestant discourse in America, 

borderlines between Evangelical and Salafi discourse blend and blur at myriad points. 

                                                        
43 See Yasmin Moll, “Islamic Televangelism: Religion, Media, and Visuality in Contemporary Egypt,” Arab Media and 

Society 10 (Spring 2010), accessed March, 19, 2017, http://www.arabmediasociety.com/?article=732; Tuve Floden, 
“Televangelists, Media Duʿā, and ʿUlamāʾ: The Evolution of Religious Authority in Modern Islam,” PhD diss., Georgetown 
University, 2016; and Ibrahim Saleh, “Islamic Televangelism: The Salafi Window to Their Paradise,” in Global and Local 
Televangelism, Pradip Ninan Thomas and Philip Lee, eds. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 64-83. 

44 In an interview, Umar Lee specifically noted at least one prominent Salafi preacher intentionally emulating 
American “Prosperity Gospel” preachers like Joel Osteen and Benny Hinn for not only their preaching style but also their 
business model. Umar Lee, interview, March 2, 2017. 

45 As Umar Lee, himself a convert to Islam after being raised in a Southern Baptist church, jokingly reflects on these 
similar communication styles: “You know the African Americans, like a Shadeed Muhammad, I mean, he grew up in 
church, so there’s a certain knowledge of delivery and stuff... I grew up with fire-and-brimstone Baptists. Those were good 
preachers... And that’s why a Siraj Wahhaj gets so popular—he can preach. He grew up in the Baptist church. Suhaib 
[Webb, another white convert to Islam] can preach—grew up in the church.” Interview, March 2, 2017. 

46 Bob Jones University, “Position Statements,” n.d., accessed July 7, 2017, http://www.bju.edu/about/positions.php. 
47 Yusha Evans, “How the Bible Led Me to Islam: The Story of a Former Christian Youth Minister,” Youtube.com, 

September 9, 2009, accessed June 27, 2017, https://youtu.be/IYMKQKSV0bY. According to Evans’ website he is presently 
studying under Shaykh Waleed al-Maneese, who is part of the Permanent Fatwa Committee of the Salafi-aligned Assembly 
of Muslim Jurists of America. Yusha Evans, “About Yusha,” YushaEvans.com, n.d., accessed June 27, 2017, https://yusha 
evans.com/bio/. 
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 I do not intend to rule out any of these possibilities for the origins of the American Salafi 

commonsense idiom. In fact, I would argue that all three are most likely operating simultaneously 

with varying emphases in different American Salafi communities. American Salafis are indigenizing 

Islam to an American context, and there is no simple separating out of intersecting ethnic, 

intellectual, and religious identities. At the same time, as I will explore in the next section, American 

Salafis are paraphrasing from what could loosely be called “commonsense” strands of thought that are 

native to the Muslim tradition, especially in the thought and precedent of the ubiquitous Salafi 

archetype: Ibn Taymiyya. For the remainder of this chapter, I will put in parallel two pairs of first 

historical and then contemporary illustrations to examine the distinctly American conversations that 

Salafis and Evangelicals have about scripture. 

 

Two Historical Commonsense Archetypes 

Charles Hodge’s Quintessential Postbellum Evangelical Theology 

 As was outlined above, the Evangelicals of the late nineteenth century envisioned Common 

Sense philosophy, scientific rationalism, and biblical interpretation as concentric circles of human 

knowledge. A paradigmatic example comes from the Princeton professor and Evangelical theologian 

par excellence of the late nineteenth century, Charles Hodge. In the introduction to his Systematic 

Theology from 1871, he identifies three extant methods of theology: The Speculative Method, The 

Mystical Method, and The Inductive Method. The Speculative Method, in Hodge’s summary, 

“assumes in an a priori manner, certain principles, and from them undertakes to determine what is 

and what must be.”48 Hodge has in view here the Enlightenment Deism of Jefferson and Franklin, the 

Transcendentalism of Emerson and Thoreau, and what he calls “Dogmatism,” where,  

       Men lay down certain principles, called axioms, or first truths of reason, and from them 
deduce the doctrines of religion by a course of argument as rigid and remorseless as that of 

                                                        
48 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, Vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1940), 4.  
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Euclid. This is sometimes done to the entire overthrow of the doctrines of the Bible, and of 
the most intimate moral convictions not only of Christians but of the mass of mankind.49  

 
The central flaw of the Speculative theologians, in Hodge’s view, is not that they rely on rationality, 

but that they elevate abstract rationality above the text of scripture and the moral sensibility of 

everyday human beings (“the most intimate moral convictions... of the mass of mankind”). The 

Speculative theologians’ a priori assumptions and subsequent rationalizations are insufficiently 

attentive to the Bible and the intuitive grasp of common humanity.  

 The Mystical Method is similarly lacking solid evidence. If “[s]peculation is a process of 

thought[,] mysticism is [a] matter of feeling.”50 And with the unfettered direction of feeling, “systems 

of theology have been constructed under its guidance, which are entirely independent of the 

Scriptures or in which the doctrines of the Bible have been modified and perverted.”51 Hodge pulls 

back from condemning all intuition, as he does believe that humans have a keen moral sense and 

“conscience is much less liable to err than reason.”52 But just as the Speculative Theologians raised 

reason above scripture, so the Mystics elevate feeling to the supreme epistemological role, believing 

“that is this inward light, and not the Scriptures, which we are to follow.”53 Hodge explicitly has in 

mind Friedrich Schleiermacher, and he makes his critique directly: in Schleiermacher’s method “the 

duty of a theologian is not to interpret Scripture, but to interpret his own Christian consciousness.”54 

It is worth recognizing that, in both of these large categories into which Hodge sorts those 

theologians with whom he disagrees, the issue is not that they do not use the Bible or look to it for 

inspiration—the problem is that they elevate other concerns above the Bible, importing ethereal 

rationality or existential feeling as the arbiter of all truth. In both cases, Hodge critiques not the 

appeal to human intuition but the appeal to individualized rationality and experience: the 

                                                        
49 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 5. 
50 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 6. 
51 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 6-7. 
52 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 7. 
53 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 7. 
54 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 9. 
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idiosyncratic reasonings and obscure principles of Speculative theologians and the “subjective state... 

a power within each individual Christian determining his feelings and his views of divine things” that 

the Mystical theologians take as authoritative.55 

 Hodge then outlines his own Inductive Method, noting, “It is so called because it agrees in 

everything essential with the inductive method as applied to the natural sciences.”56 Without directly 

referencing Francis Bacon, Hodge delineates a Baconian approach to science: the scientist “assumes 

the trustworthiness of his sense perceptions,” trusts his own reasonability, and builds upon a 

foundation of facts and perceptions and inferences to derive laws and general principles.57 True to the 

Common Sense theory of knowledge, analysis is constructed from the ground up, drawing upon the 

innate faculties of human beings to sense, think, and know. It is then that Hodge gives an oft-quoted 

definition of his own theological method: “The Bible is to the theologian what nature is to the man of 

science. It is his store-house of facts; and his method of ascertaining what the Bible teaches, is the 

same as that which the natural philosopher [i.e., scientist] adopts to ascertain what nature teaches.”58 

Eschewing all dualism and Idealism, in Hodge’s vision science and theology are joined in method and 

approach. Hodge is not an empiricist naïf; he admits that there are still some assumptions which the 

theologian must bring to the endeavor: 

       He must assume the validity of those laws of belief which God has impressed upon our 
nature... Such, for example, as the essential distinction between right and wrong; that 
nothing contrary to virtue can be enjoined by God; that it cannot be right to do evil that good 
may come; that sin deserves punishment, and other similar first truths, which God has 
implanted on the constitution of all moral beings, and which no objective revelation can 
possibly contradict. These first principles, however, are not to be arbitrarily assumed. No 
man has a right to lay down his opinions, however firmly held, and call them “first truths of 
reason,” and make them the source and test of Christian doctrine. Nothing can rightfully be 

                                                        
55 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 9. This attack on the idiosyncratic speculations or emotions of the individual parallels 

the strategy of Common Sense philosophers whereby, “the appeal to the common person seemed to answer the threat of 
anarchical individualism.” George M. Marsden, “Everyone One’s Own Interpreter?,” 83. 

56 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 9. 
57 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 9. 
58 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 10. Noll notes in this passage the telling “absence of inherited intellectual authority.” 

Though Hodge is certainly well-read in preceding Reformed theology, he frames the theological project as proceeding from 
instinct and present universal consensus. Noll, America’s God, 317. 



 

 175 

included under the category of first truths, or laws of belief, which cannot stand the tests of 
universality and necessity, to which many add self-evidence.59 

 
This is a striking formulation on several fronts. There are “first truths,” yet they are accessed not 

through dense philosophical reasoning but through the intuitive moral grasp of humanity. And these 

divinely “implanted” principles cannot ultimately conflict with “objective revelation,” nor vice versa. 

Scripture and human reason must cohere or else reason is being abused or the text misinterpreted.  

 After condemning the excesses of both, Hodge brings together reason and feeling; they are now 

yoked together by a scientific methodology and common sense. Human beings intrinsically possess, 

not Schleiermacher’s sense of the infinite, but a shared human sensibility and intelligence, which 

must be applied diligently and level-headedly to the data of scripture. It is collective biblical 

empiricism. One might quibble with the exemplary “laws of belief” that Hodge asserts, but that is 

precisely his point: in his view, common sense grows out of empirical consensus and universal 

attestation in conversation with the Bible. 

 There is a strange and telling lacuna in Hodge’s thought from the perspective of Reformed and 

Protestant theology. Where is the ambient doctrine of Original Sin stretching back to Augustine, and 

where is Calvin’s skepticism about human rationality and apperception of the divine in Hodge’s 

seeming optimism about humanity’s common sense? In other words, in the long heritage of Christian 

theology that precedes Hodge, and especially in orthodox Calvinism, human nature is innately fallen 

(“depraved” was Calvin’s preferred word) and unable to find God or moral uprightness apart from the 

divine revelation in Christ and scripture. Sin, in traditional Calvinism, has noetic and not merely 

moral effects—it corrupts our very capacity for knowing. Human beings must look to divine 

intervention, not common sense, even in the individual human mind to effect insight and salvation.60 

                                                        
59 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 10-11.  
60 For instance, Jonathan Edwards, the American Calvinist and early Evangelical guiding light of the eighteenth 

century, while aware of the growing Scottish movement toward commonsense optimism about human nature, “defended 
the Reformation’s view of human nature and denied that people had a ‘natural’ moral sense by which they could 
understand what was true and in their best interest.” Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, 86. Steinmetz argues 
Calvin’s view of sin’s noetic effects surpass Augustinine’s “Original Sin” formulation. Calvin in Context, 28ff.  
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Hodge (and, indeed, many other nineteenth-century Reformed theologians influenced by Scottish 

Realism) does not seem to recognize this strange realignment.61 He includes in his Systematic 

Theology the long sections on sin, Original Sin, and depravity that one would expect from a statement 

of Reformed doctrine, but as Sydney Ahlstrom insightfully notes,  

       Hodge himself is caught up in the anthropocentrism of Scottish Philosophy... The 
foundations of his ethic and his conception of natural theology, moreover, are Scottish rather 
than Calvinistic... Despite his reiterations of dogmatic formulae, the optimism of the Scottish 
Renaissance interposes itself and separates his theology from that of John Knox and John 
Calvin.62  

 
Human rationality, scientific induction, and common sense have subtly moved to the foreground in 

Hodge’s approach to theology. 

 In a later section of Systematic Theology, titled “Perspicuity of the Scriptures. The Right of 

Private Judgment,” Hodge insists, 

       The Bible is a plain book. It is intelligible by the people. And they have the right, and are 
bound to read and interpret it for themselves; so that their faith may rest on the testimony of 
the Scriptures, and not on that of the Church. Such is the doctrine of Protestants on this 
subject. 

 
       It is not denied that the Scriptures contain many things hard to be understood; that they 

require diligent study; that all men need the guidance of the Holy Spirit in order to [sic] right 
knowledge and true faith. But it is maintained that in all things necessary to salvation they 
are sufficiently plain to be understood even by the unlearned...63 

 
Unlocking the facts of Scripture is not always easy, but even the unlearned can come to it and find 

what they need to know. To be clear, Hodge is a major representative of the confessionally aligned 

wing of nineteenth-century Evangelicals, the side of Evangelicalism that is ostensibly most interested 

in the edifying and informative use of tradition in interpretation. Yet he is so deeply steeped in the 

                                                        
61 This same lacuna was evident with other, particularly Reformed, American theologians who embraced Scottish 

Realism in the nineteenth century. See Noll, America’s God, 95. 
62 Sydney Ahlstrom, “The Scottish Philosophy and American Theology,” Church History 24, no. 3 (Sept 1955): 266. One 

of Hodge’s contemporary Reformed theological opponents once joked, “There is no ghost which so greatly disturbs Dr. 
Hodge as that of Pelagius,–unless it be that of Semi-Pelagius!” In other words, Hodge was straining the gnat of human 
participation with the divine in their own salvation and effectively swallowing the camel of humans accomplishing their 
own salvation. As late nineteenth-century Reformed theological insults go, this was a barbed taunt. Quoted in Frank Hugh 
Foster, A Genetic History of New England Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1907), 432. 

63 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 183-184. 
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commonsense and republican ethos that he appears to be endorsing an extreme form of Bible-

onlyism. A couple pages later, he reasons,  

       It need hardly be remarked that this right of private judgment is the great safeguard of civil 
and religious liberty... That foundation [of Christian faith] is the testimony of God himself 
speaking his word, and authenticated as divine by the testimony of the Spirit with and by the 
truth in the heart of the believer.64  

 
The sentiment here is deeply American and democratic. Personal liberty and the emotio-rational 

capacity of the individual (“the truth in the heart of the believer”) are the premises of Christian faith. 

Why should elite theologians and clergy stand between the private judgment of the believer and the 

Bible? Hodge’s argument is not that the Bible is simple. His is not a bald literalism. Properly 

understanding the Bible requires the illumination of the Holy Spirit and “diligent study,” assiduous 

application of the inductive, scientific method Hodge outlines. 

 Hodge’s emblematic approach to theology demonstrates the powerful way that Scottish 

Realism had become and would continue to be embedded in the Evangelical engagement with the 

Bible. Without overtly referencing the Scottish philosophers here—he does so later in the same 

volume in several sections about philosophy65—he has grounded his entire theological approach in 

their views of knowledge. His Systematic Theology would continue to be read and taught for decades 

in Evangelical and Fundamentalist seminaries. Hodge’s biographer summarizes his later influence:  

       His theological thinking became the Calvinist plumb line not only for such Presbyterian 
figures as Machen and Warfield, but for legions of conservative thinkers in a wide array of 
denominations from early Baptists... to more recent conservative evangelical thinkers such as 
R.C. Sproul, John F. MacArthur, and John Piper.... Hodge’s twin convictions that sensory 
input was reliable and that God had provided clear clues to his presence in the world became 
cornerstone beliefs for much of twentieth-century American evangelical theology.66  

 
And Charles Hodge was only one of a cadre of nineteenth-century Evangelical theologians who 

predicated their biblical theology and theological anthropology on Scottish Realism. 

 
                                                        

64 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 186-187. 
65 See Hodge, Systematic Theology, 209 n. 1, 232 n.1. He also engages William Hamilton’s thought, pp. 346-365. 
66 Paul C. Gutjahr, Charles Hodge: Guardian of American Orthodoxy (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 

383. 
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Ibn Taymiyya’s American Paraphrase 

 Just as there is no single word or concept in Evangelical discourse that exactly parallels manhaj 

(Chapter 2), so there is no exact correlate in Salafi Arabic discourse that precisely equates to “common 

sense” or the perspicuity of scripture. Instead, there is a constellation of similar terms and concepts 

that all flow through the Salafis’ medieval forebear, Ibn Taymiyya, their esteemed Shaykh al-Islam. In 

an interview with Yasir Qadhi, when I noted how often he used the phrase “common sense” and its 

synonyms in his own teaching for AlMaghrib, he responded, “I actually read that in Ibn Taymiyya, and 

I’ve adopted it from him.”67 He did not point to one signal idea or phrase from the Shaykh al-Islam 

that is common sense. The American Salafi shaykhs to whom I posed similar questions were generally 

in agreement that there is a “commonsense” style to the Salafi scriptural discourse, and they pointed 

to a set of interrelated ideas in the work of Ibn Taymiyya upon which Salafis draw heavily to organize 

their approach to scripture: his interpretation of fiṭra (human nature), his balancing of ʿaql (reason) 

and naql (revelation), and his adherence to the ẓāhir (plain/literal) sense of the text.68  

 Ibn Taymiyya remains a controversial figure today. A number of non-Salafi scholars have 

recently offered several important reconsiderations of his precise alignment with the typical Salafi 

appropriation of his work, including highlighting his indebtedness to philosophical thought,69 his 

potentially contradictory participation in speculative theology (kalām),70 his place in the development 

                                                        
67 Qadhi, interview, January 16, 2016. 
68 A few examples: When I followed up and asked whether the phrase ṣarīḥ al-ʿaql (uncontaminated reason) from Ibn 

Taymiyya was the one Qadhi was specifically translating as “common sense,” he responded elliptically, “Yes that is the most 
common term, however there are other terms that he uses as well.” Yasir Qadhi, email correspondence, January 20, 2016. 
Hatem al-Haj similarly pointed toward Ibn Taymiyya as a source of commonsense reasoning particularly the relationship 
between ʿaql and naql (or “sound intellect and authentic revelation” as he translated them). Interview, March 2, 2017. 
Waleed Basyouni, for his part, identified ẓāhir and Ibn Taymiyya’s use of it as an example of commonsense reasoning 
among Salafis. Interview, February 28, 2017. 

69 Anke von Kügelgen, “The Poison of Philosophy,” 253-328. 
70 See, Jon Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy of Perpetual Optimism (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2007), 19-69; Jon Hoover, 

“Perpetual Creativity in the Perfection of God: Ibn Taymiyya’s Hadith Commentary on God’s Creation of this World,” 
Journal of Islamic Studies 15, no. 3 (2004): 287-329; and M. Sait Özervarli, “Divine Wisdom, Human Agency, and the fiṭra in 
Ibn Taymiyya’s Thought” in Islamic Theology, Philosophy and Law, Birgit Krawietz and Georges Tamer, eds. (Berlin/Boston: 
De Gruyter, 2013), 37-60. 
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of a native Islamic skepticism,71 his complex relationship with the Hanbali madhhab,72 and his 

influential vision of the Islamic political order.73 All of these re-evaluations are important in locating 

Ibn Taymiyya in his own time and worthy of thoughtful consideration, but my interest here is 

different: How do Ibn Taymiyya and his ideas become resources for contemporary Salafis, particularly 

in the American context, in commonsense reasoning and scriptural interpretation? I am less 

concerned with what the Shaykh al-Islam really meant in his context (a topic of potentially endless 

debate) and more focused on how he serves as a historical archetype through which American Salafis 

articulate their own view of human nature and scripture. 

 The word fiṭra and its various conjugations and related terms occur in the Qurʾan and the 

Hadith with a variety of significances centering on the constitutive human nature.74 It carries, in most 

Muslim interpretations, a connotation of the pristine, infant state of human beings existing in Islam 

and only later falling away through external influence.75 As a central hadith discloses, “Every newborn 

is born in his true nature (fiṭra). Then his parents make him a Jew, Christian, or Zoroastrian. This is 

like the way animals produce their young with their limbs perfect. Do you see anything deficient in 

them?”76 This concept inevitably led to debates about divine predestination from the time of the Salaf 

onward: if the instinct of Islam is built into every human soul, why do all not revert to it? Does God 

have to lead someone back to Islam or can they find the way on their own? Prior to Ibn Taymiyya, 

                                                        
71 Paul L. Heck, Skepticism in Classical Islam: Moments of Confusion (New York: Routledge, 2014), 151-189. 
72 Abdul Hakim I. al-Matroudi, The Ḥanbalī School of Law and Ibn Taymiyyah: Conflict or Conciliation (New 

York/Oxon: Routledge, 2006). See also Caterina Bori, “Ibn Taymiyya wa-Jamāʿatuhu: Authority, Conflict and Consensus in 
Ibn Taymiyya’s Circle” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 23-52. 

73 Ovamir Anjum, Politics, Law, and Community in Islamic Thought: The Taymiyyan Moment (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012). See also Mona Hassan, “Modern Interpretations and Misinterpretations of a Medieval Scholar: 
Apprehending the Political Thought of Ibn Taymiyya,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times (Oxford/New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 338-366. 

74 The lone use of the noun fiṭra in the Qurʾan, comes at 30:30, “Set your face upright to the religion, unswerving 
upright; (this religion is) the original disposition (fiṭra) from Allah upon which he originated (Literally: constituted - faṭara 
- the verb form of fiṭra) mankind. There is no exchange for the creation of Allah. That is the most upright religion, but most 
of mankind do not know.” (Dr. Ghali translation. Arabic terms added) This verse seems to point to an innate but inchoate 
religious instinct in humankind (“most of mankind do not know”). 

75 See Camilla Adang, “Islam as the Inborn Religion of Mankind: The Concept of Fiṭra in the Works of Ibn Ḥazm,” Al-
Qantara XXI (2000): 391-410. See also Yasien Mohamed, Fitrah: The Islamic Concept of Human Nature (London: Ta Ha 
Publishers, 1996). 

76 Sahih Muslim, 2658 (Book 46, Ḥadīth 33). 
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nearly all interpreters agreed that fiṭra entailed the human capacity for submission to God (Islam) but 

it stopped short of intuitive morality or correct judgments, as those were thought to require revelation 

and the guidance of the Prophets. Fiṭra was “explained as a human quality in its first creation that has 

the ability to know its creator and inclines toward good manners.”77  

 Ibn Taymiyya effectively rejected these past consensuses, and, as Jon Hoover has shown, 

expanded the concept of fiṭra to make it an innate moral sense.78 His reinterpretation of fiṭra opens a 

host of new possibilities in understanding human nature and epistemic capacity.79 In Ansari’s English 

translation, Ibn Taymiyya exegetes the hadith above thusly:  

       The fiṭrah is to the truth as the light of the eye is to the sun. Everyone who has eyes can see 
the sun if there are no veils over them. The erroneous beliefs of Judaism, Christianity and 
Zoroastrianism act like veils, preventing people from seeing the truth. It is common 
experience that people whose natural sense of taste is not spoiled love sweets; they never 
dislike them unless something spoils the sense of taste...To be sure, when we come out of the 
wombs of our mothers, we know nothing. We are only born with an uncorrupted heart which 
is able to see the truth of Islam and submit to it.80 

  
The analogies employed are striking. Fiṭra functions, in Ibn Taymiyya’s formulation, like one of the 

five senses if unimpeded by outside forces. It is a sort of spiritual and moral sixth sense. It is less that 

humans have built-in knowledge content, and more that we are intrinsically sensible, innately drawn 

                                                        
77 Özervarli, “Divine Wisdom, Human Agency, and the fiṭra,” 46. Özervarli’s mention of “good manners” is not 

incidental. In fact, the less rigorously sifted Hadith collections pertaining to proper behavior and etiquette frequently have 
individual hadiths that ground the specific practices of good manners in fiṭra (human instinct). 

78 Jon Hoover, Encyclopaedia of Islam, 3rd. ed., s.v. “Fiṭra.” Griffel suggests that Ibn Taymiyya’s emphasis on the moral 
dimension of fiṭra is presaged by al-Ghazali’s adaptation of Avicenna’s view of fiṭra three centuries earlier. In al-Ghazali’s 
thought, fiṭra is “a set of judgments that all humans agree upon, no matter how they live or what they have learned.” This is 
present in all humans to varying degrees and can be a foundation for moral judgments. For al-Ghazali, fiṭra is capacity for 
moral judgment, not an innate moral sense. Frank Griffel, “Al-Ghazālī’s use of the ‘Original Human Disposition” (Fiṭra) and 
Its Background in the Teachings of al-Fārābī and Avicenna,” The Muslim World 102 (January 2012): 28.	

79 It is telling that Ansari’s widely available compilation and translation of Ibn Taymiyyah’s works into English has the 
following opening section titles: 

 Part I - Epistemological Foundations 
      1. Human Nature (Fiṭrah), Reason and Revelation 
       (1.1) The essential nature (fiṭrah) of man 
       (1.2) Prophets address the Fiṭrah 

Clearly the compiler sees fiṭra as the essential epistemological principle, the corollary to human reason, upon which the 
rest of the Shaykh al-Islam’s teachings rest. Taqi al-Din Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Taymiyyah Expounds on Islam: Selected Writings 
of Shaykh al-Islam Taqi ad-Din Ibn Taymiyyah on Islamic Faith, Life, and Society, Muhammad ʿAbdul-Haqq Ansari, trans. 
and ed. (n.p., n.d.), 1-5, accessed June 30, 2017, https://d1.islamhouse.com/data/en/ih_books/single/en_ibn_taymiyyah 
_expounds_on_islam.pdf. 

80 Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Taymiyyah Expounds on Islam, 3-4. Fatāwā 4:245-247. Emphasis added. 
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to truth.81 As Hoover explains, this “expands [the epistemological scope of fiṭra] to include the moral 

sphere and regards it as a fully reliable guide to truth... The role of prophets is not to introduce 

anything fundamentally new to fiṭra but to clarify, strengthen, and perfect it.”82 Our internal rational 

sense, if undeterred, will relay accurate data to us, and this moral sense will be drawn to the good.  

 This is profoundly optimistic about the capacity for human moral sensibilities, but it comes 

with severe repercussions for human responsibility. Ibn Taymiyya writes elsewhere,  

       Knowledge of the truth leads to its acceptance, because the love of truth is endowed in 
human nature. Truth is dearer and more acceptable to the fiṭrah of man than untruth, which 
has no basis on which to stand and is abhorred by the fiṭrah. However, if truth and 
knowledge do not lead a person to faith, he should be warned against his refusal and 
threatened with punishment.83 

 
Rightly functioning human beings do not need any external proofs (like those of the philosophers) 

that God exists—it is instinctually evident to them. Hence, to deny God’s existence or to fail to accept 

the truth of Islam is sin and error, the willful choice of abhorrent untruth against the magnetic pull of 

truth. Livnat Holtzman has argued that, in this expanded Taymiyyan idea of fiṭra, he goes as far as he 

possibly can—potentially contradicting the more predestination-oriented teaching of the Salaf—in 

emphasizing human freedom and responsibility.84 I would pause here to note that, like Charles 

Hodge, the emphasis on an innate human sensibility about the world and about religion puts the 

accent in Ibn Taymiyya’s thought on the human element in the divine-human interface of salvation. 

Put differently: it is very difficult to maintain a pessimistic theological anthropology if all human 

beings are created with an intuitive alignment with truth and morality. 

                                                        
81 See Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy, 43-44. 
82 Hoover, EI3, s.v. “Fiṭra.” This is not entirely unlike Reid’s rejection of Calvin’s sensus divinitatis, discussed above, in 

favor of a much more overarching intuitive common sense. 
83 Ibn Taymiyyah Expounds on Islam, 4-5. Fatāwā 16:338-339. 
84 As she clarifies, God still has foreknowledge of human choices, but because he construes fiṭra as a highly attuned 

interior sense, “Ibn Taymiyyah’s interpretation of the fiṭra tradition is a vigorous invitation to believe in the existence of 
human will, power, and choice.” Holtzman, “Human Choice, Divine Guidance and the Fiṭra Tradition: The Use of Hadith in 
Theological Treatises by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times (Oxford/New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), 182. 
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 Another key concern for Ibn Taymiyya that parallels his distinct interpretation of the fiṭra is his 

argument that uncontaminated or clear reason (al-ʿaql	al-ṣarīḥ,	or	ṣarīḥ al-ʿaql) should always 

correspond to and agree with authenticated scripture (al-naql	al-ṣaḥīḥ—the rhyming wordplay is lost 

in English). In his debates against the rationalist theologians (practitioners of kalām, speculative, 

philosophically informed theology) of early Islam, he seeks to strike a balance between the human 

capacity to reason and intuit and the need for divine revelation. The rationalists drew from 

Aristotelian philosophy to develop complex syllogistic cosmological, ontological, and teleological 

arguments for the existence of God.85 Ibn Taymiyya rejects this as a cerebral and abstract approach to 

essential Islamic belief. It is predicated on elite arguments and first-principle reasoning absent the 

sacred texts. At the same time, he is suspicious of the Sufi mystical trends of his own time, wherein 

Sufi saints and practitioners would trust as revelatory the intuitive (and often irrational) leaps of 

ecstatic experience. Contrarily, he writes: 

       Many theologians base their ideas simply on reason, and rely exclusively on it. They subject 
[to it] the faith and the Qurʾān. Knowledge is derived from general principles of reason 
sufficient in themselves without a recourse to faith on the Qurʾān. 

 
       Most Ṣūfīs, on the other hand, condemn reason and find fault with it. They assert that 

sublime states and higher spiritual stages are never attained without negating reason. They 
expound ideas which contradict reason and lead to rapture, ecstasy and intoxication. They 
believe in truths and experiences which, as they claim, accrue only when reason is completely 
suppressed; they also believe in things that are clearly denied by reason or are not attested to 
by it. 

 
       Both of these sources are wrong. To be sure, reason is prerequisite to all knowledge, as it is 

the prerequisite of virtue and good life. With it we acquire knowledge and virtue, but it is not 
sufficient by itself.86 

 
What is most intriguing about this formulation, for the purposes of this study, is how it resembles 

the Common Sense-Inductive theological method of Charles Hodge: neither Speculative nor 

                                                        
85 For more on the background of his debate with the speculative theologians, see Nicholas Heer, “The Priority of 

Reason in the Interpretation of Scripture: Ibn Taymīyah and the Mutakallimūn” in Literary Heritage of Classical Islam: 
Arabic and Islamic Studies in Honor of James A. Bellamy, Mustansir Mir, ed. (Princeton: The Darwin Press, 1993), 181-188. 

86 Ibn Taymiyyah Expounds on Islam, 5-6. Fatāwā 3:338-339. For more on Ibn Taymiyyah’s intellectual animosity toward 
mysticism-derived Sufi theology see Wael B. Hallaq, “Introduction” to Ibn Taymiyya against the Greek Logicians (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1993), xii-xiv. 
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Mystical, but grounded in reason building upon the foundation of human sensibility. In both cases, 

rationality is tied to a congenital, universal interior sense that knows truth and upon which more 

complex reasoning can elaborate. For the Shaykh, as for the much later Common Sense Realist 

theologians, truth is unitive such that scripture (properly approached) and reason (properly applied) 

should be in perfect alignment. Revelation through the prophets might bring knowledge that is not 

available to unassisted reason, but it should never contradict the intuitive human sensibility. 

 With regards to scripture itself, Ibn Taymiyya makes a strong argument for preferring the 

plain, unadorned, literal (ẓāhir) meaning of the text.87 As he puts it, “The ẓāhir of a passage is what 

comes to the mind of an unbiased person knowing the language of the passage when he reads it. 

Sometimes this ẓāhir meaning comes to him simply from the passage itself and sometimes from its 

context.”88 This leaves room within interpreting the ẓāhir for commonsense evaluation of the 

speakers’/writers’ context, intent, and vocabulary. Is the speaker joking? Is there an implicit 

metaphor (e.g., when “we say, ‘X is the lion of God and the lion of his Prophet,’ or when we call one 

who is a fool a donkey”)?89 As with the Protestant/Evangelical doctrine of perspicuity, ẓāhir is a 

hedge against abstraction and departure from the clarity of the text for the sake of rationalization or 

interpretive gymnastics. Ibn Taymiyya explains,  

                                                        
87 When I observed to Waleed Basyouni the many “commonsense” terms I heard in the American Salafi discourse, he 

responded by pointing to the Salafi preference for the ẓāhir of any given Qurʾan or Hadith passage. He expounded: “You 
know, this is a concept... it’s called al-ẓāhir, which is the apparent meaning of the speech. So, if I say a statement, there is the 
apparent meaning. The first meaning [that] comes to your mind when you hear that stated... [One must] have very clear, 
commonsense views… when the Prophet said, for example, ‘I was not sent to the earth, I was sent to mankind.’ So there you 
can’t understand that the Prophet only was sent to mankind who existed in Arabia, on the peninsula. He means all mankind, 
so that’s the apparent meaning. That’s where the commonsense [idea] comes from. [Salafis] like to keep that simplicity of 
understanding the text, not to try to twist it.” Basyouni, interview, February 28, 2017. 

88 Ibn Taymiyyah Expounds on Islam, 154. Fatāwā 6:355-372. 
89 Ibn Taymiyyah Expounds on Islam, 33. Fatāwā 33:175-186. This prioritizing of the ẓāhir meaning of the sacred text 

becomes especially important in one of the great debates of early Islam: how to interpret the physical sounding attributes 
and names of God. Many solutions of allegorizing and symbolizing have been proposed, but Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Taymiyya, and 
their Salafi inheritors have adhered to the ẓāhir meaning of these passages. We might not be able to fully apprehend what it 
means that God has a hand or that God sits on a throne, but our intellect is not the measure of revelatory truth. As Brown 
puts it, “Where the Ashʿari theologians used reason and an analysis of Arabic metaphor to hammer out specific explanations 
for God’s ‘hand’ and ‘face,’ the traditionalists such as Ibn Qudama and Ibn Taymiyya trusted in the instinctive understanding 
of the average believer.” Jonathan Brown, Misquoting Muhammad: The Challenge and Choices of Interpreting the Prophet’s 
Legacy (London: Oneworld, 2015), 63. 
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       The Prophet cannot have left the people to find out for themselves a secret clue which only a 
few can discover, be it rational or textual, for if he stated something meaningful, repeated it 
time and again, addressed it to each and every person, intelligent and unintelligent, 
perceptive and non-perceptive, asked them to understand it or reflect upon its ideas and 
their implications, and then wanted them not to believe in its apparent meaning (ẓāhir) 
because of some secret reason which only a few can discover, and then inform them that he 
did not mean the ẓāhir—that would be misleading the people and confusing them, and the 
Prophet would have failed in his mission of guiding people and expounding the truth.90 

 
From this angle, the abstract question of how one approaches the text and its meaning takes on a 

hard-boiled, epistemological necessity. Either words mean what they mean and the Prophet and God 

are sincere in imbuing the Qurʾan and the Hadith with meaning, or we are in an interpretive hall of 

mirrors. Ibn Taymiyya’s complaint against the Sufis and the rationalist theologians is not merely that 

they are interpreting texts incorrectly. He worries that in their complex arguments and esoteric 

cogitations they are removing the even-keeled and grounded Islamic doctrine from accessibility to 

the everyday believer.91 They are throwing open the door to nonsense and interpretive chaos. 

 Taken together, this constellation of Taymiyyan ideas (fiṭra, ṣarīḥ al-ʿaql, and ẓāhir) engender, 

for American Salafis, a commonsense approach to scripture that parallels in important ways the deep 

Evangelical grounding in Scottish Realism. I am not arguing that Ibn Taymiyya’s situation or overall 

theological perspective was substantially similar to the various philosophical debates and 

circumstantial elements that gave rise to Common Sense Evangelical theology. The similarity is in 

the way Ibn Taymiyya—or, more accurately, his American Salafi exponents—establishes a basis for a 

commonsense discourse around scripture. There is perhaps no greater sign of this affinity than a 

passage that occurs at the end of Yasir Qadhi’s dissertation about Ibn Taymiyya’s coordination of 

reason and revelation. Summarizing Ibn Taymiyya’s original understanding of fiṭra, Qadhi writes: 

                                                        
90 Ibn Taymiyyah Expounds on Islam, 157. Fatāwā 6:355-372. 
91 Paul Heck helpfully pointed out to me that another term in the Taymiyyan Arabic lexicon, bayyina, also somewhat 

approximates the Protestant idea of perspicuity. In traditional Sunni jurisprudence, bayyina referred to the idea that two 
male witnesses concurred in their testimony, rending a clear proof. Ibn Taymiyya, and even more so his disciple Ibn 
Qayyim al-Jawziyya, argued that the term had a broader definition in its Qurʾanic meaning, extending to the overall 
argument or convincing proof of a scriptural text that could speak to lay people and to scholars alike. See Baber Johansen, 
“Signs as Evidence: The Doctrine of Ibn Taymiyya (1263-1328) and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 1351) on Proof,” Islamic Law 
and Society 9, no. 2 (2002): 187. 
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      What was needed was a universally accessible, intuitive, inborn, non-rational-based source of 
validation: a source that was bestowed by God Himself, universally, to each and every 
breathing soul, that would be at par with Divine Revelation. This source would be distinct 
from reason and Scripture, and could serve to validate the veracity of the Scripture and 
correct the excesses of reason without rejecting either belief in Scripture or sound reason. It 
would have to allow one to believe in one’s faith without first having to reject it. It would also 
be independent of the level of one’s intellectual aptitude, for if the religion of God were to be 
truly accessible to all of mankind, then it must appeal equally to the laymen as much as to 
erudite scholars. The knowledge that this source should convey must be necessary, 
immediate, efficacious, indubitable, and completely compatible with man’s other faculties 
and with God’s speech... For Ibn Taymiyya, the texts of the Qurʾān and the Sunna provided 
just such a source: namely, the fiṭra.92 

 
As an interpretation of Ibn Taymiyya and his philosophical process, Qadhi’s analysis is debatable.93 

But as a summary of the American Salafi trust in the commonsense approachability of Islamic 

knowledge, it is highly evocative and instructive. Indeed, one could remove the last sentence, and, 

mutatis mutandis, it could be a description of Charles Hodge’s theological reasoning. Whether this is 

entirely Ibn Taymiyya’s original intent or not, the American Salafis read and resource him as a 

champion of commonsense, as a progenitor of scriptural accessibility and reasonability. Certainly 

there are distinctions to be made, and Salafis and Evangelicals come to these similar conclusions 

about the universal amenability of scriptural knowledge from very different thought worlds.94 But 

there is an unmistakable rhyme to the ways they both speak to an American religious sensibility. In 

both cases, scripture is clear, accessible, and aligned with human rationality. In both cases, humans 

have an inborn sense that, when used properly and diligently, should apprehend divine truth. 

                                                        
92 Yasir Qadhi (writing as Yasir Kazi), “Reconciling Reason and Revelation in the Writings of Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328): 

An Analytical Study of Ibn Taymiyya’s Darʾ al-taʿāruḍ” (PhD dissertation, Yale University, 2013), 309-310. 
93 For instance, while Qadhi cites her article in his dissertation, he does not engage with Livnat Holtzman’s controversial 

interpretation, discussed above, that on this point Ibn Taymiyya is departing from (or, at least, dramatically reinterpreting) 
the teachings of the Salaf about the predetermining will of God. Holtzman, “Human Choice, Divine Guidance and the Fiṭra 
Tradition,” 170-182. See Qadhi, “Reconciling Reason and Revelation,” 232 n. 1 and 233 n.3. 

94 To offer one major example: scholars of medieval Islam debate whether Ibn Taymiyya was a nominalist who denied 
the existence of universals in favor of particulars, whereas the Evangelical Common Sense proponents were explicitly 
attaching themselves to a strong form of realism and the independent existence of general principles. I will leave the 
philosophical classification of Ibn Taymiyya to others and merely observe that American Salafis have tended to interpret 
him in more of a realist (building knowledge upon innate human sense and divinely inspired texts) than a nominalist 
direction. For the argument that Ibn Taymiyya was a nominalist, at least regarding metaphysics see Hallaq, Ibn Taymiyya 
Against the Greek Logicians, xlvi-xlvii; Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy, 50-52; and Ansari, “Foreword,” xxxiv-xxxv. By 
contrast, Heck has argued that Ibn Taymiyya’s destabilization of the Aristotelian syllogistic reasoning of kalām does not 
necessarily make him a nominalist. Heck, Skepticism in Classical Islam, 18, 166, 193. 



 

 186 

Common Sense and Scripture Today: Two Illustrations 

 Before closing this chapter, it will be useful to examine, side by side and in detail, two 

contemporary instances of American Salafi and Evangelical discourses around scripture. One key 

element missing in so much analysis of these movements is the inner vitality and profound personal 

empowerment that surrounds their scriptural discourses, fueled, I would argue, by common sense. If 

the meaning of scripture is accessible to innate human rationality, then everyone can come to the text 

to find answers. The philosophical-theological frameworks articulated by, among others, Charles 

Hodge and Ibn Taymiyya propel and infuse the pedagogical scriptural popularization I observed in 

the previous chapter. While the exact phrase “common sense” is occasionally invoked today in 

Evangelical and Salafi appeals to scripture, much more often it is a habitual and implied aspect in the 

discourse. Sometimes it emerges in the vocabulary of plain rationality (for example, with terms like: 

obvious, clear, evident, indisputable, straightforward, logical, unambiguous, unequivocal, 

undeniable), but common sense is frequently assumed rather than articulated. 

 
AlMaghrib Institute – No Doubt 

 One person who is a vocal expounder of the exact phrase “common sense” is Yasir Qadhi. An 

illustrative AlMaghrib Institute seminar he led in January 2016 was titled “No Doubt: God, Religion 

and Politics in the Modern World.” Participants in the seminar (nearly 300 of them) commit their 

entire weekend (Friday night through Sunday evening) to sitting under Qadhi’s instruction with more 

than 20 total hours of instruction, lectures, and question-and-answer discussion shoehorned into less 

than two days. The seminar, in suburban Washington, D.C., is offered in a local university lecture hall. 

The audience is diverse. Many participants are, like Qadhi, of South Asian heritage, but there is also a 

large Middle Eastern-American contingent, and a number of African American and white faces are 
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spread throughout the crowd. Most of the women wear the hijab, and they sit together mostly 

segregated, though there is no formal line of demarcation between the genders.95 

 Saturday evening, Qadhi delivers a lecture on “Islam and the Other.” He begins by reviewing the 

ambiguity throughout the Sunni legal tradition on how to think about the fate of those who have 

never heard about Islam. He presents the variety of rulings by Salafis and other scholars on what 

exactly would happen to those who never had an opportunity to convert to Islam. The fact that he 

leaves the answer to this question open and exposes the underlying pluralism of the Sunni tradition 

(he calls it “a healthy controversy in the tradition”) is quintessentially part of AlMaghrib’s “Reformist” 

or “Progressive” Salafi style.96 As compared with some Salafis who feel the need to have a dogmatic 

answer to every question, Qadhi and the other AlMaghrib instructors try to convey only what they 

believe to be the unambiguous teachings of Islam. He concludes this survey of the diversity of the 

tradition by giving pride of place, naturally, to the views of Ibn Taymiyya (that God will personally 

judge ignorant non-Muslims at the Day of Judgment). Qadhi ends this section of the lecture 

ambiguously, lightheartedly invoking a—noncanonical—hadith where the Prophet says, “My umma 

[the Muslim community] will remain on good terms as long as they do not argue about the fate of the 

children of pagans.”97 In other words, do not trouble yourself about things on which we have no clear 

guidance and are in God’s hands.  

                                                        
95 Qadhi highlights the fact that AlMaghib allows men and women to learn together as one of the more radical 

departures the Institute has taken from global Salafi norms: “[M]ainstream Salafis in the world would find AlMaghrib 
highly problematic in many, many areas. They would view us to be liberal. They would view us to be not orthodox, not 
conservative. We allow men and women to sit together in our classes. We even have female instructors. You know, it’s just 
a lot of things that are problematic for Saudi Salafis or Jordanian Salafis. We’re not as conservative...” Qadhi, interview, 
February 18, 2017. 

96 Yasir Qadhi, “Islam and the Other” (lecture, AlMaghrib Institute, University of Maryland - College Park, MD, 
January 16, 2016).Qadhi suggests both “Reformist” and “Progressive” to me as modifiers of the word Salafi in characterizing 
the position of AlMaghrib vis-à-vis the broader Salafi movement, though he still expresses discomfort with the Salafi 
identity: “I would be more left-wing progressive, and I’d definitely be somebody who, even if you wanted to consider me a 
Salafi, you’d have to give some caveats, you know, ‘reformist’ or ‘thinking,’ or whatever...” Qadhi, interview, February 18, 
2017. 

97 I could not locate this particular hadith in any major collection. 
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 Having concluded that unclear topic, Qadhi pivots to the easier question of the fate of those 

who have encountered Islam and the message of the Prophet and rejected it. On this, he says, “There 

is a unanimous consensus of all the schools and all the theologians. Those people cannot be forgiven. 

There is no ikhtilāf [scholarly disagreement] whatsoever on this point.” Qadhi then uses a very 

interesting phrase. He says, “It is a commonsense ijmāʿ. All of the texts in the Qurʾan and the Sunna 

point to this.” Ijmāʿ is a word with a number of valences in the Islamic tradition. It is generally 

translated as “consensus,” though the question always is: whose consensus? The scholars of the 

madhhabs tend to look for the consensus within their madhhab or, more authoritatively, across the 

madhhabs among all of the scholars (as Qadhi has noted on this question—“all of the schools and all 

the theologians”). In such cases, ijmāʿ can become a legally binding principle.98 Universal attestation 

can give an idea or a teaching near canonical status. Sometimes ijmāʿ can refer to the consensus of the 

entire Muslim community, and sometimes it can be only the consensus of the trained scholars. In 

most Sunni scriptural discourse, ijmāʿ	refers to those unambiguous questions where ijtihād is utterly 

unnecessary because there is no debate, though Ibn Taymiyya and Salafis have not always accepted 

this principle.99 Qadhi, for his part, seems to be playing with multiple of these meanings. He appears 

to be invoking the clarity of the text and the early community (the Salaf). But the adjective 

“commonsense” also invites Qadhi’s audience of American Salafis or AlMaghrib attendees to 

participate in that consensus. In a pluralistic society, where these Muslims are interacting daily with 

non-Muslims, the fate of their agnostic, atheist, Jewish, and Christian neighbors and friends is, no 

                                                        
98 For more on the development and evolution of consensus as a part of Sunni jurisprudence, see Wael B. Hallaq, The 

Origins and Evolution of Islamic Law (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 110-121. 
99 Ibn Taymiyya idiosyncratically rejected the legal principle of the ijmāʿ of the scholars within any madhhab as well as 

the consensus of any generation of Muslims after the generation of the Prophet (the Companions). As is, perhaps, to be 
expected, this rejection focuses the interpretive conversation on the Hadith rather than relying on later scholarly 
conversations. See Yossef Rapoport, “Ibn Taymiyya’s Radical Legal Thought: Rationalism, Pluralism and the Primacy of 
Intention,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 204. This is one component 
of Ibn Taymiyya’s larger project of elevating the Hadith (as mediated by the Salaf) as the primary interpretive framework 
for understanding the Qurʾanic revelation. For more on how distinct this rethinking and reconfiguring of the types of 
interpretive authority was, see Walid A. Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics: An Analysis of An 
Introduction to the Foundations of Qurʾānic Exegesis,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times (Oxford/New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), 123-162. 
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doubt, a matter of paramount concern. By invoking common sense, Qadhi is inviting these Muslims, 

who might be wavering in their confidence in exclusive Islamic truth, to shore up their faith by 

rational participation in the interpretive process. 

 Knowing that this is a contentious issue in contemporary Western Islam, Qadhi goes on to 

explain the underlying rationale for this consensus—it is not enough to confidently assert that the 

revelation is clear and the ijmāʿ exists on this matter. The audience members must grasp and even join 

in the reasoning process. They must use their common sense. He explains that it is basic to Islam that 

a person cannot be a believer if they reject the Prophet Muhammad. He quotes a Qurʾanic verse (4:115) 

about those who reject the Messenger of Allah landing in hell. Then Qadhi points to a hadith from 

Sahih Muslim where the Prophet is reported as saying, “there is not a single Jew or Christian who 

hears of me dies without believing in that with which I have been sent, but he will be one of the 

people of Hellfire.”100 Taken together, these form, for Qadhi, clear-cut scriptural proof that all non-

Muslims (including Jews and Christians) who have encountered Islam without accepting it will 

thereby be damned. Yes, he reasons, Muslims are responsible for telling their friends about the truth 

of Islam, but those neighbors are also responsible for searching for the truth. “Every person wrestles 

with the question of meaning and purpose in life. Non-Muslims ask this question even more than 

Muslims do. That should lead you to Google or YouTube at least.” In other words, Christians and 

Jews have fiṭra just like everyone else, and in the age of the Internet, the excuse of being ignorant of 

Islam does not hold water.  

 Qadhi concludes with a commonsense tour de force. He argues that any disagreement today 

on this question stems from a “modern, politically correct debate, not from the tradition.” 

Reiterating his earlier point: “There’s unanimous consensus, and there’s common sense—to claim 

                                                        
100 Sahih Muslim 153 (Book 1, Hadith 293), https://sunnah.com/muslim/1. Yasir Qadhi, “No Doubt: God, Religion, & 

Politics in the Modern World: Student Notes,” Qabeelah Wasat, n.d., 31, accessed June 29, 2017, http://www.qwasat.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/10/No-Doubt-QWasat.pdf. On how this hadith squares with other hadiths and with the Qurʾanic 
portrayal of Christians and Jews, see al-Husein N. Madhany, “Pooh Poohing Pluralism: Ijtihāding Ḥadīth to Build a Theology 
of Exclusion,” The Muslim World 98, no. 4 (Oct 2008): 407-422. 
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otherwise is to betray rationality. Muslims and Christians have mutually exclusive beliefs. You have 

to choose one; otherwise it’s nonsensical.” This exhortation is accompanied by a PowerPoint slide 

whose banner headline and bullet points read: 

Common Sense 
• They can’t all be right! (Mutually exclusive beliefs) 
• What’s the purpose if there is no purpose in the Prophet & Book?! 

 
He explains this last point by saying, “What is the point of having a Revelation and a Book, if you 

don’t need a Revelation and a Book [to be saved from Hell]?” Put differently, if there is nothing 

distinct about Islam, then what was the use of the Prophet’s mission?  

 This seminar is, in many important ways, paradigmatic of the commonsense scripturalism I 

have been working to analyze and contextualize. It is not merely that Qadhi explicitly appeals to 

“common sense.” It is that he invites the lay audience of American Muslims inside the commonsense 

circle shaped by the textual interpretations of scholars. He does not overtly invoke his own authority 

as a scholar and a shaykh, though that is always implicit in his presentation and his knowledge of the 

tradition and the text and the fact that the audience has given up their weekend to sit under his 

tutelage. His authority and his reasoning are grounded in text and consensus, in facility with the 

scripture. And the way he cites scripture is in keeping with American Salafi discourse overall: the texts 

are recited in clear English, with an occasional aside about the underlying Arabic or the provenance of 

a hadith. Scripture is presented as plain, straightforward evidence for the argument Qadhi is 

advancing. Despite the contemporary pluralism of interpretations on this very question within the 

American Muslim community (and even, implicitly, among Salafis and Salafi sympathizers), one is 

left at the end of Qadhi’s lucid presentation with the impression that anyone who disagrees with the 

position he has advanced, must be (a) unfamiliar with the relevant scriptural passages, (b) 

intentionally misreading them for “politically correct” reasons, or (c) deficient in their use of reason.101 

                                                        
101 Qadhi alludes to an awareness in his lecture that other contemporary Muslims are coming to different conclusions 

on this question. He tells the story of attending a conference on the question of “Islam, Salvation, and the Fate of Others” 
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As Qadhi concludes his presentation: “There is no compromise, brothers and sisters. Facts are facts.” 

Here is a form of Islamic reasoning that is simultaneously shaped by the Salafi style of interpretation 

and idiomatically American. Even amid these definitive statements, there is a question-and-answer 

time at the end of his lecture so audience members can react and clarify. 

 For their part, the audience is eager to receive and engage. A college student seated next to me 

at the seminar turns to me on one of the breaks and begins to extol the other AlMaghrib instructors 

and other preachers he finds most engaging, nearly all of them Salafis or Salafi-trained. Online 

reviews posted after the event reflect the life-changing nature of the weekend experience. One 

participant writes, “I was able to understand that in order to survive and flourish in this society one 

needs to learn how to navigate through the society with the Quran and Sunnah as being the 

framework and foundation.”102 Another comments, “The amount of information covered, the 

historical (western and Islamic) perspectives discussed, and Shayk[h] Yasir Qadhi’s personal 

reflections made this class worth every minute! I definitely had a major case of Al-Maghrib blues 

going back to work the next day. But Inshallah [if God wills it] I look forward to reviewing the notes 

with family and friends.”103 For these students of knowledge, a weekend’s time and the $85 

enrollment fee are small prices to pay for the deeper engagement with scripture. The scriptural 

experience has a rapturous quality. 

 
 
                                                        
and presenting an academic paper there. As he described in the “No Doubt” lecture and also in a Facebook post, “This was 
by far one of the most daunting academic talks I have ever given. Not only were there very influential and famous 
academics in the room (far senior to me in age and prestige in the academic world—which is very, very different than the 
world of dawah [Salafi preaching] that I am more accustomed to), I was in essence the only one preaching this position 
[that Islam is the only path to salvation] explicitly, and it was NOT a popular position amongst most of the conference 
attendees!” Yasir Qadhi, Facebook post, April 13, 2014, accessed March 24, 2017, https://www.facebook.com/yasir.qadhi/ 
posts/10152145211668300. A transcript of his talk is available at Yasir Qadhi, “Salvific Exclusivity,” MuslimMatters.org, April 
11, 2014, accessed March 24, 2017, http://muslimmatters.org/2014/04/11/salvific-exclusivity-i-shaykh-yasir-qadhi/. The 
conference Qadhi presented at helped lay the groundwork for a book exploring the complexity of the question of salvation 
for non-Muslims in Islamic scripture and tradition: Mohammad Hassan Khalil, Islam and the Fate of Others: The Salvation 
Question (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2012). 

102 Aurangzeb Nisar, January 19, 2016, comment on No Doubt taught by Shaykh Yasir Qadhi in Washington, DC,  
http://almaghrib.org/seminars/islamic-theology/no-doubt#testimonials. 

103 Lena Nour, January 19, 2016, comment on No Doubt taught by Shaykh Yasir Qadhi in Washington, DC,  
http://almaghrib.org/seminars/islamic-theology/no-doubt#testimonials. 
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InterVarsity Christian Fellowship (USA) – Mark Study 

 A second characteristic instance of this commonsense scripturalism comes from an American 

Evangelical parachurch organization. InterVarsity Christian Fellowship (USA) is a college-campus 

based ministry with more than 1,000 chapters at various colleges and universities across every region 

of the United States. InterVarsity has a complex relationship with politically and theologically 

conservative Evangelicalism and is sometimes counted in the ranks of the nebulous cluster of 

institutions that make up the Evangelical Left (social justice-oriented organizations that rarely align 

with the politically conservative Evangelical caricature).104 The Fellowship was founded in 1941 out of a 

British movement by way of Canada, so it sees itself as sidestepping many of the American 

Fundamentalist controversies of the early twentieth century. Nonetheless, the study of the Bible is 

unassailably central to the organization, and it counts “27,289 students [who] met in InterVarsity 

small groups to study Scripture together” in the 2015-2016 school year.105 In fact, a core component of 

the work that InterVarsity does is train student leaders to lead Bible studies with their college peers in 

dorm rooms and student centers. These groups meet weekly throughout the school year, and 

InterVarsity produces voluminous guides and curricula to assist neophyte leaders in facilitating 

discussion-based Bible small groups. InterVarsity is widely regarded as an Evangelical organization 

that is somewhat open to the controversial ideas of historical biblical criticism, while remaining 

suspicious of the more disbelieving conclusions of that approach. These tensions are reflected in the 

affiliated InterVarsity Press, where the Bible resources are scholarly, if still solidly Evangelical in their 

biblical and theological orientation.106 All InterVarsity staff and student leaders treasure Bible study, 

                                                        
104 See David R. Swartz, Moral Minority: The Evangelical Left in an Age of Conservatism (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
105 InterVarsity/USA, “Annual Report 2015/2016,” Intervarsity.org, accessed March 23, 2017, http://2100.intervarsity.org 

/sites/2100/files/2015_2016_Annual_Report.pdf. Jeffrey Ringer has recently analyzed how InterVarsity students have 
“enacted evangelical discourse in ways that reflect evangelicalism’s emphasis on personal piety.” Jeffrey M. Ringer, 
Vernacular Christian Rhetoric: The Religious Creativity of Evangelical Student Writers (New York/London: Routledge, 2016), 
83. 

106 InterVarsity Press produces many of the most widely used Bible study guides and accessible Bible commentaries in 
the American and worldwide Evangelical market. See InterVarsity Press, “Bible Studies & Group Resources,” IVPress.org, 
accessed March 23, 2017, https://www.ivpress.com/browse/bible-studies-and-group-resources. 
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but for InterVarsity insiders, particularly those on the West Coast, the gold standard of Bible study is a 

week-long inductive Bible study retreat at Catalina Island off the coast of California.107 InterVarsity 

has a camp there that is accessible only by boat, where students are can turn off their computers, be 

outside of cell phone service range, and focus exclusively on studying the Bible. The central and 

foundational study for new initiates into InterVarsity’s signature inductive Bible study method is a 

sentence-by-sentence study of the Gospel of Mark, which participants colloquially call “Mark Study.” 

Once InterVarsity students have completed Mark Study, they can try out other week-long inductive 

studies (typically of the first twelve chapters of Genesis, or the Epistle to the Philippians, or the 

Hebrew prophet Amos), but Mark Study is the gateway and the essential foundation. In the interest of 

self-disclosure, I worked for InterVarsity for seven years and in that capacity participated in and led 

many Mark Studies. 

 Mark Study is an intensive experience, not unlike the packed AlMaghrib Institute weekend. 

InterVarsity students spend $200 or $250 for the privilege of giving up their spring or winter break to 

go to Catalina Island for Mark Study. They sleep in tent-like cabins. They have a brief window of time 

in the afternoon each day to hike or kayak or play volleyball, but the lion’s share of every day—8 to 10 

hours—is spent in intensive Bible discussions. It is not unusual for discussions (with all participants’ 

agreement) to go late into the night, sometimes pushing into the early hours of the morning, only to 

resume after breakfast. The study moves slowly and deliberately, debating participant-generated 

questions. In one week of all-day-everyday discussion, a Mark Study covers roughly one half (8 

chapters, approximately 6500 words) of Mark’s Gospel. And students love it. If you ask participants 

about their experience, many of them will describe it as the highlight of their year and one of the most 

meaningful religious experiences they have ever had. Many InterVarsity alumni lament that they can 

no longer go back every year to Catalina Island and do Mark Study. 

                                                        
107 Similar retreats are conducted in other parts of the country at other camps that InterVarsity owns as well. 
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 The discussion leaders of Mark Study are usually InterVarsity staff members, campus ministers 

whose full-time work is to spiritually lead and train students. Some of them have seminary degrees or 

credentials, but most do not. Their training is informal—rooted in their own past participation in 

similar retreats during their student years. Sometimes advanced student leaders are invited to lead or 

co-lead Mark Study. The leaders try to guide discussions with a soft touch, as the core of the 

discussion and its effectiveness is ostensibly rooted in the ability of the participating students to work 

together as a community and interpret the text.  

 Students are given a printed “manuscript” of the Gospel in English, which they can write on and 

personally annotate. It is double-spaced with no paragraph breaks or chapter or verse numbers in 

order to simulate the original Greek manuscripts that the first-century readers of Mark would have 

had. The leaders instruct the students that they will be taking an “inductive” approach to studying 

Mark, grounding themselves in observations about the text and building their communal 

interpretations out of the text, as opposed to a deductive style of interpretation that starts with pre-

formed conclusions. They are trained not to quote their pastors’ sermons or something they read in a 

book somewhere. This is no place for abstract theological principles or systematic theology. The 

participants are invited to focus exclusively on the text in front of them and to act as detectives who 

are investigating it for meaning.  

 Each Mark Study group has about 10 to 20 student participants. They always have a variety of 

study resources including a copy of Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible, an endlessly 

reprinted late nineteenth-century Bible concordance that gives non-Greek or Hebrew speakers the 

ability to cross-reference in the original languages. They will also generally have a variety of Bible 

commentaries available to fill in cultural background on the text, but the students are counseled not 

to look in the commentaries for answers to their questions. The scholarly commentators can, instead, 

be viewed as conversation partners—fellow investigators who are asking similar questions, but whose 

interpretations are likely no more insightful than those generated by the immediate community of 
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study. The group’s answers must come through the discursive, inductive conversations taking place in 

that room.  

 The reality is that most Mark Studies are carefully managed affairs—leaders share with each 

other tips and tricks for subtly guiding the discussions in particular directions. Most participants and 

past leaders would agree that there is one—or a limited range of—thing(s) that each passage in Mark 

really means. Common sense latently superintends these discussions, and errant interpretations can 

generally be redirected back to the text.  

 Explicit references are sometimes made, in orienting participants to the “rules” of Mark Study, 

to the scientific method. They are told that they will be taking an inductive approach, much like that 

used by scientists, in which they will Observe, Interpret, and Apply.108 Students are sometimes given a 

short, two-page story, titled “The Student, The Fish, and Agassiz,” at the beginning of Mark Study. 

The story, an anonymous first-person account of an aspiring undergraduate entomologist’s encounter 

with an eccentric and austere old professor, is a sort of scientific parable. When the self-confident 

undergraduate tells the professor that he wishes to be a student of “natural history,” the professor 

places in front of him an uninteresting fish specimen, and tells him to “look at it,” and then leaves him 

alone for hours on end. Over several days, the student comes to discover a deep fascination with the 

fish and the power of observation and detail. The parable ends with the professor’s aphorism, “Facts 

are stupid things until brought into connection with some general law.” This is, notably, a very mid-

nineteenth century, Baconian view of science.109 Absent are the theories or hypotheses of 

contemporary science, but, in step with Bacon and Newton, observable facts are the building blocks 

                                                        
108 This is sometimes called the O-I-A method of Bible study and is popular in circles beyond InterVarsity. 
109 The original story is about Louis Aggasiz, a Harvard ichthyologist who died in 1873. It was first published 

anonymously as “In the Laboratory with Agassiz” in American Poems. Longfellow: Whittier: Bryant: Holmes: Lowell: 
Emerson. With Biographical Sketches and Notes, Horace Elisha Scudder, ed. (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 
1881), 451-455, accessed March 23, 2017, https://archive.org/details/americanpoemslon00scudrich. InterVarsity has also 
made an introductory inductive Bible study video based on the story at TwentyOneHundred Productions and 
InterVarsity/USA, “The Observer,” 2100.InterVarsity.org, 2006, accessed March 23, 2017, 
http://2100.intervarsity.org/resources/observer. 
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of all general knowledge. Most Mark Study leaders have no idea where “The Student, the Fish, and 

Aggasiz” came from, and they merely inherit the document from past leaders. So the question arises: 

if InterVarsity is of mid-twentieth century British provenance, how did the organization come to a 

Bible study method that appears so rooted in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century science and 

Common Sense philosophy?  

 Within InterVarsity, this inductive form of Bible study is largely historyless, with some vague 

oral and anecdotal recollections of its origins. Most InterVarsity staff point to Paul Byer, a Southern 

California InterVarsity staff member, as the pioneer of the manuscript style of printing out books of 

the Bible for intensive study in the 1950s, and it was refined to its current form of Mark Study in the 

late 1960s.110 But the history of this broader inductive-scientific method of studying the Bible can 

actually be traced much earlier than the 1950s or even than the founding of InterVarsity in the 1940s. 

Its earliest roots can be found in the work and thought of William Rainey Harper, a contemporary of 

Charles Hodge and the founding president of the University of Chicago. Unlike Hodge’s more 

conservative and combative bent, Harper was “the quintessential nineteenth century American 

evangelical liberal: optimistic, progressive, biblical and open to the unfolding of his own culture.”111 

Harper was amenable to insights from contemporary Higher Criticism, though he maintained a very 

strong appreciation for applied exegesis of the Bible. Like Hodge, he was steeped in Scottish Common 

Sense Realism from his undergraduate and graduate studies, and like Hodge he developed a tripartite 

categorization of approaches to the Bible, writing, “Interpreters of the Bible, in our day, may 

conveniently be divided into three great schools: (1) the rationalistic, or naturalistic, (2) the 

                                                        
110 See Andrew T. Le Peau and Linda Doll, eds. Heart. Soul. Mind. Strength: An Anecdotal History of InterVarsity Press, 

1947-2007 (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 23-24. See also TwentyOneHundred Productions and 
InterVarsity/USA, “Mark It Up - Intro to Manuscript Bible Study,” ManuscriptBibleStudy.com (1986), accessed March 24, 
2017, https://player.vimeo.com/video/44885451? title=0&byline=0&portrait=0. There is a colloquial history of Manuscript 
Study that is posted online in a few places that traces it all back to Byer, Ross Pfennigwerth, “The History of Manuscript 
Bible Study,” 1986, accessed March 24, 2017, http://manuscriptbiblestudy.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/02/The-History-
of-Manuscript-Bible-Study.pdf. 

111 James P. Wind, The Bible and the University: The Messianic Vision of William Rainey Harper (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1987), 7. 
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allegorizing, or spiritualizing, and (3) the historico-grammatical.”112 With greater generosity than 

Hodge, he admits that the first two approaches have some insight, though he prefers the third. But, he 

avers, “it is plainly evident that, to whatever class one may belong, there is, after all that may be said, a 

large field for the use of common sense.”113 Harper saw a great deficiency among late nineteenth-

century clergy in their not taking such a commonsense interpretive approach in their Bible preaching. 

So he began to advocate for a scientific, inductive approach to Bible study: “‘Scientific’ Bible study is 

study in the process of which (1) scientific methods are employed; (2) adherence is maintained to the 

laws of human speech; (3) allowance is made for all the factors which enter into the problem under 

consideration; (4) the truth is sought, regardless of previous preconceptions.”114 Elsewhere, he 

summarized this approach as “a three step process: induction, reasoning and verification.”115 Harper’s 

biblical reasoning style is, like Hodge’s, Baconian and scientific, but his more irenic spirit meant that 

his voice was not championed by the next generation of nascent Fundamentalists. 

 Harper’s perspective and project were taken up by one of his students, Wilbert Webster White. 

White became especially enamored of Harper’s idea that people (including seminarians) should 

directly study the plain text of the Bible in their own native language rather than attempting to gain a 

fleeting mastery of Greek and Hebrew. White was frustrated with the lack of rigorous inductive study 

of the Bible in the seminaries and Bible colleges where he taught, so in 1900 he helped to found the 

“Bible Teachers College” in New York, which in 1921 became The Biblical Seminary in New York. 

White and the other professors at The Biblical Seminary appropriated “The Student, The Fish, and 

                                                        
112 William Rainey Harper, “The Use of Common Sense in Interpretation,” The Old Testament Student 5, No. 2 (Oct 

1885): 88. On Harper’s Common Sense educational background, see Wind, The Bible and the University, 62. 
113 Harper, “The Use of Common Sense,” 88. 
114 William Rainey Harper, “Editorial,” The Old Testament Student 7, no. 7 (March 1888): 211. 
115 Wind, The Bible and the University, 60. 
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Agassiz” as a teaching tool for training seminarians in the inductive method of Bible study.116 The 

Biblical Seminary’s self-described “Chief Distinguishing Feature” was its approach to the Bible:  

       The student is trained in direct, first hand study of the Bible in his own tongue and in the 
mastery of the facts in the light of the central idea of each book and of the self-declared 
purpose of the entire Bible. 

 
    He is expected to read nothing into the Scriptures, but to learn how to draw from them all 

that they are intended to yield to the searcher for truth... 
 
    The Bible is approached “With the same openmindedness with which the astronomer studies 

the heavens; the geologist, the rocks; the physician, the science of medicine,” with respectful 
attention to all the fruits of past research, but untrammeled by the limiting influence of 
previous theory.117 

 
This quote encapsulates all of the dynamics of Evangelical discourse that I have charted out in this 

and the previous two chapters. Tradition (“the limiting influence of previous theory”) is marginalized. 

Scripture is the communal identity marker (The Biblical Seminary) and the individual’s “first hand” 

encounter with it is the seminary’s raison d être. Science and common sense are looked to for 

guidance in scriptural interpretation. What is most interesting about The Biblical Seminary, for the 

sake of this study, is that even by the middle of the twentieth century, both the Fundamentalists and 

the relatively progressive Evangelicals were laying claim to common sense and the scientific approach 

to the Bible from the mid-nineteenth century.  

 It was a Biblical Seminary of New York student named Jane Hollingsworth, who joined 

InterVarsity’s staff in 1942, who brought the inductive method of Bible study to the organization. 

InterVarsity’s official history recognizes that “The Biblical Seminary of New York [trained] many of its 

                                                        
116 See David R. Bauer, “Inductive Bible Study: History,” Seedbed.com, n.d., accessed March 23, 2017, 

http://www.seedbed.com/inductive-bible-study-history/. See also, David R. Bauer and Robert A. Traina, Inductive Bible 
Study: A Comprehensive Guide to the Practice of Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 77. 

117 The Biblical Seminary in New York, Catalogue for the Fiftieth Year, 1949-1950, 12-13, accessed March 23, 2017, 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwgsNLQdguQdYzFiNzQxYjUtZjZjNC00OGFmLThiYT QtOTUzMWVlZjJhNWVi/view. 
The unattributed quote comes from Charles A. Briggs, “The Scientific Study of Holy Scripture,” The Independent 51 (1899): 
3208. Briggs himself is a fascinating figure: an Evangelical theologian who opened the door just enough to Higher Criticism 
that the professors of Princeton Seminary (including Charles Hodge’s son, A.A. Hodge) charged him with heresy, and he 
and Union Theological Seminary which he led were eventually forced to leave the Presbyterian Church. This late 
nineteenth-century dustup over strict inerrancy presaged the Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy, though Briggs was by 
no means a radical modernist. See Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism, 112, and Harvey Hill, “History and Heresy: 
Religious Authority and the Trial of Charles Augustus Briggs,” U.S. Catholic Historian 20, no. 3 (Summer 2002): 1-21. 
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staff in inductive study” in the 1940s and 1950s.118 But InterVarsity histories are devoid of any mention 

of William Rainey Harper or Wilbert Webster White, the intellectual progenitors of inductive Bible 

study. The “scientific” element of Mark Study is seen as a quirky and extraneous analogy rather than 

its entire rationale. I can find no reference in any InterVarsity material or histories to the decades of 

development of inductive Bible study before InterVarsity was founded. The entire organization is 

largely unaware of the way that their Fellowship was grafted into a tradition with its roots in Common 

Sense Realism.119 As with the mysterious origins of “The Student, The Fish, and Agassiz,” InterVarsity 

staff do not know the deep nineteenth-century roots and resonances of their progressive Evangelical, 

open-to-historical-criticism hermeneutic. Yet on a weekly basis and in their annual retreats they enact 

Evangelicals’ commonsense approach to scripture in a way that just feels natural. 

 

Conclusion: The Rational Horizons of Communal Discourse 

 What I have attempted to capture in these two in-depth examples and in the preceding 

historical studies is the often nebulous and inchoate style of commonsense reasoning and 

conversation about scripture among American Salafis and Evangelicals. As I conclude this chapter, 

there are a few further similar qualities that I would like to draw out of them, qualities that are largely 

ignored or left unaddressed in the existing scholarly analysis of these movements. First, for 

Evangelicals and Salafis, scripture is immersive and, for lack of a better word, fun. The engagement 

with scripture is not a task or a chore or duty-bound drudgery. It is an activity for which they sacrifice 

weekends and spring breaks. They come away from these conversations and seminars and studies 

                                                        
118 Keith and Gladys Hunt, For Christ and the University: The Story of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship of the 

U.S.A./1940-1990 (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1991), 98. 
119 Other graduates of The Biblical Seminary of New York include televangelist Pat Robertson; Evangelical author and 

translator of the popular colloquial-English version of the Bible, The Message, Eugene Peterson; and many of the early 
leaders of the popular Evangelical organization Youth with a Mission (YWAM). See Bauer, “Inductive Bible Study: History.” 
For more on how the “inductive method” of Bible study is tied back genealogically through Fundamentalism to Scottish 
Common Sense Realism, see Molly Worthen, Apostles of Reason: The Crisis of Authority in American Evangelicalism 
(Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 285 n. 12. 
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exercised and invigorated and enlivened. InterVarsity students and staff members will sometimes talk 

about Bible study as “life-giving,” and it is an apt phrase. So much of the scholarship (comparative or 

otherwise) about Fundamentalism, Evangelicalism, and Salafism is one part befuddled and two parts 

bemused by how worked up these scripturalists get about their literalism or their circular 

hermeneutics. What these observers miss is the energetic, verbose, meaning-making activity that is 

empowered by the appeals to common sense. Salafis and Evangelicals feel that the interpretive keys to 

the universe have been put in their hands and built into their minds, if they will only learn how to use 

them. The current that electrifies the scriptural discourse is meaning and relevance and the possibility 

of life-change. They come to Mark Study and AlMaghrib weekend seminars with hopes that their 

entire worldview could be reoriented, recast, upended, and to listen to their self-reporting, their 

hopes are often realized. 

 Second, for Salafis and Evangelicals, scripture is an intricate puzzle that is communally and 

discursively decoded. The data of scripture can be endlessly rearranged, reconsidered, and revisited, all 

within the context of the interpreting community. There is both a circular and an infinite quality to 

Salafi and Evangelical conversations about scripture. People return again and again to the text to find 

new information, new instruction, new insight into their lives. And this is not merely an individual 

project but a communal exchange. The popularization and individualization of scripture that was 

discussed in the previous chapter have not led inexorably to endless irreconcilable individual 

interpretations. If in the wake of the Reformation, Catholic critics warned that without a normative 

ecclesiastical interpretation “everyone would become his own interpreter and spiritual anarchy would 

ensue,” this utter disorder has not materialized.120 Yes, Evangelicals and Salafis continuously discuss 

scripture, but those conversations still occur in regulative discursive communities and within the 

buried ancestral boundaries of the broader Christian and Islamic traditions. I would argue that this 

                                                        
120 Marsden, “Everyone One’s Own Interpreter?,” 80. 
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communalization of the scriptural discourse is intrinsically tied to the correlated ideas of common 

sense. Charles Hodge and Ibn Taymiyya may have championed the clarity of scripture and the ability 

of the individual to approach it afresh, but they were not interpretive anarchists. Salafis and 

Evangelicals, as a general rule, eschew idiosyncratic interpretations in favor of those things that can 

be verifiably commonsensical. In the next chapter, I will explore the vast diversity that does exist in 

these discourses, but it is worth pausing to note the local, communal limitations on that diversity. 

 Third, Salafi and Evangelical scriptural discourse is highly cerebral and rational. This reality 

altogether subverts the “fundamentalist” caricature of uneducated simpletons appealing to 

miraculous texts so that they do not have to think or grow. Evangelicals are every bit as much 

inheritors of the Enlightenment as their modernist or liberal co-religionists. They simply come from a 

different, often forgotten, Scottish Realist strand of the eighteenth-century revival of knowledge. And 

Salafis, through the philosophical genius of the Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyyah, are every bit 

inheritors of the richness of the Classical Islamic philosophical age of enlightenment. It is true that 

commonsense rationality might not win them any plaudits from elite academicians and philosophers, 

and their reasoning is often more low-to-the-ground, couched in colloquial wisdom and pedestrian 

vocabulary, but their engagement with scripture is no less intellectual for it. In fact, from an 

anthropological angle, Salafism and Evangelicalism are as much educational movements as they are 

theological movements. This education is frequently diffuse, uncredentialed, informal, and ad hoc, 

but the degree and extent of scriptural learning undertaken by the average Evangelical or Salafi can be 

staggering when one realizes that it is largely voluntary and personal. 

 Fourth, in these communities, common sense acts as a check on blunt literalism. In underlying 

American Salafi and Evangelical philosophy, the plain meaning of the text coheres with the instinctive 

rationality of human beings, but, in reality, these two things are in tension. The meaning of the text 

operates within the rational horizons of the community, beyond which they cannot see. For all the 

talk about ẓāhir and perspicuity and the literal sense of these texts, appeals to common sense exist in 
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tension with inconsiderate literalism.121 As much as Mark Study is ostensibly about coming to the text 

blank and fresh, through the subtle leadership of the discussion leaders and the common sense that 

exists among the American Evangelical college student demographic, original or outlier 

interpretations are rare. Divergent or irrational appropriations of texts will inevitably butt up against 

the communal sensibility.  

 Fifth and finally, common sense builds confidence in one’s personal apprehension and 

interpretation of the text. The upshot of Salafi and Evangelical personal engagement with scripture in 

very accessible communal discourses is that each individual grows in their self-assurance as an 

interpreter. The implicit affirmation of their innate rationality through repetitive moments of 

agreement and consensus consistently reinforces the impression that the meanings of these texts are 

approachable, clear, and even obvious. Mark Study participants will frequently walk away from their 

week-long study impressed not with the complexity of the text, its flexibility and vulnerability to 

numerous interpretations. Instead, they come away thinking how clear the text is when diligently 

approached and discursively unpacked. Mark Study leaders will sometimes talk among themselves 

about whether their group came to the “right” interpretation. Likewise, attendees of Qadhi’s seminar 

likely walked away with the impression that the Sunni scripture has a straightforward, univocal, and 

transparent view of non-Muslims. It does not. This confidence, in turn, validates the impression that 

those who interpret the text differently are disingenuous or deficient in their reasoning. The next 

chapter will explore what happens when common sense encounters a disagreeing common sense. 

 With different backgrounds but a shared context, American Salafis and Evangelicals have 

developed powerful, popular, energetic commonsense conversations around scripture. In both cases, 

they are drawing upon deep theological and historical roots and, in both cases, they are invigorating 

                                                        
121 This was a point that Hatem al-Haj made in an interview as well. When I asked him about commonsense language 

among Salafis, he replied, “Well, that’s part of the tradition of the Salaf, the early generations, who had a commonsense 
approach to the Qurʾan and Sunna. There are certain devices, etc. that would basically protect against literalism.” He 
proceeded to outline various interpretive principles in early Islamic jurisprudence that guarded against literalism. Hatem 
al-Haj, interview, March 2, 2017. 
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and indigenizing a truly American, democratic form of textual religion that puts a premium on the 

innate intelligence and sensibility of the individual in dialogue with the religious community. In both 

cases, commonsense is discursively formed, regulated, and reinforced so that the conversation is open 

to all but bounded by the colloquially rational horizons of community. 
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CHAPTER 4 --- Divided by Common Sense: Clashing Local Consensuses 
 

 When I asked Yasir Qadhi whether he thought it is fair to describe American Salafism as 

having a commonsense approach to the Hadith, he quipped, “As one of my teachers used to say, 

common sense is very uncommon.”1 This is quite an understatement. What happens when the 

common sense of one individual or community disagrees with the common sense of another 

community or individual? If common sense is a universal, unitive human rationality (as the Scottish 

Realists explicitly and Ibn Taymiyya’s conception of fiṭra implicitly affirmed), then how do 

commonsense scripturalists deal with points of disagreement and divergence? In the previous 

chapter, I probed the historical heritages and contemporary circumstances that have led American 

Evangelicals and Salafis to adopt a commonsense mode of reasoning and interpreting scripture. The 

implication of their respective theological anthropologies and commonsense hermeneutics is that 

the scriptural interpretive process is a relatively straightforward endeavor and that there is a single 

interpretation—or a narrow range of interpretations—that will obtain when everyday people of 

sound mind engage scripture. Yet this implied simplicity and harmony is belied by nearly all 

empirical experience. 

 Salafis and Evangelicals constantly debate the meaning of particular passages and of the overt 

teachings of the Hadith and the Bible. Even if we limited analysis to only the American context, it 

would be extraordinarily difficult to articulate the “Evangelical interpretation of the Bible” or the 

“Salafi interpretation of the Hadith” with any specificity or coherence, because there is such diversity 

and disagreement within these communities. As was previously discussed (Chapter 2), what 

demarcates Salafis from their fellow Sunnis and Evangelicals from their fellow Protestants is more 

their discursive style and mode of appeal to scripture than their unitive interpretation of scripture or 

                                                        
1 Qadhi, interview, February 18, 2017. 
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harmonized theology. This chapter will profile and analyze how, paradoxically, Evangelical and Salafi 

appeals to commonsense actually engender a diversity of interpretations.  

  Bernard Lonergan has observed that “there are very many brands of common sense. Common 

sense is common, not to all men of all places and times, but to the members of a community 

successfully in communication with each other.”2 Put differently, common sense is objectively not a 

universal, ahistorical human sensibility that unfailingly guides all people to the same conclusions. 

Common sense is communal and local; it is discursive and colloquial. Common sense is consensus. 

Clifford Geertz puts it in anthropological terms: 

       common sense is a cultural system... [If] there is an ingenerate order to it capable of being 
empirically uncovered and conceptually formulated, one cannot do so by cataloguing its 
content, which is wildly heterogeneous, not only across societies, but within them—ant-heap 
wisdom. One cannot do so, either, by sketching out some logical structure it always takes, for 
there is none. And one cannot do so by summing up the substantive conclusions it always 
draws, for there are, too, none of these.3 

 
Common sense is shaped and reshaped in communal conversations. It changes over time, and it 

congeals around shared assumptions, collective symbols, and local logic. It tacitly responds to history 

and context. Common sense is shaped, among Salafis and Evangelicals, in the very places where it is 

appealed to: in the Bible studies like Mark Study and the AlMaghrib seminars like No Doubt. It arises 

from pastors’ sermons and emerges in shaykhs’ lectures. Common sense grows and subdivides in 

online message boards and YouTube channels. 

 This distinction (between common sense as universal arbiter and common sense as local 

consensus) goes a long way in explaining the teeming diversity of opinion and heated interpretative 

debates within Salafism and within Evangelicalism. At one level, diversification is an inevitable 

occurrence within religious movements and interpretive communities—“Ask two rabbis, get three 

                                                        
2 Bernard Lonergan, Method in Theology (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), 154. Lonergan has reflected extensively 

on the development of commonsense reasoning, its relation to science and other forms of knowing, and its role in 
hermeneutics. I do not mean to holistically invoke his systematized General Empirical Method here but more to develop 
this observation about common sense in relation to Salafis and Evangelicals.  

3 Geertz, “Common Sense as a Cultural System,” 92. 
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opinions,” as the saying goes. It would be surprising if there were not prolific debates and 

disagreements within movements as broad as American Evangelicalism and Salafism. However, the 

governing premises of Salafi and Evangelical scriptural discourse is that the meaning of the scriptural 

text is singular, evident, clear and apprehensible to non-elite readers. Scripturalists are fond of the 

definite article—the biblical worldview, the Salafi manhaj. Their external boundary signaling and 

their appeals to common sense suggest an interpretive, communal unity that is simply not extant. 

 Evangelicals’ and Salafis’ internal interpretive debates can be every bit as roiling and furious as 

the debates they have with their non-Evangelical and non-Salafi co-religionists. Evangelicals argue 

about the meaning of Bible from Genesis to Revelation. Was creation accomplished in a literal seven-

day week or through a divinely guided evolutionary process that lasted millions of years? You can 

find Evangelicals who embrace each position or innovatively seek some middle ground. If, as 

Bebbington has argued, Evangelicals are “crucicentric” and the atoning work of Christ on the cross is 

a central marker of Evangelical belonging, they do not, by any means, all agree on what happened at 

the cross. Many Evangelicals hold that penal substitution (the idea that humanity needed to be 

punished by God for sin, and Christ intercepted that punishment) is the sine qua non of atonement 

theology, where others reject the idea of such a wrathful God in favor of a “Christus Victor” theology 

(that Christ was, through the cross, defeating sin and evil). Still others interpret the cross in 

relational or therapeutic terms.4 Evangelicals debate whether the Bible instructs them to participate 

in just warfare or be pacifists, to ordain women as pastors or not. They argue about the apocalypse—

how to read the obscure apocalyptic passages in the Old and New Testament, what order 

eschatological events will take, where and when Jesus will return.5 They may agree upon the 

perspicuity of the Bible, but the clarity and agreement ends there.  

                                                        
4 See James Beilby and Paul R. Eddy, eds., The Nature of the Atonement: Four Views (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 

Press, 2006). 
5 A good primer on the range and major topoi of Evangelical theological debates is Gregory A. Boyd and Paul R. Eddy, 

Across the Spectrum: Understanding Issues in Evangelical Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009). 
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 And, while the American Salafi community is not as old or as large as the American Evangelical 

movement, it is no less riven by theological and interpretive disagreement. Salafis argue about 

manhaj: who is rightly applying it and how, what is included in the precedent of the Salaf and what is 

open to adaptation. They debate about al-Albani’s re-evaluation of classical Hadith collections, about 

the meaning and applicability of isolated hadiths. There are controversies over gender relations and 

whether men and women should learn together in settings like AlMaghrib seminars. There are 

disputations about clothing and etiquette: are there absolute standards set by the Salaf on things like 

women’s head coverings or are these adaptable to culture and setting? Are men required to wear 

traditional garb or can they follow American dress standards?6 American Salafis debate about 

political involvement: Are they departing from or following the path of the Salaf by voting in a 

democratic society? Can they form political alliances with non-Salafi groups? With non-Muslims? 

Can Salafis celebrate American semi-secular, semi-religious holidays like Thanksgiving? Can they 

celebrate the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad (mawlid al-nabiyyī) along with other Muslims, or 

is that forbidden because it was not the practice of the early generations? Salafis around the world 

and in America debate theologically whether faith and actions are intrinsically tied together or 

whether faith operates independent of requisite acts.7 In sum, the popularization of Hadith study has 

not led to interpretive anarchy with every person holding a different interpretation, but there are 

deep and lasting differences of interpretation throughout Salafi scriptural discourse. It is not 

hermeneutical chaos, but it is a far cry from unity. 

                                                        
6 In a “No Doubt” seminar question and answer session, Qadhi challenges his implied interlocutors on the topic of 

attire: “The Prophet dressed and spoke like the Arabs because he was an Arab. He did not start a fashion revolution—I’m 
being respectful here. Be careful saying that dress code is Sunna. Muslims can dress following any culture. Why would a 
suit and tie be wrong as long as Islamic etiquettes are met?” He references the dual identities that he has as both a college 
professor and an AlMaghrib instructor, “I may be your shaykh, but I’m others’ professor. I dress in accordance with the 
culture, and I expect Allah to reward me for dressing up. My students know that I’m a Muslim cleric, and I want to 
demonstrate proper professionalism.” Note that he does not claim that there is not a proper Islamic way to dress (there are 
“Islamic etiquettes” to be met), but he is pressing toward an acultural application of these governing principles. Yasir 
Qadhi, “Does Islam Preach Hatred of Others?” (lecture, AlMaghrib Institute, University of Maryland - College Park, MD, 
January 16, 2016). 

7 This and other intra-Salafi theological debates are ably captured in Qadhi, “On Salafi Islam.” 
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 It is the contention of this chapter that the fault lines and fractures within Evangelicalism and 

within Salafism form around sites of commonsense contestation. In all these debates, every party is 

appealing to the plain meaning of the sacred texts and to the base rationality of their fellow 

interpreters. But local consensus constantly comes into conflict with other local consensuses. The 

obvious meaning to one interpreter might never occur to another. Culture, personal experience, 

vocabulary, and a thousand other factors affect the sense that any individual interpreter and the 

common sense that any community of interpreters bring to the text. My point is not that the core of 

these discourses is empty—that every interpreter is merely cynically practicing a form of motivated 

reasoning when they come to the scriptural text. I am not arguing that the scripture is merely a lens 

through which Salafis and Evangelicals project their personal and communal desires and interests. It 

is more complicated and simpler than that. Most of these interpreters believe that they are coming 

to the text to genuinely discern its meaning. They want its counsel and guidance, the infallible 

wisdom of the sacred text. They want the correct answer to the questions they ask of the text. And 

they are convinced that their commonsense interpretation, the meaning apprehended by their 

community is what the text really means. They are sincerely puzzled as to how fellow Salafis and 

fellow Evangelicals can come to a different conclusion in good faith. 

 In this chapter, I will profile and explore four case studies at these sites of commonsense 

contestation: Evangelical conversations around gay marriage and eschatology, and Salafi debates 

about communal loyalty and Saudi authority. Each of these arguments is distinctly American: 

provoked by the American context of modernity and religious and societal pluralism, affected by 

broader conversations and discourses in American society. Each of these examples demonstrates the 

profound flexibility and adaptability of Evangelical and Salafi discourse. Each debate hinges on 

appeals to the sacred text and to common sense. Each case shows how mutable communal consensus 

is and how it moves and changes over time. 
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Evangelicals and Gay Marriage 

 In March 2012, 21-year-old Matthew Vines posted a 67-minute video lecture on YouTube titled 

simply “The Gay Debate: The Bible and Homosexuality.”8 In it, he presents an emotional and biblical 

argument from an Evangelical perspective that makes a positive case for Christians to affirm gay 

marriage. The video, and Vines’ book God and the Gay Christian published two years later, created a 

firestorm in the American Evangelical community. Six months after the video was posted, it had 

accumulated more than 350,000 views, occasioned almost 7,000 YouTube comments, and been 

translated into six different languages.9 The video and book were distinct not for the specific 

hermeneutical arguments or exegesis Vines offered, so much as the tone and identity claims Vines 

makes for himself. As he writes,  

      many Christians now support same-sex relationships. But those who do tend to see Scripture 
as a helpful but dated guidebook, not as the final authority on questions of morality and 
doctrine. 

 
      That is not my view of Scripture. 
 
       Like most theologically conservative Christians, I hold what is often called a “high view” of 

the Bible. That means I believe all of Scripture is inspired by God and authoritative for my 
life.10 

 
He writes in an Evangelical idiom, invoking Evangelical shibboleths about the Bible, but his 

argument is not one that most Evangelicals have ever encountered. Vines states his intent:  

    My goal has not been to break new ground, but to bring credible, often-overlooked insights 
to light, and to synthesize those insights in clear and accessible ways for a broad audience.   

 
       My core argument in this book is not simply that some Bible passages have been 

misinterpreted and others have been given undue weight. My larger argument is this: 
Christians who affirm the full authority of Scripture can also affirm committed, monogamous 
same-sex relationships.11 

 

                                                        
8 Matthew Vines, “The Gay Debate: The Bible and Homosexuality,” YouTube.com, March 10, 2012, accessed April 2, 

2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ezQjNJUSraY. 
9 See Douglas Quenqua, “Turned Away, He Turned to the Bible,” New York Times, September 16, 2012, accessed March 

30, 2017, http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9C00E6DA1E31F935A2575 AC0A9649D8B63&pagewanted=all. 
10 Matthew Vines, God and the Gay Christian (New York: Convergent Books, 2014), 1-2. 
11 Vines, God and the Gay Christian, 3. Emphasis his. 
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In both of these quotes, Vines is establishing his Evangelical bona fides. He invokes his “high view” of 

the Bible over and against other less biblically loyal, pro-gay interpreters. He labels himself 

“theologically conservative,” knowing that the immediate charge that could be used by some to 

discard his argument is that he is simply a liberal in sheep’s clothing. He knows that his 

interpretation of the Bible is running against the consensus of the vast majority of the Evangelical 

community, and he is seeking a fair hearing.  

 But there is another, subtler message here: the implication of these passages and, indeed, of 

Vines’ lecture and book overall is that there is some sub-sect of Evangelicals who want to be able to 

read the Bible in a gay-affirming way. His search for a “credible” argument implies that there is a 

credulous and willing audience. Vines is clearly, viscerally aware of the broader shifting cultural 

views about the LGBT community and gay marriage in American society and how out of step with 

that the Evangelical mainstream is. The American cultural consensus has congealed around favoring 

(or not blocking) gay rights, and Vines is offering Evangelicals a plausible—“can also affirm”—path 

to their participation in that broader cultural sweep. Vines is also not apparently aiming to win over 

Evangelical Bible scholars and theologians that his exact hermeneutics are correct: he endeavors to 

communicate “in clear and accessible ways for a broad audience.” His argument targets the heart of 

Evangelical discourse—not at the scholars but at the educated and scripturally literate lay person. 

 Vines makes clear that he is not asking Evangelicals to adopt a socially liberal, laissez faire 

approach to sexuality in toto. The inclusion of the adjectives “committed, monogamous” before 

“same-sex relationships” is strategic and intentional. Part of the premise of Vines’ interpretation of 

the Bible is that gay people have been unfairly excluded from the circle of Christian monogamy and 

fidelity. He points out later, in an Evangelical-style appeal to the plain meaning of the Bible, that 

“Jesus described marriage as monogamous (see Matthew 19:1-12). We see that understanding 

reflected in Ephesians 5:21-33, and 1 Timothy 3:2 specifies that men who are church leaders should be 

‘the husband of but one wife’ (NIV 1984). So, too, the Christian tradition has always rejected 
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polygamy and concubinage.”12 Vines is not disputing the vast majority of the Evangelical consensus 

on sexuality; in fact, one could quibble that his citation of these biblical passages and his summary of 

the unanimous Christian tradition’s view is too simple and normative by half.13 But he is not looking 

to upend the entire Evangelical sexual ethic. Yes, people should live in committed, monogamous, 

life-long partnerships of mutual love. He is merely arguing that the de facto exclusion of gay people 

from this vision of human sexuality is unjust.  

 On a parallel track, Vines argues that the apparent condemnations of homosexual activity in 

the New Testament do not anywhere have committed, monogamous relationships in view. For 

instance, in addressing one of the most notoriously “clear” anti-gay passages in the New Testament, 

Romans 1, Vines raises certain questions about what is being proscribed: 

       Paul’s description of same-sex behavior in this passage is indisputably negative. But he also 
explicitly described the behavior condemned as lustful. He made no mention of love, fidelity, 
monogamy, or commitment. So how should we understand Paul’s words? Do they apply to all 
same-sex relationships? Or only to lustful, fleeting ones? 

 
    How we answer those questions has profound implications for our conversation in this book. 

If there’s a substantial difference between the type of behavior Paul condemned and the 
intimate, committed relationships of gay Christians, then he has not relegated our gay friends 
and loved ones to the proverbial dustbin.14 

 
This framing leaves little doubt how Vines will ultimately answer these questions. But the way he 

sets up the question is also significant for the apparent rhetorical juxtaposition he develops: he 

assumes that his audience has “gay friends and loved ones” whom they presumably would not want 

cast into the “proverbial dustbin.” His argument largely boils down to an invocation of common 

human experience and emotional rationality: Does it really make sense to you that God would 

                                                        
12 Vines, God and the Gay Christian, 84.  
13 For instance, it is worth pointing out that polygamy has not been so universally rejected by Christians. See John 

Cairncross, After Polygamy Was Made a Sin: The Social History of Christian Polygamy (London: Routledge & Kegen Paul, 
1974). Likewise imputing monogamy as a category onto these cited biblical passages requires a bit of interpolation. The 
cited Gospel of Matthew passage involves Jesus’ teachings against divorce because of the “one-flesh” nature of marriage. 
Nothing in that passage explicitly proclaims monogamy, but Vines seems to take as established that Evangelicals read this 
passage as affirming monogamy. 

14 Vines, God and the Gay Christian, 99. 
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castigate and exclude from intimacy and monogamy this entire category of people you know? And, if 

not, is there another way of reading that passage? Vines is, in this and other cases, playing modern 

common sense off of the supposed past perspicuity of the Bible. If the meaning of the sacred text has 

always been plain in these passages, he will likely lose the argument, at least with fellow Evangelicals, 

but he appeals to moral intuition against what most Evangelicals take to be the text’s plain meaning. 

 Vines’ only use of the precise phrase “common-sense” in God and the Gay Christian comes 

within an extended historical parable. He begins one chapter with the story of Tommaso Caccini, an 

influential seventeenth-century preacher who “launched a blistering attack on a new idea that he 

said was ‘repugnant to the divine Scripture’ and to the Christian faith.”15 Caccini was, of course, 

berating Galileo Galilei’s discovery that the earth revolves around the sun. Caccini represents, for 

Vines, the Christian whose interpretation of the Bible refuses to admit new evidence. He was in line 

with tradition and the centuries-old teaching of the Church: “For the first sixteen hundred years of 

church history, every major Christian leader and theologian believed that the earth stood at the 

center of the universe. They based that belief on common-sense observation. To the world of that 

day, the facts seemed indisputable.”16 Vines’ point is that no one today agrees with Caccini, and we 

have all found ways of interpreting the Bible that allow for modern cosmology. Common sense, 

hidebound tradition, and “the facts” of the past led Caccini and his fellow theologians astray.  

 But it would be mistaken to assume that Vines dismisses common sense as an interpretive 

guide in principle. In fact, the core argument of God and the Gay Christian could be characterized as 

a deployment of fresh common sense against stale common sense. In one trenchant parallel, he 

notes how nineteenth-century Evangelicals came to reread the Bible on the topic of slavery because 

of the ethical insights of some Evangelical interpreters: “New York abolitionist minister George 

                                                        
15 Vines, God and the Gay Christian, 21. 
16 Vines, God and the Gay Christian, 21-22. Emphasis added. 
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Cheever called upon the ‘common conscience of all mankind’ to defend the cause of abolition.”17 

Cheever’s book, from 1860, out of which Vines lifts this phrase is more direct:  

       The moral argument from Scripture on this subject [i.e. slavery] appeals to the common 
conscience of all mankind, and at every step enlists the common sense of humanity on its 
behalf. The defense of slavery has to be undertaken and pursued against conscience, against 
benevolence, against law, natural and divine, against history, against both the letter and 
spirit of the Scriptures, against the Old and New Testament theology, against the gospel, 
against God.18 

 
Cheever’s rhetoric is steeped in the Common Sense Realist ethos of his own time, and Vines’ 

invocation of the slavery parallel, like the Galileo parable, is less a refutation of the usefulness of 

common sense and more an argument for updating common sense. He contends that new consensus 

grows over time as new facts and new information become available.  

  Vines channels the argument of those readers who might internally resist his thesis:  

       Before recent generations, no Christian leaders or churches thought God blessed gay 
relationships. So how can modern Christians change our interpretation of Scripture based on 
the experiences of gay, lesbian, and bisexual people? Experience is subjective and prone to 
error as a judge of truth. Why should we not instead defer to the wisdom of our predecessors, 
especially on something they all agreed upon?  

 
       Those are valid questions, but remember that Christians in Galileo’s day had similar concerns 

about the solar system.19 
 
In short, Vines knows he is offering an interpretation without many historical defenders in the 

Evangelical camp. His characterization of experience and subjectivity echoes Charles Hodge’s 

rejection of the Mystical Method of theology (Chapter 3); he knows that that is not the path to win 

over Evangelicals to his biblical interpretation. But Vines is also echoing (almost certainly 

unwittingly) another element of Hodge’s project. He takes an implicitly inductive approach to each 

of the six passages in the Bible that Evangelicals point to as rejecting homosexual activity. For each 

                                                        
17 Vines, God and the Gay Christian, 15. 
18 George B. Cheever, The Guilt of Slavery and the Crime of Slaveholding Demonstrated from the Hebrew and Greek 

Scriptures (Boston: John P. Jewett & Company, 1860), 462. 
19 Vines, God and the Gay Chrisitan, 24. 
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passage, Vines unpacks the cultural background, and then offers his own interpretation. He enlists 

the reader in the interpretive process. He shows his work.  

 What is distinct about Vines’ approach to this issue, what marks it as solidly Evangelical even 

though it puts him at odds with much of the American Evangelical movement, is his central and 

direct use of the Bible. Throughout God and the Gay Christian, he petitions not for a change of 

worldview but for a reassessment of one element of that worldview through reexamination of a few 

passages of the Bible and contemporary moral sensibility and wisdom. In his action steps at the end 

of the book for gay-affirming Christians who hope to change others’ minds, he counsels, “I encourage 

you to lead a careful study of Scripture before asking people to change their position.... Invite church 

members to participate in a Bible study to explore the issue.”20 Could there be anything more 

Evangelical? Vines sends people, lay people, invested students, back to the Bible to discuss it again.  

 Vines’ YouTube lecture and his book have occasioned innumerable counter arguments from 

fellow Evangelicals. James R. White is one severe critic, who attacks what he calls Vines’ “eisegesis” 

(i.e., reading his agenda into the Bible as opposed to exegeting the text) in a five-hour YouTube 

refutation of Vines’ original YouTube lecture.21 White and Vines have had several public back-and-

forths including one blog post where White responds to 40 questions offered by Vines. White 

frequently takes issue with Vines over the interpretations of particular passages, but many of his 

appeals are also implicitly to common sense and explicitly to rationality. For example, Vines asks, 

“Do you believe that it is possible to be a Christian and support same-sex marriage in the church?” 

To which White replies, “Sure. Christians do silly things every day out of ignorance and tradition. In 

this case, some Christians, run by their emotions rather than their minds, are running along with the 

secular crowd.”22 It is a familiar line of reasoning in Evangelical discourse that the other side must be 

                                                        
20 Vines, God and the Gay Christian, 175. 
21 James White, “Gay Christianity?: Refuting Matthew Vines (1 of 2),” YouTube.com , June 18, 2015, accessed April 2, 

2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1FLYoSmtIyI. 
22 James White, “A Believing Response to Matthew Vines’ 40 Questions,” Alpha & Omega Ministries, July 3, 2015, 

accessed April 2, 2017, https://www.aomin.org/aoblog/2015/07/03/a-believing-response-to-matthew-vines-40-questions/. 
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drawing purely on emotion (or, counterintuitively in this case, tradition) rather than reason, and 

despite Vines’ attempt in his book to anticipate and refute this attack, White here exploits it full 

force. White invokes a stable, historically grounded constant of human rationality, from which Vines 

and other gay-affirming Christians depart with their silliness and ignorance. White refuses to even 

acknowledge other uses of the word “marry.”  

       Men cannot marry men, women cannot marry women. The verb “marry” has meaning, and 
the direct object of the verb, when performed by the man, makes him a husband and the 
direct object his wife. This is language. All the twisting and Newspeak in the world will never 
change that, and no Christian with an ounce of respect for God’s Word, who has read 
Matthew 19:4-6, could ever say otherwise.23  

 
This is a quintessentially commonsense line of reasoning: words mean things. “This is language,” not 

“Newspeak.” For White, if you approach the Gospel of Matthew correctly, you will inevitably agree 

with his conclusion. He appears genuinely baffled at Vines’ reasoning, and at many points in the 

exchange he resorts to ad hominem rejoinders. He cannot believe that Vines really interprets it that 

way, so there must be another motive. 

 A more measured and scholarly response to Vines’ book came in the form of an e-book, written 

collectively by a group of professors from the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, titled God and 

the Gay Christian? A Response to Matthew Vines. The book is edited and introduced by Albert 

Mohler, president of SBTS, and a theologian whom Time magazine once called the “reigning 

intellectual of the evangelical movement in the U.S.”24 The arguments put forward in the e-book are 

unsurprising: that the plain sense of the Bible and the history of Christian interpretation denounce 

homosexuality. What is striking about the book is not its innovative arguments, but its apprehensive 

awareness of the shifting sands of Evangelical consensus on this matter. As Mohler warns,  

       There are a great host of people, considered to be within the larger evangelical movement, 
who are desperately seeking a way to make peace with the moral revolution and endorse the 
acceptance of openly gay individuals and couples within the life of the church. Given the 

                                                        
23 White, “A Believing Response.” 
24 Broward Liston, “Interview: Missionary Work in Iraq,” Time, April 15, 2003, accessed April 2, 2017, http://content. 

time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,443800,00.html. 
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excruciating pressures now exerted on evangelical Christianity, many people—including 
some high-profile leaders—are desperately seeking an argument they can claim as both 
persuasive and biblical. The seams of the evangelical fabric are beginning to break, and Vines 
now comes along with a book that he claims will make the argument so many are seeking.25 

 
This characterization of the debate illumines the potency of Vines’ plea: an articulate case for a 

biblical, gay-affirming theology, offered in an Evangelical idiom, could split the movement. Mohler is 

cagey on whether those fence-sitters who are craving a message like Vines’ are really Evangelicals or 

merely “considered to be within the larger evangelical movement,” but the book is written to win 

over that wavering crowd. Without resorting to White’s ad hominem attacks, Mohler can declare that 

Vines’ “argument, however, is neither true nor faithful to Scripture.”26 Common sense and cultural 

consensus outside the Evangelical movement have already shifted on the issue of gay marriage, and 

Mohler makes shoring up the internal consensus of the Evangelical community an utmost priority. 

 Of course, the authors challenge Vines’ interpretation of specific Bible passages, but they also 

take issue with his entire framework for human sexuality. Writes Mohler, 

       Here we face the most tragic aspect of Matthew Vines’ argument. If the modern concept of 
sexual orientation is to be taken as a brute fact, then the Bible simply cannot be trusted to 
understand what it means to be human, to reveal what God intends for us sexually, or to 
define sin in any coherent manner. The modern notion of sexual orientation is, as a matter of 
fact, exceedingly modern.... Vines claims to hold a “high view” of the Bible and to believe that 
“all of Scripture is inspired by God and authoritative for my life” (2), but the modern concept 
of sexual orientation functions as a much higher authority in his thinking and in his 
argument.... What else does the Bible not know about what it means to be human?27 

 
Mohler’s (and his fellow scholars’) argument jumps back and forth between scriptural exegesis and 

base rationality. As White argued above, they are contending not merely for their reading of these 

passages but for the sensibility of the Bible itself. Either the Bible knows about and speaks clearly 

about human sexuality, or else we are adrift. Either there is a consistent, historical human rationality 

and experience in which we can ground our discourse, or else modernity has upended the apple cart.  

                                                        
25 R. Albert Mohler Jr., ed., God and the Gay Christian? A Response to Matthew Vines, Kindle edition (Louisville: SBTS 

Press, 2014), location 31-44. 
26 Mohler, God and the Gay Christian?, location 57. 
27 Mohler, God and the Gay Christian?, location 111-123. 
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 If we look closely at both sides in this Evangelical debate, we see passionate and articulate 

voices pointing to the Bible at a granular level to extract their interpretations. It is not that one side 

is picking one set of biblical passages and the other ignoring those in favor of a different set. Nor is it 

simply a case of each side insincerely choosing convenient evidence to advance their views. The texts 

are not in question, but their meaning and application are hotly contested in the realm of common 

sense. For Vines, common sense dictates that Christians be ready to update their assumptions about 

scripture based on new knowledge. As the Evangelical interpretive consensus has shifted to 

accommodate modern cosmology and to reject slavery, so too Evangelicals must be ready to rethink 

their interpretation of select passages of scripture based on their own moral sense of the rightness of 

gay inclusion. White and Mohler and the Southern Seminary scholars, on the other hand, see this 

transposition as anathema to biblical theology. Either scripture has authority and language means 

what it means, or interpretive chaos will ensue. They appeal to the clarity and seeming unanimity of 

the past interpretive consensus. Mohler especially evinces a keen awareness that the broader 

American opinion has already shifted on these matters, and he writes to buttress the wavering 

Evangelical common sense against Vines’ threat. In short, the hermeneutical battle between Vines 

and his interlocutors hinges, not on what the Bible says, but on who has common sense. If common 

sense truly is a human quality for every contemporary person, then the apparent societal moral 

progress of including and affirming gays would seem to merit a reconsideration of past assumptions 

about gays and the Bible. If common sense is rooted in past consensuses—an ancestral boundary 

verging on an overt appeal to tradition—over and against modern nonsense, then gay-affirming 

theology is merely a passing fad and an orthodoxy-defining opportunity for Evangelical theology. 

 

Salafis and al-walāʾ wa-l-barāʾ 

 There is probably no more fraught topic in global Salafi discourse than al-walāʾ wa-l-barāʾ. This 

phrase is generally translated as “loyalty [walāʾ] (to God, Islam, and the Muslim community) and 
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disavowal [barāʾ] (of all others),” but it could also be rendered “love (for God, Islam, and Muslims) 

and hatred (of everyone else).” It is cast by Salafis as the primary obligation of allegiance that 

Muslims owe to the global umma, the Muslim community that transcends national or ethnic 

identities. But this range of translations—loyalty and disavowal vs. love and hate—illustrates the 

potential intensity with which one could apply walāʾ and barāʾ. This pairing of ideas could be 

interpreted as benignly as “be true to God and your fellow Muslims” or as fractiously as “hate 

everyone who does not conform to your particular vision of Islam.” And in the global Salafi discourse 

both ends of this spectrum—and everything in between—are represented and disputed. Although 

walāʾ and barāʾ	are both Qurʾanic terms, their combination and the juxtaposition of the loving-hating 

impulses is uniquely modern and unique to the Salafi discourse.28 In fact, one of the theological 

driving forces of jihadi Salafi global discourse is the extreme application of the walāʾ and barāʾ 

concepts, such that they become the foundation of a violent Islamic ideology. Mohamed Bin Ali 

profiles the Al-Qaʿida-linked, Malaysian jihadi Salafi group Jemaah Islamiyah, for whom al-walāʾ wa-

l-barāʾ is even more central a principle than jihad as a justification for their terrorist tactics.29 

 It is to be expected then, given the controversy and debate about these ideas among Salafis 

around the world, that walāʾ and barāʾ are also contentious topics for American Salafis. The 

American context of religious and social pluralism even amplifies these debates. What does loyalty to 

God and the Muslim umma look like when one belongs to a religious minority in a situation of 

(relative) religious freedom? Despite the occasional surge of Islamophobic sentiment and the 

monitoring by anti-terrorism government agencies, Salafis in America are neither beset by hostile 

                                                        
28 Thematically, Salafis would point, naturally, to Ibn Taymiyya as a key source of inspiration for the discourse of walāʾ 

and barāʾ, though he never used that precise phrasing. For more on the development of the phrase and the ideas behind it, 
see Joas Wagemakers, “The Transformation of a Radical Concept: al-walaʾ wa-l-baraʾ in the Ideology of Abu Muhammad al-
Maqdisi” in Global Salafism: Islam’s New Religious Movement, Roel Meijer, ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2009), 81-91. See also Bin Ali, The Roots of Religious Extremism, 71-87. A good overview of the jurisprudential debates 
between Salafis and others about walāʾ and barāʾ in Western contexts can be found in Uriya Shavit, “Can Muslims Befriend 
Non-Muslims? Debating al-walāʾ wa-al-barāʾ (Loyalty and Disavowal) in Theory and Practice,” Islam and Christian-Muslim 
Relations 25, no. 1 (2014): 67-88.	

29 See Bin Ali, Roots of Religious Extremism, 13-19.  
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enemies nor are the Salafis so numerous as be able to take over the national or local polity. Can 

Salafis take American Christians, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, and atheists as friends? Should they 

belong to political parties? Should they ally themselves with other minority communities to advocate 

for their rights, or is that disloyalty to their own? Can Salafis participate in American secular holidays 

like the Fourth of July or Mother’s Day? Can they participate in office holiday gift exchanges around 

Christmas? Can they serve in the American military? Can they pay taxes to the American 

government if a portion of those taxes will go to fund the War on Terror in which the American 

military and intelligence community explicitly targets fellow Muslims around the world? All these 

hotly debated topics among American Salafis connect back genetically to walāʾ and barāʾ.30 In global 

Salafi discourse, there is even an open question of whether Muslims can faithfully live in these 

Western, non-Muslim majority countries or whether they should migrate (“make hijra”) to a place 

where Islam is dominant.31 Hence, even the existence of American Salafis is contradictory to some 

Salafis in the Muslim world. I have not discovered any American Salafis who reject the concepts of 

walāʾ and barāʾ outright, but these ideas are translated and discussed (using commonsense language) 

in very different ways as Salafi communities of thought merge the often contradictory worlds of 

American pluralism and global Salafism.  

 At the most extreme end of American Salafi applications of walāʾ and barāʾ stands Anwar al-

Awlaki. Al-Awlaki earned notoriety as a soft-spoken but forceful Yemeni-American preacher of jihad 

and as the first target of “the deliberate killing of an American citizen as a wartime enemy and 

                                                        
30 As Shavit observes, generalizing for many Salafis in the West, “[t]he concept has evolved to become a pillar of the 

salafī approach, justifying its call to minimize Muslim interactions with non-Muslims as well as to curtail the integration of 
Western norms into Muslim societies.” “Can Muslims Befriend Non-Muslims?,” 67. 

31 In one of the most widely published and posted Salafi books on walāʾ and barāʾ, which has been translated into 
English, the author argues, “To settle down to live in the midst of the disbelievers and increase their numbers is to ally 
yourself with them....Those who rush to secular politics, Communism, socialism, nationalism, allying themselves to these 
ideologies and giving in to them, all are with those to whom they have gone.” Muhammad, Saeed al-Qahtani, Al-Walaʾ 
Waʾl-Baraʾ: According to the ʾAqeedah of the Salaf, Part 2, n.d., 122-123, accessed April 8, 2017, https://islamfuture.files. 
wordpress.com/2009/11/al-wala-wal-bara-part-2.pdf. Similarly, Bin Ali notes that the Saudi Shaykh Salih ibn Fawzan al-
Fawzan (an influential Salafi scholar in the twentieth century) “argued that Muslims in non-Muslim countries should 
perform the hijrah [migration] to the Islamic world because settling in the countries of non-Muslims will lead to forming 
loyalty to them.” Bin Ali, The Roots of Religious Extremism, 10. 
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without a trial” since the Civil War.32 The al-Awlaki preaching was compelling and deeply imbued 

with the commonsense, scriptural-popularization ethos of American Salafism. In one sermon, posted 

online by his remaining followers, he declares,  

       We find that a lot today, among Muslims, unfortunately. We are studying the sayings of 
scholars, and the person doesn’t even know an āya [verse] of Qurʾan or a hadith from 
Rasūlallāh,ʿalayhi al-salām [the messenger of God, peace be upon him], and the excuse 
always is, “Brother, I don’t have the ʿilm [knowledge] to study Qurʾan and Sunnah. It has to 
be done by a scholar.” As if the Book of Allah is encrypted, and it needs somebody to open 
up... to crack up that encryption. Allah has revealed a book that is clear... Rasūlallāh,ʿalayhi 
al-salām, was he speaking in an unknown language [in the Hadith]? What language did 
Rasūlallāh,ʿalayhi al-salām, speak? He used the clearest of terms. Rasūlallāh,ʿalayhi al-salām, 
would be understood by the simplest of Bedouin who was illiterate, the simple man who 
comes straight out of the desert. He would understand what Rasūlallāh,ʿalayhi al-salām, was 
saying. You wouldn’t understand that? What is standing between you and Qurʾan and Hadith 
is Shayṭān [the devil].33 

 
Al-Awlaki, like so many other American Salafi preachers appeals to the plain sense of the text, 

inviting everyone to read, everyone to discern its meaning. The message is accessible to all, even the 

illiterate Bedouin, so everyone should approach it directly. And when it comes to walāʾ and barāʾ, al-

Awlaki likewise conveys the teachings of the Qurʾan and the Hadith as obvious and straightforward. 

In another sermon specifically about walāʾ and barāʾ, he quotes two verses from the Qurʾan from one 

of the key passages used for upholding walāʾ and barāʾ (60:1-2). The passage warns Muhammad’s 

community not to take their enemies as allies because the enemies’ goal is dominance and removing 

Muslims’ faith. Al-Awlaki explains: 

       These are the words of Allah. Allah is telling us about the intentions of America, the 
intentions of India, the intentions of the U.K. Their intentions are, “if they gain dominance 
over you, they would beat you as enemies and extend against you their hands and their 
tongues with evil, and they wish you would disbelieve” (60:2). This is what they want: they 
want Muslims to leave parts of the religion. They don’t like shariʿa; they don’t like jihad fī 

                                                        
32 Mark Mazzetti, Charlie Savage, and Scott Shane, “How a U.S. Citizen Came to Be in America’s Cross Hairs,” New 

York Times, March 9, 2013, accessed June 30, 2017, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/10/world/middleeast /anwar-al-awlaki-
a-us-citizen-in-americas-cross-hairs.html. Since his death in 2011 both al-Awlaki’s son and his daughter have also been 
killed (though in those cases incidentally and accidentally) by American military operations, making them some of the 
premier martyrs in jihadi Salafi propaganda. See Haroro J. Ingram and Craig Whiteside, “The Yemen Raid and the Ghost of 
Anwar al-Awlaki,” The Atlantic, February 9, 2017, accessed June 30, 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/international/ 
archive/2017/02/yemen-raid-trump-awlaki-al-qaeda-isis/516180/. 

33 Anwar al-Awlaki, “Seeking Knowledge from Scholars, Using Common Sense and Being Productive,” YouTube.com, 
posted by Abdul Karim, June 30, 2011, accessed April 6, 2017, https://youtu.be/uHYrfIE09LE. 
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sabīlillāhi [jihad in the cause of Allah]; they don’t like walāʾ and barāʾ. They want us to change 
these aspects of our dīn [religion]. Are we going to allow them to do that?34  

 
In this exegesis, there is no slippage between the words and original context of the Qurʾan, and the 

situation of contemporary Western Muslims. By al-Awlaki’s lights, an absolute divide exists between 

Muslims and non-Muslim societies. The principles of walāʾ and barāʾ, loyalty and disavowal, become 

bright lines demarcating the side of the Muslims from the side of the West (to which he links 

Muslim governments throughout the Middle East, whom he calls “stooges of the West” in the same 

lecture). The road of al-Awlaki’s commonsense reasoning ultimately led him to the conclusion that 

you could not be a peaceful American citizen and a Muslim. As he grew more and more militant, he 

eventually moved to Yemen, creating English video incitements to jihad, which continue surfacing 

on YouTube more than five years after his death. These videos have instructed and inspired such 

seemingly distant American Muslims as the Tsarnaev brothers of Boston Bombing notoriety and 

Omar Mateen, the Pulse nightclub shooter in Orlando, in what they believed to be jihad fī sabīllāhi.35 

Anwar al-Awlaki in no way represents the only—or even the predominant—American Salafi 

understanding of walāʾ and barāʾ. But his legacy, his eloquent preaching, and his ultimate demise 

cast a long shadow over the discourse around these topics in America. 

 While al-Awlaki is at the furthest end of the walāʾ-and-barāʾ spectrum among American Salafis, 

there is a not-insignificant portion of the discourse that occupies a position adjacent to his and 

interprets these paired ideas as obligating Muslims in pluralistic contexts to maintain a strictly 

separate identity. One major proponent of this view is Ahmad Musa Jibril, a Palestinian-American 

Salafi shaykh. Jibril portrays walāʾ and barāʾ as a means of distinguishing and defending the Muslim 

community, especially in the context of being a religious minority: “It’s your religious identity. That’s 

what it is. Walāʾ and barāʾ is our religious uniqueness as Muslims. Walāʾ and barāʾ is our 

                                                        
34 Anwar al-Awlaki, “Al Wala wal Bara,” YouTube.com, February 8, 2016, accessed April 6, 2017, https://youtu.be/ 

gpn379jC5W4. 
35 See Scott Shane, “The Lessons of Anwar al-Awlaki,” The New York Times Magazine, August 27, 2015, accessed June 30, 

2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/30/magazine/the-lessons-of-anwar-al-awlaki.html?_r=0. 
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personality.”36 In other words, loyalty and disavowal demarcate the Muslim community of belonging. 

They is a natural duty one owes to one’s own community: to put it first. Jibril invokes the counter 

example of sports fans cheering for the opposing team or citizens of a country acting against the 

interests of their nation—such treason is instinctually wrong. He explains, 

       All religions—the core matter of it is walāʾ and barāʾ. Nations—the core matter and the 
structure of that nation is walāʾ and barāʾ to that nation... Treason is walāʾ and barāʾ	to 
that country... That’s walāʾ and barāʾ—it’s fiṭra [human nature]. It’s common sense. 
Merely lā ilāha illā-llāh, muḥammadun-rasūlu-llāh [“There is no god but God. 
Muhammad is the messenger of God.” – i.e., saying the basic Islamic creed] says walāʾ 
and barāʾ.37 

 
According to this commonsense heuristic, identification with the Muslim community is a binary 

state. You either are or are not, and if you are Muslim then you must dissociate from any who are not. 

 As with al-Awlaki, Jibril sees a bright line between Muslims and non-Muslims, but unlike the 

late al-Awlaki, this does not necessarily lead to a fundamental contradiction between being an 

American and being a Muslim. Instead walāʾ and barāʾ become, for Jibril, an argument for Muslim 

separateness—an enclave mentality. He is sharply critical of those Muslims and those Salafis 

(including the Saudi government) who have eschewed or downplayed these principles. He intones, 

“Walāʾ and barāʾ is the identity of a Muslim. Walāʾ and barāʾ is the armor that protects the 

descendants from changing their faith decades and centuries from now... They [Non-Muslim 

Americans] want our religion to melt in their melting pot.”38 As opposed to the radicalness of al-

Awlaki’s invocation of jihad, Jibril calls for the aggressive protection of Muslim identity and voluntary 

disassociation from non-Muslims, while still remaining in America.39 Walāʾ (love), in Jibril’s 

                                                        
36 Ahmad Musa Jibril, “Tawheed #20: Explanation of the Three Fundamental Principles,” YouTube.com, September 23, 

2013, accessed April 8, 2017, https://youtu.be/1RNI-HbjMeM. 
37 Jibril, “Tawheed #20.” 
38 Jibril, “Tawheed #20.” 
39 A 2014 study found that Jibril is one of the most popular online “spiritual authorities” for English-speaking jihadi 

foreign fighter networks, though they also note that he does not “explicitly call to violent jihad.” Joseph A. Carter, Shiraz 
Maher, and Peter R. Neuman, “#Greenbirds: Measuring Importance and Influence in Syrian Foreign Fighter Networks,” The 
International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation and Political Violence, 2014, accessed July 14, 2017, http://icsr.info/wp-
content/uploads/2014/04/ICSR-Report-Greenbirds-Measuring-Importance-and-Infleunce-in-Syrian-Foreign-Fighter-
Networks.pdf. Jibril is critical of Salafis who, like al-Awlaki, have condemned fellow Muslims as unbelievers (takfīr). He also 
mentions, as an aside, that “part of it is to be peaceful, kind to non-warrior, non-Muslims—Ahl al-Dhimma. That’s part of 
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interpretation, cannot be extended to non-Muslims, as “one who loves the Kuffar [unbelievers] is not 

a true Muslim.”40 This rules out friendship with non-Muslims or anything beyond incidental 

interaction. It is worth remarking that Jibril’s upbringing and preaching context is Dearborn, 

Michigan, one of the places in the United States with the highest concentrations of Muslims per 

capita. His views on walāʾ and barāʾ (that Muslims should remain communally distinct and separate 

from all around them) perhaps could only feel obvious in places where the Muslim community is large 

enough to sustain such separation.  

 In terms of application, Jibril does not necessarily argue that Salafis should eschew all contact 

with their non-Muslim neighbors, but their engagement must be limited and at arm’s length. For 

instance, on the question of celebrating American holidays, he is very firm: 

       From what was mentioned it is clear to anyone who has a heart and understanding that it is 
prohibited to celebrate the holidays of the kuffar [unbelievers]. Whether this be by 
participating with in them in any way, greeting them, mingling with them on their holidays, 
entering the places where their parties are taking place, or any symbolic move, action or 
gesture that would appear symbolic or sympathetic for their holiday. 

 
       We should not purchase gifts for parents on fathers or mothers day, rather every day of a 

Muslim[’]s life is fathers and mothers days... 
 
       We should not eat Turkey [on Thanksgiving] and say our intention was otherwise; there are 

364 days in the year for you to enjoy your Turkey, to choose that day specifically is 
symbolically participating in their holidays.41 

 
This passage comes at the end of an extended essay laying out all the evidence from the Qurʾan, the 

Hadith, and the consensus of the respected scholars making the case for such abstention. Yet, in the 

end, Jibril’s appeal is to common sense—“it is clear to anyone who has a heart and understanding.” 

Despite multiple passages in the same essay recognizing and condemning the scholars and Muslims 

                                                        
walāʾ and barāʾ. In fact, at times, Muslims are responsible before Allah to defend the non-Muslims. They’ve got to put their 
life at stake for them.” Jibril, “Tawheed #20.” 

40 Ahmad Musa Jibril, “Celebrating the Holidays of the Infidels,” AhmadJibril.com, n.d., accessed April 8, 2017, 
http://ahmadjibril.com/articles/infidels.html. 

41 Jibril, “Celebrating the Holidays of the Infidels.” 
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and Salafis who do celebrate or participate in some American holidays, Jibril’s argument is that his 

position is obvious—the only possible rational conclusion from earnest study of the sacred text. 

 At the far end of the walāʾ-and-barāʾ spectrum from al-Awlaki are, unsurprisingly, the 

AlMaghrib and Reformist Salafi contingent. In their reasoning and preaching, the extremist hatred of 

al-Awlaki is beyond the pale, and the separationist style of Jibril is impracticable. Muslim Matters is a 

website and informal journal that, like AlMaghrib, caters to the nebulous space between the 

American Salafi community and the broader American Muslim community. Many of its advisors and 

contributors are AlMaghrib instructors. In an essay on Muslim Matters responding to the 2015 Paris 

terror attacks, the Egyptian-American shaykh Hatem al-Haj inverts the arguments made by jihadists 

like al-Awlaki and separationists like Jibril. Al-Haj quotes two verses from Surah al-Anfāl (the eighth 

chapter of the Qurʾan), a passage that is often used in Salafi discussions of walāʾ and barāʾ to justify 

separation from non-Muslims. This passage has been interpreted by some Saudi shaykhs as 

authoritatively instantiating a policy of near-mandatory hijra (migration) of Muslim minorities to 

place where there is a Muslim majority.42 In this popular Saudi interpretation, the situation which the 

Qurʾanic passage is addressing—of the rights and obligations of the early Muslim community that 

migrated from pagan Mecca to Medina with the Prophet—becomes a near universal precedent. They 

reason that, just like the unbelievers and polytheists in seventh-century Mecca, non-Muslim citizens 

of the West are treacherous and hostile, thus Muslims who live in the West should emigrate to 

Muslim lands.43 Al-Haj, however, interprets the passage in a different direction: 

       The final layer that must be added in any discussion with Muslim youth of the West is that 
treason is an ugly quality and Islam instills in us an aversion to it. Allah says, “If you (O 
Muhammad) fear treachery from any people throw back (their covenant) to them (so as to 

                                                        
42 See, especially, the aforementioned, widely disseminated reflection on walāʾ and barāʾ: Muhammad Saeed al-

Qahtani, Al-Walaʾ Waʾl-Baraʾ: According to the ʾAqeedah of the Salaf, Part 3, n.d., 20-22, accessed April 8, 2017, 
https://islamfuture.files.wordpress.com/2009/11/al-wala-wal-bara-part-3.pdf. 

43 Ahmad Musa Jibril recounts multiple conversations with Saudi shaykhs including al-Albani who encouraged him 
and even jokingly commanded him to migrate (perform hijra) away from America, because “there’s no excuse for you to 
live long-term among the non-Muslims.” Jibril, “Advice on Hijra: You Be the Judge,” YouTube.com, December 15, 2012, 
accessed April 8, 2017, https://youtu.be/JbDvbIqDhMk. 
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be) on equal terms (that there will be no more covenant between you and them). Certainly 
Allah likes not the treacherous.” (Al-Anfāl: 58)... 

 
       “And if they [fellow Muslims] seek help of you for the religion, then you must help, except 

against a people between yourselves and whom is a treaty. And Allah is Seeing of what you do.” 
(Al-Anfāl: 72) 

 
   These verses mean that those of us who are citizens of the West should not betray the trust of 

the covenant of citizenship.44 
 
This is precisely the reverse of the argument Jibril was making above. In Jibril’s hermeneutic of walāʾ 

and barāʾ (as in al-Awlaki’s framing), identity is binary: one either is Muslim or not, one either cheers 

for their own sports team or the opponents’. And, for Jibril, to have any close association with or 

loyalty to the other side is treason and treachery. But al-Haj flips that logic, so that it is the jihadi and 

aggressive Muslims who are in danger of committing treason and treachery against Western nations 

and against their fellow citizens.45 Al-Haj highlights the plain meaning of the text (“Allah likes not the 

treacherous” and the obligations of treaties), and he posits that identity is not binary. Muslims in the 

West are bound by “the covenant of citizenship” to national identities, and to betray that trust, to take 

up arms against their fellow Americans like al-Awlaki did, is to become a treacherous person.  

 While al-Haj does not mention the specific Arabic words walāʾ and barāʾ in this essay, he is 

implicitly challenging the interpretation of these concepts posited by al-Awlaki, Jibril, and many 

others. In response to a question posed in the comments section of the essay on whether Muslims are 

primarily loyal to their nation or their religion, al-Haj clarifies, 

       As long as one’s ultimate allegiance is to the truth and cause of justice for all, Muslim 
minorities in the West should not have a conflict between their religious and national 
loyalties. Loving one’s co-religionists and having allegiance for the nation of believers (in 

                                                        
44 Hatem al-Haj, “Reflections on Terrorism,” Muslim Matters, November 30, 2015, accessed April 9, 2017, 

http://muslimmatters.org/2015/11/30/reflections-on-terrorism-dr-hatem-al-haj/. 
45 Al-Haj’s expands on his commonsense rejection of terrorism in one of his comments responding to a reader’s 

question: “I was pointing out the high moral standard Islam holds us to concerning the honoring of all covenants. The 
framework of my discussion was moral, not pragmatic. I was citing verses from the Quran (revealed a long time before we 
came to enjoy Western prosperity). I was telling my fellow Muslims that even if your countrymen were to commit atrocities 
against your coreligionists, you should still not betray the covenant. This means that you are not only prohibited from 
attacking your fellow civilians who may never be targeted in any scenario, but you are also not allowed to attack the 
combatants on their way to drop bombs on your coreligionists. This high moral standard was stated in the verses I 
mentioned in the article and others and practiced by the Prophet.” Hatem al-Haj, Comment on “Reflections on Terrorism,” 
December 18, 2015. 



 

 226 

one’s own religion) does not negate what kinship, social relationships, national affiliation and 
other forms of human interaction cause to arise of love and natural affection—so long as this 
does not include supporting them in falsehood or taking part in injustice.46 

 
Notice that al-Haj has not cast off or refuted walāʾ and barāʾ as concepts. Muslims still owe “ultimate 

allegiance” to the truth and “allegiance for the nation of believers.” But he moves Muslim (and Salafi) 

identity out of the theoretical insider-outsider dynamic and into what he elsewhere calls “a discourse 

that is appropriate for our specific circumstance of being a minority in a diverse multicultural 

society.”47 He has, in effect, defanged the barāʾ side of the equation by pointing to the “love and 

natural affection” that inevitably arises between Muslims and non-Muslims cooperating in pluralistic 

environments. Yasir Qadhi echoes this logic in a comment on walāʾ and barāʾ:  

       We don’t love the kufr [unbelief] of the kafir [unbeliever], but we can love them for other 
reasons... It is impossible for the human heart to hate someone who is constantly doing good 
to you. It’s irrational to ask you to. You can’t go around just hating everyone around you. Do 
you hate your bus driver?... It is ludicrous, nonsensical to have no friends who are non-
Muslim. You are commanded to be friendly to everyone.48 

 
This commonsense reinterpretation of walāʾ and barāʾ, not unlike Matthew Vines’ progressive 

hermeneutic with regards to gay marriage, is premised on the fundamental difference between the 

present circumstances of the contemporary Muslim religious community and the ancient situation 

which the scripture is addressing.49 In a pluralistic religious environment, where Muslims at large and 

Salafis in particular are free to practice their faith and have common citizenship with Jews, Christians, 

and a host of other identities, the models of Jibril’s total dissociation or al-Awlaki’s extremist anger do 

not make sense to many American Salafis.  

                                                        
46 Hatem al-Haj, Comment on “Reflections on Terrorism,” December 5, 2015. 
47 Hatem al-Haj, interview, March 2, 2017. 
48 Yasir Qadhi, “Does Islam Preach Hatred of Others?” (lecture, AlMaghrib Institute, University of Maryland - College 

Park, MD, January 16, 2016). In the same lecture, Qadhi addresses the question of Western holidays. He said, “This notion 
of all holidays being bidʿa [innovation] is itself a bidʿa... There’s nothing wrong with Thanksgiving because it’s not a 
Christian festival.”  He goes on to tell the story of celebrating Thanksgiving with a halal turkey. He does draw a line at 
Muslims celebrating Christmas, but says it is acceptable for Muslims to participate in office holiday gift exchanges. 

49 Qadhi in the same lecture insists, “To make the Sīra [the biography of the Prophet] our literal situation is the 
essence of Kharijism.” The Kharijites were a highly factional and reviled early sect of Islam who declared their fellow 
Muslims unbelievers (takfīr) and went to war with them. ISIS is often labeled a modern form of Kharijism by fellow Salafis. 
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 These debates around the meaning and application of walāʾ and barāʾ illustrate how flexible 

and mutable a commonsense interpretive approach to scripture can be. It is not that the Reformist 

Salafis and the separationist advocates and the jihadi sympathizers are all reading from different texts 

(though the Hadith certainly offers a greater variety and admixture of debated authenticity than the 

Bible). And it is not that some American Salafis believe in walāʾ and barāʾ, while others do not. The 

concepts and the texts are basically the same, but they are filled with very different commonsense 

meanings and applied in radically different ways by various communities of Salafis. What is common 

sense to each of these communities hinges largely on how they perceive and interpret their own 

situation vis-à-vis American culture and vis-à-vis the early Muslim community. The jihadis like al-

Awlaki are a vanishingly small but real minority of American Salafis, and what critics of Salafism warn 

about the dangers of the walāʾ and barāʾ discourse is true in their case. The perceived command to 

love one’s own and hate all others, when taken at face value and amplified by the religious minority 

experience, is a powerful motive force for violence. But the walāʾ and barāʾ of a figure like Jibril, while 

certainly not cordial or pluralistic, is not unlike the severe identity discourses of other religious 

communities in America who work hard to maintain their communal distinctiveness. His embattled 

identity could, circumstantially, be tipped toward hostility or remain neutrally enclaved. And the 

walāʾ and barāʾ of someone like Hatem al-Haj is, in effect, a benign sense of loving one’s fellow 

Muslims while embracing friendships and affiliations with everyone else. 

 

Evangelicals and Premillennialism 

 It can be said, without hyperbole, that American Evangelicals are famous for their near-fixation 

with eschatology. Caricatures or outside portrayals of Evangelicals frequently reference the Rapture, 

Evangelicals’ interest in the modern state of Israel, and the bated-breath anticipation of Christ’s 

imminent return. All of these images are tied to the theological doctrine of Premillennialism—the 

belief that Christ will return to the earth to inaugurate a one-thousand year, utopian reign that will 
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precede the Final Judgment. This chiliastic outline relies heavily on a particular style of interpreting 

the thousand-year epoch depicted in Revelation chapter 20 as a vision of the fast-approaching future. 

Yet not all Evangelicals are Premillennialists, and they never have been united on this point. In fact, 

among the three traditional positions of Christian eschatology—Premillennialist, Amillennialist, and 

Postmillennialist—one can easily find Evangelicals of each strand and formal debates among 

Evangelical theologians over which is most true to the Bible.50 And even within the Premillennialist 

camp there is rampant debate and disagreement between Dispensationalists and other 

Premillennialists. For nearly two centuries, Evangelicals have wrangled over the Millennium, relying 

on the Bible, common sense, and the implied consensus of the community of interpreters to guide 

their variegating eschatologies.  

 It is a little known fact that most Evangelicals in the Antebellum period were optimistic 

Postmillennialists. They believed that the church would ultimately have such a transformative 

influence on the world that Christians would collectively build Revelation’s millennial kingdom 

themselves, thereby precipitating Christ’s return.51 Writing from within the mainstream Evangelical 

sentiment of the period—and commenting on the Apostle Peter’s words that Christ would remain “in 

heaven until the time of universal restoration” (Acts 3:21)—Joseph Frederick Berg could assert in 1859 

that Postmillennial expectation was “consonant, not only with the entire Scripture, but with the 

common-sense interpretation of the Apostle’s language before us. It seems to us to furnish a powerful 

corroboration of the view which we regard as the Bible doctrine of the millennium.”52 In Antebellum 

Postmillennialism, where Common Sense Realism was the philosophical method and the American 

                                                        
50 For an overview of the textual rationale for these three positions within Evangelicalism, see Boyd and Eddy, Across 

the Spectrum 261-279. An exemplar of the debate among theologians is Darrell Bock, ed., Three Views of the Millennium and 
Beyond (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999). An older but still relevant version of the genre is Robert G. Clouse, ed., The 
Meaning of the Millennium: Four Views (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1977). 

51 See James M. Moorhead, “The Erosion of Postmillennialism in American Religious Thought, 1865-1925,” Church 
History 53, no. 1 (March 1984): 61-77. See also Sutton, American Apocalypse, 14. 

52 Joseph Frederick Berg, The Second Advent of Jesus Christ, Not Premillennial (Philadelphia: Perkinpine & Higgins, 
1859), 91. 
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nation was ascendant, there was much expectation that the Millennium would be a literal thousand-

year period of not-so-distant, church-inaugurated utopia. This doctrine fueled nineteenth-century 

Evangelical political activism and efforts to reform American society.53 Yet within a few decades, most 

Evangelicals had switched moods and adopted a more pessimistic Premillennialist vision of human 

history as prone to decline and in need of supernatural intervention via Christ’s return. 

 This generational theological reversal corresponds with the rise of the interpretive system 

known as Dispensationalism, which was developed by the Irish theologian John Nelson Darby and 

surged in popularity in Postbellum Evangelicalism. Dispensationalism is a comprehensive theological 

schema of biblical history and eschatology. It reads the apocalyptic seventy weeks of the ninth chapter 

of Daniel as a synopsis of humanity’s history and future. Darby divided human history into 

dispensations in which God related to humanity in distinct ways. The early Dispensationalists were 

fond of detailed charts and pictures that organized the biblical stories and prophetic images into 

comprehensive, technical schematics.54 According to Dispensationalists, the era of the church (the 

present age) is a parenthetical epoch in the broader historical sweep of God’s relationship with the 

nation of Israel. Hence Israel and the church are to be treated differently, and scripture is to be read 

bifocally, accounting for the different dispensations and covenants. As the turn of the century 

approached, Evangelicals took to this new structured mode of deciphering the Bible with gusto.  

 From the perspective of historic Christian (and even historic Protestant) theology, 

Dispensationalism can appear to be an idiosyncratic and abstruse way of interpreting certain 

ambiguous biblical passages, but it was a hermeneutic that was uniquely suited to Postbellum 

                                                        
53 For the connections between Scottish Common Sense, postmillennialism, and Christian perfectionism (the belief 

that Christians—and  by extension a Christian society—can  attain perfection in this life) see Richard G. Kyle, 
Evangelicalism: An Americanized Christianity (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2006), 39-46. 

54 The paragon of this genre is Clarence Larkin’s Dispensational Truth or God’s Purpose and Plan for the Ages 
(Philadelphia: n.p., 1918). Pietsch has insightfully connected the rise of hypertechnical Dispensational interpretations with 
the growth of “engineering values, particularly the social powers of numbers and quantification, the ideal of efficiency, the 
popular embrace of ideas about taxonomy and classification, and the quest for standardization. In American popular 
culture, these values became conflated with objective, scientific knowledge.” B.M. Pietsch, Dispensational Modernism 
(Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 27. 
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Evangelicalism and early Fundamentalism. In the first place, Dispensationalism embraced a narrative 

of cyclical decline. In each dispensation, God would develop a new way of relating to humanity which 

would, over time, become circumvented and subverted by sinful humanity culminating in a crisis that 

requires a new divine intervention. Eden’s perfection degenerates in Adam and Eve’s sin, the divine 

law given to Moses ends with Israel’s idolatry, exile, and legalism requiring Christ’s first advent. 

Timothy Weber summarizes the outlook of the moment: 

       Political corruption, pornography, alcohol abuse, the rise of monopolies, labor unrest, the 
desecration of the Lord’s Day by immigrants, worldliness in the church, liberal theology, 
international conflicts, forest fires, earthquakes, revivals, the rise of cults like Christian 
Science and Millennial Dawnism (Jehovah’s Witnesses), polio and influenza epidemics, 
changing weather patterns, the rise of Zionism, the sinking of the Titanic, the partitioning of 
Europe after World War I, radio—these and countless other events and trends were seen as 
proof that premillennialism was correct and the end of the age was rapidly approaching.55 

 
Gone was the Postmillennialist hope of society transformed; the world situation appeared positively 

apocalyptic to early-twentieth century Evangelicals.  

 Second, Dispensationalism offered Evangelicals a compelling response to the apparent 

contradictions and discrepancies in the Bible unearthed by historical criticism. Marsden observes 

that, “[o]nce the key step [of Dispensationalism’s framework] was accepted, the rest of Scripture could 

be fit into the scheme, and aspects that others viewed as inconsistencies could be explained as simply 

referring to different dispensations.”56 Dispensationalism made confusing parts of the Bible 

“understandable to ordinary people and applicable to current circumstances.”57 It reinforced the 

perspicuity, accessibility, and relevance of the Bible.  

 Third, and perhaps most importantly, Dispensationalism spoke to the intellects of late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Evangelicals whose thinking and theological style was 

profoundly shaped by Scottish Common Sense. It was, in the eyes of its proponents, a keenly scientific 

                                                        
55 Timothy Weber, “Dispensational Premillennialism: The Dispensationalist Era,” Christianity Today 61 (1999), accessed 

April 11, 2017, http://www.christianitytoday.com/history/issues/issue-61/dispensational-premillennialism-dispensationalist-
era.html. 

56 Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 54. 
57 Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, 119. 
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approach to the Bible. Drawing upon the (increasingly outmoded) Baconian understanding of 

science, the Dispensationalists “were absolutely convinced that all they were doing was taking the 

hard facts of Scripture, carefully arranging and classifying them, and thus discovering the clear 

patterns which Scripture revealed.”58 They believed their typological analysis was the key to unlocking 

a heretofore misapprehended meaning in the sacred text. This scientific and commonsense language 

and self-identity became embedded in the Dispensationalist discourse and was one of its defining 

features well into the twentieth century. As Charles C. Ryrie, editor of the archetypically 

dispensational Ryrie Study Bible, and one of the lions of twentieth- and twenty-first century 

Dispensationalism writes,  

      consistent literalism is the basis for dispensationalism, and since consistent literalism is the 
logical and obvious principle for interpretation, dispensationalism is more than justified... 
Face-value understanding incorporates distinctions; distinctions lead to dispensations. 
Normal interpretation leads to the clear distinction between words, concepts, peoples, and 
economies. This consistent hermeneutical principle is the basis for dispensationalism.59  

 
Face-value, normal, clear, logical, obvious, and a from-the-ground-up epistemology—the taxonomic-

Baconian and Scottish Common Sense scaffoldings of such a statement are unmistakable, despite the 

fact that it was written a century after those paradigms were in vogue in the broader (non-Evangelical) 

academic community. Implicit in Ryrie’s presentation is a belief that, although Christians for nineteen 

centuries had missed the key hermeneutical schema of the dispensations, once you see it, there is no 

other way of reading the Bible.  

 While Dispensationalism was certainly wildly popular in the Evangelical movement of the late-

nineteenth century, it was by no means a universal concurrence. Weber observes that for a certain 

substrate of Evangelicals, which he terms “classical evangelicals” (namely, Lutheran and Reformed 

confessionalists), Dispensationalism and Premillennialism never took hold, though they were often 

                                                        
58 Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 56. 
59 Charles C. Ryrie, Dispensationalism (Chicago: Moody Press, 1995), 73. The first edition was published in 1965. 
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willing to cooperate with the Premillennialists.60 Dispensationalism simply bore no resemblance and 

had no connection to the credal orthodoxy of the Magisterial Reformation traditions. Among the 

dissenters was Princeton Seminary president, and inheritor of Charles Hodge’s theological mantle, B. 

B. Warfield.61 As a leading thinker within Weber’s “classical evangelical” ethos, he was a forceful 

defender of biblical inerrancy even as he challenged many of the Premillennialist leaders of the 

nascent Fundamentalist movement from his own staunchly Postmillenialist-Calvinist stance. He 

argued that the Premillennial Dispensationalist reading of Revelation 20 was not only going against 

the grain of the passage’s “natural and self-indicated sense” but that their interpretation was at odds 

with the entire New Testament eschatology.62 Well into the twentieth century, strands of Evangelical 

Postmillennialism existed alongside and challenged insurgent Dispensationalism. 

 At the time The Fundamentals were being written (1910-1915), Dispensationalism and 

Premillennialism were controversial enough to not be included among the newly designated 

fundamentals of Christian belief.63 By the next decade, however, as Fundamentalism became more 

and more of its own consensus community and distinct movement, the premillennial return of Christ 

was increasingly included in as a core Christian teaching. The World’s Christian Fundamentals 

Association (founded in 1919) included in its outline of the fundamentals the sentence, “We believe in 

‘that blessed hope,’ the personal, premillennial, and imminent return of our Lord and Savior Jesus 

Christ,” even though they knew that this would alienate many fellow Evangelicals.64 For many of the 

                                                        
60 Timothy P. Weber, “Premillennialism and the Branches of Evangelicalism,” in The Variety of American 

Evangelicalism, Donald W. Dayton and Robert K. Johnston, eds. (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1991), 12-14. 
He contrasts these “classical evangelicals” with “pietist evangelicals” (Holiness and nineteenth-century revivalist strands) 
and “fundamentalist evangelicals” for whom Dispensationalism became the consensus position. 

61 Warfield was a contributor to The Fundamentals, but he died in 1921 before the terminology of “Fundamentalism” 
had taken hold. 

62 B. B. Warfield, “The Millennium and the Apocalypse,” The Princeton Theological Review (1904): 600. 
63 See Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 119. Marsden clarifies that as the Fundamentalist movement 

later congealed, “[a]lthough the new dispensational premillennialism was the chief distinguishing trait of one side of the 
movement, it was not even for them the overwhelming controlling interest. Evangelism came first.” Marsden, 
Fundamentalism and American Culture, 128. 

64 George M. Marsden, “Fundamentalism and American Evangelicalism,” in The Variety of American Evangelicalism, 
Donald W. Dayton and Robert K. Johnston, eds. (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1991), 27. 
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Fundamentalists, Premillennialism, as filtered through Dispensationalism, was so essential to their 

understanding of the Christian faith that it was something to separate and have schism over, despite 

the fact that just a few decades earlier nearly all Evangelicals had held the alternate view.  

 There is, perhaps, no more potent example of the essential contentlessness and mutability of 

Evangelical common sense than Dispensationalism. To proponents of dispensational truth, it is 

obvious, clear, the natural (if slightly unwieldy and complex) way of reading the Bible. Dallas 

Theological Seminary was (and is) a hotbed of Dispensationalist theology, and its founding president, 

Lewis Sperry Chafer, would write in his Systematic Theology in 1948 that, after the “first Pauline 

revelation” of justification by faith, “[t]he second revelation respecting the Church [and its separate-

but-entwined relationship to Israel’s history], if pursued worthily, leads with inexorable logic to such 

dispensational and general Biblical distinctions as have been set forth in this treatise.”65 In Chafer’s 

exegesis, the typology of Dispensationalism with its scientific methodology is a veritable “second 

revelation” imbued with an “inexorable logic” built upon the facts of scripture. Yet to the opponents of 

Dispensationalism its logic was anything but “inexorable,” factual, commonsensical, or natural. 

Indeed, one of the major bones of contention between mid-century Fundamentalists and emerging 

Neo-Evangelicals was the usefulness and congruity of Dispensationalism.66  

 For example, George Eldon Ladd was a cradle Dispensationalist who later disavowed the 

method and taught theology and exegetics at the post-Fundamentalist/Neo-Evangelical hub of Fuller 

Theological Seminary. He remained a Premillennialist, but he became a vocal critic of 

Dispensationalism. In one passage of his The Last Things: An Eschatology for Laymen (an acutely 

Evangelical title in and of itself), he describes his own journey in the third person: “[I]n fact, in [the 

author’s] earliest years he was a Dispensationalist. It has been through his own inductive study of the 

                                                        
65 Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology, Vols. 3 & 4 (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1976), 250. The first edition was in 1948. 
66 For more on the complex relationships between Fundamentalism, Dispensationalism, and Evangelicalism see David 

Harrington Watt, “The Private Hopes of American Fundamentalists and Evangelicals,” Religion and American Culture: A 
Journal of Interpretation 1, no. 2 (Summer 1991): 155-175. 
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Bible that he has become convinced that the Old Testament must be interpreted (and often 

reinterpreted) by the new revelation given in the person and mission of Jesus Christ.”67 Ladd contrasts 

Dispensationalism with a Christocentric hermeneutic, another hallmark of Evangelical theology. The 

telling use of the phrase “inductive study” lays claim to the Common Sense, from-the-Bible-up vision 

of Evangelical theology. For Ladd, the plain meaning of the Bible itself requires the eschewal of such a 

labyrinthine and constructed hermeneutic. He advocated instead a position he termed “historic 

premillennialism,” that sidesteps much of the technical Dispensationalist separation between 

Christian and Jewish paths to salvation. What is at stake between Ladd and the Dispensationalists is 

theologically relatively small (how a narrow band of Evangelicals understand Israel’s relationship to 

the Christian church in their broadly agreed-upon outline of the eschatological future), but a 

remarkable amount of ink has been spilled in these intra-Premillennialist debates about what is the 

Bible’s, inductive, clear and self-evident teaching. Add to this the intra-Dispensationalist debates that 

emerged in the 1980s and mottled the putative cohesion and unity of that movement, and any hope of 

Evangelical consensus on Dispensationalism was lost.68 

 In the 1970s and 1980s, there was a surge of Evangelical apocalypticism that roughly 

corresponded with the rise of the political Religious Right. Dispensationalism was certainly an 

element of this millenarian energy, but much of the discourse departed from the distinctive 

theological and historical emphases of dispensational interpretations. Pietsch labels this 

apocalyptical style “popular premillennialism”—as distinct from the more systematic 

Dispensationalist variety—and Premillennialism became more of a catch-all term for what was 

ostensibly the mainstream of Evangelicalism.69 The biggest megaphone for this inchoate new style 

was wielded by Hal Lindsey through his blockbuster best-selling book The Late Great Planet Earth. 

                                                        
67 Ladd, The Last Things: An Eschatology for Laymen (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 9-10.  
68 For more on the development of these debates, see Weber, “Premillennialism and the Varieties of Evangelicalism,” 

15-16, and Lindsay Kennedy, “Premillennialism Interviews,” My Digital Seminary, June 27, 2013, accessed April 14, 2017, 
http://mydigitalseminary.com/premillennialism-interviews/. 

69 Pietsch, Dispensational Modernism, 2. Emphasis added. 
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Lindsey was educated at Chafer’s Dallas Theological Seminary, but his apocalyptic book, while 

certainly inspired by dispensational habits of thought, makes no reference to dispensations or the 

technical superstructure of Dispensationalism. Instead, Lindsey interweaves contemporary news 

headlines with commonsense citations of biblical prophecies to create a series of impressions of the 

impending apocalyptic crises and signs of the times. The founding of the modern state of Israel is “the 

Fuse of Armageddon,” and the formation of the European Common Market “may well be the 

beginning of the ten-nation confederacy predicted by Daniel and the Book of Revelation.”70 Like al-

Awlaki’s stark connection between Qurʾanic language and modern nation-states, Lindsey finds in the 

Bible’s apocalyptic passages manifest allusions to late-twentieth century world events. 

 To vindicate his project, Lindsey quotes what he calls “the golden rule of interpretation,” 

namely: “‘When the plain sense of Scripture makes common sense, seek no other sense; therefore, 

take every word at its primary, ordinary, usual, literal meaning unless the facts of the immediate 

context, studied in the light of related passages and axiomatic and fundamental truths, indicate 

clearly otherwise.’”71 Stephen O’Leary, perplexed by Lindsey’s breezy interpretive style, writes about 

this passage that it “is as close as Lindsey ever comes to a defense of his own hermeneutic method.”72 

But the defense of common sense is built in, assumed. In the long tradition of Evangelical 

commonsense scripturalism, Lindsey is less exceptional for his approach to the Bible than he is 

notable for further popularizing a Premillennialist style of notching together biblical citations, 

salvation history, and current events. The Late Great Planet Earth was the most purchased non-fiction 

book in America in the 1970s, and to date, there are 20 million copies in print. It was the first of what 

                                                        
70 Hal Lindsey with C.C. Carlson, The Late Great Planet Earth (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1970), 44, 94. 
71 Lindsey, The Late Great Planet Earth, 50. Lindsey attributes the quote to David L. Cooper, When Gog’s Armies Meet 

the Almighty in the Land of Israel (Los Angeles: Biblical Research Society, 1940). The exact same phrasing of the “Golden 
Rule” can also be found in Cooper’s other writings.  

72 Stephen D. O’Leary, Arguing the Apocalypse: A Theory of Millennial Rhetoric (New York/Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1994), 147. 



 

 236 

would become a massive genre of apocalyptic fiction and non-fiction, fueled by a uniquely American 

apocalypticism, culminating in Tim Lahaye’s Left Behind series of books, movies, and video games.73 

 By the late twentieth and into the early twenty-first century, Premillennialism remained the 

majority or plurality position among Evangelicals, but debates shifted to whether this was the 

commonsense (i.e., natural and clear) teaching of the Bible or merely one possible interpretation 

about which there could be good-faith disagreement.74 Fuller Seminary, where Ladd taught, 

maintained a position of what Marsden terms “undogmatic premillennialism,” with the doctrine still 

being the majority position among Fuller faculty and students, but it was removed from the Fuller 

statement of faith in 1972.75 That revised statement, which is still in use by Fuller, was more 

controversial for its removal of the seminary’s affirmation of the inerrancy of scripture, a move that 

sparked one of Evangelicalism’s many Battles for the Bible.76 Four decades later, Fuller is still 

defending these decisions on its website with a statement about its statement of faith: “No central 

doctrine of Scripture as highlighted in the Reformation and reemphasized in the great Evangelical 

awakening has been omitted.”77 In other words, Premillennialism and inerrancy are not essential to 

orthodoxy, so please leave us alone.  

                                                        
73 At the time of Tim LaHaye’s death in 2016, the 16 volumes of the Left Behind series had sold a combined 80 million 

copies. Camila Domonoske, “Tim LaHaye, Evangelical Legend Behind ‘Left Behind’ Series, Dies at 90,” National Public 
Radio: The Two-Way, July 25, 2016, accessed April 14, 2017, http://www.npr.org/se ctions/thetwoway/2016/07/25/ 
487382209/tim-lahaye-evangelical-legend-behind-left-behind-series-dies-at-90. 

74 In January 2011, the National Association of Evangelicals surveyed Evangelical leaders and found that 65 percent 
identified as Premillennialist. NAE, “Premillennialism Reigns in Evangelical Theology,” January 2011, accessed April 13, 2017, 
https://www.nae.net/premillennialism-reigns-in-evangelical-theology/. It is worth noting, that the American Christian 
community as a whole is rather divided on the question of the Millennium. A 2006 Pew Survey found that while 79% of 
Christians believe that “Christ will return to the earth someday,” only 34% of Americans believe Christ will return “after the 
world situation worsens and reaches a low point” (i.e. Premillenially). 37% said that it is impossible to know the 
circumstances that would precede Christ’s return. Among Evangelicals as a whole 48% affirmed the Premillennialist view 
and 40% said it was impossible to know. Pew Research Center, “Many American Uneasy with Mix of Religion and Politics,” 
August 24, 2006, accessed April 14, 2017, http://www.pewforum.org/2006/08/24/many-americans-uneasy-with-mix-of-
religion-and-politics/#4. 

75 See Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism, 267-269. Emphasis added. 
76 Harold Lindsell, who had taught at Fuller before becoming editor of Christianity Today, wrote his Battle for the Bible, 

in part, to defend inerrancy against what he termed “The Strange Case of Fuller Seminary.” Lindsell, The Battle for the Bible, 
106-121. 

77 Fuller Theological Seminary, “What We Believe and Teach,” n.d., accessed April 14, 2017, 
http://fuller.edu/About/Mission-and-Values/What-We-Believe-and-Teach/. By contrast, Biola University and its Talbot 
Seminary share Fuller’s Southern California locale and requires its faculty and staff to annually reaffirm their commitment 
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 The foregoing discussion has entirely overlooked the phenomena of self-affirming Evangelical 

Amillennialists, i.e., those who believe that the millennial kingdom of Revelation symbolically 

represents the present age of the church and not a separate age. Like the Postmillennialists, they 

comprise a noteworthy minority of Evangelicals.78 Space does not permit plumbing the depths of R. J. 

Rushdoony’s idiosyncratic and publicly maligned Christian Reconstructionism that utilizes a strong 

Postmillennialist vision as the spine of its activist program toward an almost theocratic reform of 

American society.79 Indeed, the commonsense divides among Evangelicals about the Millennium do 

not merely break down into the standard tripartite, Amillennialist vs. Postmillennialist vs. 

Premillennialist, stances. No, there are commonsense arguments between historic Premillennialists 

and Dispensational Premillennialists, between Progressive Dispensationalists and Traditional 

Dispensationalists, between Premillennialists who want to make it a criterion for orthodoxy and those 

undogmatic Premillennialists who downplay it. When asked which of the three Millennial camps they 

would identify with in 2011, 17 percent of Evangelical leaders chose “Other.”80 

 Evangelicals have never agreed about eschatology. There is no objectively “historic” or 

“traditional” Evangelical view of the millennium, because these adjectives beg the question of whose 

tradition and in which moment does one anchor their view of history? Mid-nineteenth century 

Evangelicals clustered around Postmillennialist hopes, and in the later decades of that century the 

majority pivoted to Dispensationalism, which became the consensus position of most 

Fundamentalists. The Neo-Evangelicals kept the Premillennialism but jettisoned the 

                                                        
to Premillennialism, among other essential doctrines. Biola University, “Doctrinal Statement,” n.d., accessed April 14, 2017, 
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78 The aforementioned NAE survey found that 13 percent of Evangelical leaders in 2011 claimed to be Amillennial in 
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University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 134ff. Frances Fitzgerald argues that, while Rushdoony largely rejected the 
premise of Common Sense philosophy because he believed that “there could be no common intellectual ground between 
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Dispensationalism, and popular Premillennialism still holds sway with a solid majority of Evangelical 

leaders, though many of those view it as a peripheral issue. All this vociferous apocalyptic debate 

through the past two centuries has been conducted in the idiom of common sense, with every side 

asserting their rightness on the basis of the plain meaning of the text, consensus, and intuition. 

 

Salafis and Saudi Authority 

 Our fourth and final case study in commonsense contestation comes from the differing levels of 

relative authority attributed to Saudi clerics by American Salafis. While, as with walāʾ and barāʾ, one 

would be hard-pressed to find any American Salafi who openly speaks ill of the most-revered shaykhs 

in Saudi Arabia, there are gradations in the ways that American Salafis accept the rulings and opinions 

of the Saudi Salafis as normative for the American community. Of course, not all of the highly 

respected Salafi shaykhs are Saudi themselves (al-Albani, the Albanian, being a prime exemplar), but 

for most Salafis globally Saudi Arabia functions as the intellectual capital and jurisprudential nerve 

center for all Salafi discourse and ideation. In the eyes of most Salafis in the world, the fatwas (legal 

opinions and instructions) of the leading scholars of Saudi Arabia stand head and shoulders above 

those of other scholars. Especially noteworthy are the three great Salafi scholars of the late twentieth 

century: ʿAbd al-ʿAziz bin Baz, Muhammad ibn al-ʿUthaymin, and, of course, Muhammad Nasir al-

Din al-Albani. Without a doubt, there are local scholars in any Salafi community, but these local 

scholars have often studied in Saudi Arabia under the great scholars or their disciples, leading to a 

semi-hierarchical, Saudi-centered global Salafi discourse. While they may seem esoteric, in the 

balance of the debates about the Saudi shaykhs hangs the degree to which Salafi discourse can 

become indigenized and Americanized. Must American Salafis look exclusively to the Saudi leaders of 

the movement for final, detailed guidance in their religious practice, or can they look for direction 

from local American or Western European shaykhs who are sensitive to the nuances of life as a 

minority community in a pluralistic democracy? 
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 The Reformist and Progressive Salafis like Waleed Basyouni, Yasir Qadhi, and other AlMaghrib 

instructors have a very complicated set of relationships with the Saudi clerics. There are several 

factors that fuel this complexity. In the first place, many of the Reformist Salafis in America studied 

under and were mentored by the Saudi shaykhs. For decades the Saudi government has underwritten 

scholarships for young men from around the world to study Islam in Saudi Arabia, so that the Salafi 

methodology and worldview is inculcated, catechized, and exported through those students.81 

Additionally, the Saudi culture and religious climate is uniquely assiduous and imposing when it 

comes to the application of Salafi/Wahhabi Shariʿa	strictures. The rulings of the Saudi shaykhs, which 

seem natural and intuitive in the Arabian situation, tend to be rigorous, idealistic, and putatively 

universal in their outlook.82 In reality, there are strident debates among Saudi Salafis, but these 

debates occur within a narrow spectrum and are often tied to the internal dynamics of Saudi politics.83  

 All of this puts American Reformist Salafis in a bind. On the one hand, to strike out and 

contradict the hardline rulings of the Saudi shaykhs is simply not done. If they hope to have cache in 

the global Salafi discourse and appeal to recent immigrants to America who are immersed in that 

discourse, the American Reformists cannot outright dismiss or challenge the Saudi hierarchy. Not to 

mention that such a rebellion would undermine their own religious credentials by attacking their own 

teachers and mentors. On the other hand, the Reformist Salafis cannot toe the party line and accept 

all the opinions (fatwas) of the Saudi establishment while simultaneously enacting their own program 

of indigenizing Salafism to the American context. Hatem al-Haj captures this tension well: 

                                                        
81 See Chapter 1. See also Diamant, “Engagement and Resistance: African Americans, Saudi Arabia and Islamic 

Transnationalisms, 1975 to 2000,” 216-221, 238-241. For a recent study of how similar dynamics between Saudi-scholarship 
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82 Olivier Roy sees the efforts to make Saudi Salafism normative as part of a larger picture effort towards, “[t]he 
construction of a ‘deculturalised’ Islam [as] a means of experiencing a religious identity that is not linked to a given culture 
and can therefore fit with every culture, or, more precisely, could be defined beyond the very notion of culture.” Roy, 
Globalised Islam, 23-24. 
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       With the Renaissance and, you know, liberalism, we live in different societies that have 
different dynamics. [Western societies] are more accommodating for ethnic and cultural 
differences than theological or ethical differences, but at the end of the day, these are very 
multicultural societies. So we would have to basically craft a discourse that is appropriate for 
these specific circumstances, to make Islam not foreign to the time and place variables that 
we live in or the circumstances that we have here.84 

 
The Reformists must find ways of navigating these perilous waters, of speaking to their American 

context without openly breaking with the Saudi main line. It is here that commonsense styles of 

reasoning come into play. In this case, the commonsense reasoning is less about abstractly 

interpreting the Hadith or Qurʾan theologically and more about customizing the jurisprudential 

Salafi discourse to the local needs of American Muslims. 

 A key element of what makes the Reformist and Progressive Salafis in America reformist and 

progressive is their willingness to respectfully ignore the often hardline and stringent rulings coming  

from the most-respected Salafi clerics in the Middle East. In the Reformists’ minds, the context of 

Western secular democracy is so different from the contemporary situation of most of the Arab 

world—not to mention Saudi Arabia itself—that accepting the fatwas that are intuitive in that context 

as regulative of all other contexts misses the mark. Yet the American Reformists continue espousing 

respect and admiration for the Saudi leadership. This divergence is captured in an anecdote related by 

Waleed Basyouni, Vice President of AlMaghrib, who calls himself a Salafi but leads what he describes 

as a “diverse and vibrant,” “revivalist orthodox” mosque in South East Houston.85 He comments on the 

different modes of thinking about walāʾ and barāʾ: 

       One other reason that also creates a very big problem for Salafis in America is the issue of al-
walāʾ wa-l-barāʾ... [Many American Salafis] couldn’t understand it fully, because most of what 
they take [comes] from another Saudi version of Salafiyya—and especially the old scholars 
who never interacted in their life with non-Muslims, not a single time in their life. And they 
have all these weird views of non-Muslims, you know. Like, when I go to Arabia, and I meet 
these guys, then I’m like, “What do you guys talk about? The best people who help us in 

                                                        
84 Al-Haj, interview, March 2, 2017. It is worth noting that al-Haj is one of the rare Salafi shaykhs who did not study in 

Saudi Arabia, instead earning his degrees in Islamic law at the American Open University and al-Jinan University in 
Lebanon. 

85 These phrases come from Waleed Basyouni, “Clear Lake Islamic Center Expansion,” GoFundMe.com, July 4, 2015, 
accessed April 22, 2017, https://www.gofundme.com/clearlake, and Clear Lake Islamic Center, “Our History,” 
TheMasjid.org, n.d., accessed April 22, 2017, http://www.themasjid.org/our-history/. 
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America are the Jews. You are out of your mind. Like my best allies and friends are Jews. My 
neighbors.” They will really—they will freak out, literally, just because they know me very 
well, otherwise they might even think I’m lying or misleading them. This is still unfortunately 
a problem here.86 

 
At first glance this anecdote is about Saudi Salafis’ inexperience and ignorance of American 

interreligious encounters, but Basyouni’s deeper point is about American Salafism. His “very big 

problem” is not with the “old scholars” in Saudi Arabia. He does not critique the Saudi conversation 

about walāʾ and barāʾ per se, nor is he accusing the Saudis of exporting a doctrine of hate, a frequent 

negative framing of the Saudi agenda. In fact, Basyouni’s characterization of the Saudis (i.e., “the old 

scholars”) is affectionate, and his portrayal depicts them as sincere, if a bit provincial. They are 

genuinely surprised about the possibility of his alliances and friendships with American Jews. It does 

not fit the caricatures and “weird views” which are commonplace in their context. He latently 

rationalizes that it is less that the Saudi scholars lack wisdom or insight into the sacred texts and more 

that they are unfamiliar with the positive interreligious experiences that are possible in America.  

 The problem, in Basyouni’s view, lies with those American Salafis who look to the Saudi 

discourse for straightforward guidance on this matter. The Saudi conversation about walāʾ and barāʾ is 

predicated on assumptions and stereotypes about Jews (and presumably other non-Muslims) that 

plainly do not match the reality on the ground in Basyouni’s “diverse and vibrant” context. He lays the 

blame squarely at the feet of fellow American Salafis who “couldn’t understand it fully” because they 

lack the common sense to discern the mismatch between the Saudi and the American experiences.  

                                                        
86 Basyouni, interview, February 28, 2017. In the same interview, Basyouni is especially critical of those African 

American Salafis who follow the hardliner Saudi Shaykh Rabiʿ ibn Hadi al-Madkhali. Indeed, many of the African American 
Salafis are more rigorous about abiding by the Saudi shaykhs’ fatwas than the more multivocal immigrant Salafi 
community. For instance, alMinhaj magazine, which is directed primarily to African American Salafis, is mostly comprised 
of translated fatwas from the Saudi discourse. In one of the few original articles by an American, Abul-Hasan Malik Adam 
al-Akhdar, a Camden, NJ imam, reproaches unnamed fellow Salafis: “their errors are in contradiction to the fundamentals 
of the Sunnah and the methodology of the Salafiyyah, along with their defamation and belittlement of the noble [Saudi] 
scholars of al-Islām, defense of the people of innovation & partisanship and extreme laxity as it relates to al-Walā wa al-
Barā.” “Refutation, An Islamically Legislated Methodology: Part I,” alMinhaj Magazine 1, no. 1 (Dec 2014): 28. 
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 This sensibility is echoed by Yasir Qadhi. In a prominent lecture at AlMaghrib’s IlmFest about 

where to look for jurisprudential and practical guidance, he urges the audience, 

       Choose a scholar who’s living your life, in your land, in your society... One of the biggest 
problems of all of these movements [i.e. Salafi-leaning groups in the U.S.] was that we 
outsourced our fatwas to back home... You cannot get a fatwa from a person about how to 
interact with your homosexual neighbor from someone who has never met a homosexual in 
his life.87 

 
He adds, 

       There has to be a human element. Wisdom, most of it, comes from life, not from books. Take 
this as a rule of thumb. Most wisdom comes from living and not from reading books. You see 
the reality of what you’re saying, and you say, ‘No, that can’t be right.’ So, in my humble 
opinion, my advice to you—look local... look to people who are living here... 

 
Qadhi is not here directly attacking or undermining the Saudi scholars. He puts the onus on 

American Salafis to get fatwas that are sensitive to “your life, in your land.” As in other places, he 

points to a commonsense feedback loop that guides the endeavor of scholars giving fatwas—“You see 

the reality of what you’re saying, and you say, ‘No, that can’t be right.’” The instincts of the scholar are 

refined through real-world experience. The “human element” of this wisdom is an insight that cannot 

be found by reading books (i.e., the information available to Saudi scholars), but from lived 

involvement and communal knowledge. Having raised the example of relating to a “homosexual 

neighbor,” just in case anyone should doubt his socially conservative credentials, he clarifies in the 

same lecture that it is a fundamental belief in Islam that Muslims must assert the immorality of same-

sex relationships. But, he nuances that that does not mean that Muslims have to use insulting 

language or harshly treat the LGBT community.88 

                                                        
87 Yasir Qadhi, “Looking Back as We Look Forward,” YouTube.com, December 13, 2013, accessed April 22, 2017, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jJmrPh2sRuw. I assume that Qadhi means that they have never met someone who 
identifies explicitly as “homosexual.” 

88 Elsewhere, Qadhi clarifies on the question, “Is there space for Muslims who are homosexuals in the masjid [mosque]? 
--- In the last 20-30 years, we have been extra harsh on brothers and sisters who have been struggling with same sex 
attraction. We don’t take their problems seriously even though their struggles are real. We cannot turn them away or be 
mean to them just because Allah is testing them.... For them to feel a same-sex attraction is not haram [forbidden]. It might 
be atypical and against the norms, but it is not sinful. Acting upon that attraction is a major sin, but it is not kufr [unbelief]. 
So, a homosexual can still be a Muslim. These individuals should not publicize the act but rather keep it private. Justifying 
the sin could potentially be kufr.” Qadhi, “No Doubt: Student Notes,” 54. 
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 In the same lecture, in a rhetorical pose that is reminiscent of Matthew Vines’ survey of 

historical misapplications of religious common sense when it comes to cosmology and slavery, Qadhi 

points to past moments in Muslim history where the majority of scholars took positions that would 

seem absurd today. He mockingly narrates, at length, the history of medieval Muslim scholars ruling 

coffee to be ḥarām (forbidden), even though virtually no scholar would say so today. He points to 

some “really embarrassing examples” from Islamic history, most notably, the Muslim scholarly 

resistance to the anti-slavery movement in the nineteenth century, so that it was not until 1962 that 

slavery was banned in Saudi Arabia. He says, “This is an embarrassing episode: that our scholars did 

not understand you do not need slavery. You can ban it, and Islam is completely perfect.” Though 

Qadhi is quick to then note that Saudi Arabia is “a great Muslim land, otherwise.” The moral of these 

stories, for Qadhi, is not only that the majority of scholars (even Saudi scholars) can be wrong about 

something, but that his American Salafi audience must use their own ethical sensibility in selecting 

which scholars to follow. His argument that they look to local scholars who share that ethical 

sensibility implicitly directs them away from the main line Saudi Salafi discourse without explicitly 

impugning that discourse. For all of his emulation of Ibn Taymiyya’s universal fiṭra and common 

sense, Qadhi here shows that he tacitly divides common sense into local contexts and local 

consensuses. The Saudi shaykhs are not wrong, they just lack the needed insight into America. This 

adjustment of tone and tenor is part of the balance Qadhi and Basyouni and the other AlMaghrib 

instructors are trying to strike. Playing up their respect for the global Salafi leaders, while noting the 

unique features of American society to justify their divergences. 

 Probably the most outspoken critic of AlMaghrib in general and Basyouni and Qadhi in 

particular on this Saudi-authority front is Abul-ʿAbbas Moosaa Richardson, an African American 

imam in Pittsburgh who studied in Medina and is a disciple of the Saudi hardliner Shaykh Rabiʿ ibn 
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Hadi al-Madkhali (see Chapter 1).89 Richardson frequently censures and reviles the AlMaghrib and 

Reformist Salafi contingent. After quoting the passage above from Qadhi’s speech about getting 

fatwas locally, Richardson comments,  

       If you are paying attention to what Yasir Qadhi is saying here, and Allaah has blessed your 
intellect with balance and understanding, you should be able to see his goal becoming very 
clear – Replacing the DISTANT scholars of Islaam with his LOCAL team of brazen forward-
thinking Almaghrib Institute instructors.90 

 
“Forward-thinking” is not a compliment here. Richardson sees himself as defending orthodoxy and 

standing up for what should be obvious to any observant Salafi—at least those for whom “Allaah has 

blessed [their] intellect with balance and understanding”—that the preeminence of the Saudi scholars 

is unquestionable. He acknowledges that, all things being equal, Muslims should prefer fatwas from 

scholars who are familiar with local variation and culture, but all things are not equal. In Richardson’s 

words, “what is the relationship between this understandable distinction and replacing the scholars of 

Islam with a group of TV personalities, entertainers, self-proclaimed scholar, and magicians?!”91 

Richardson sees AlMaghrib’s departures from his own Salafism—its popularity, its adaptations to 

American culture, its large audiences, its sleek presentations—as a consequence of the Reformists’ 

willingness to politely ignore the Saudi rulings in favor of local knowledge. And he is, at least partly, 

correct. As the AlMaghrib instructors accustom the themes of the global Salafi discourse to an 

American context, they are adapting to local consensus. They are appealing to a broader American 

Muslim audience and often submerging the particularist Salafi identity elements. 

                                                        
89 See, for instance, this posting by Moosaa Richardson arguing for perfect alignment among al-Albani, ibn al-

ʿUthaymin, Bin Baz, and al-Madkhali: “Hiding Behind the Names of Al-Albaanee, Ibn Baaz, and Ibn ʿUthaymeen,” 
Bakkah.net, August 15, 2012, accessed April 24, 2017, http://www.bakkah.net/en/hiding-behind-the-names-of-al-albaanee-
ibn-baaz-and-ibn-uthaymeen.htm.  

90 Moosaa Richardson, “Once They Replace Our Scholars, Where Will They Take Us?,” Bakkah.net, January 9, 2014, 
accessed April 24, 2017, http://www.bakkah.net/en/once-they-replace-our-scholars-where-will-they-take-us.htm. Emphasis 
his. On the question of homosexuality, Moosaa Richardson queries, “[The Prophet] even gave verdicts about homosexuals, 
and I wonder if Yasir would like to prove that the Prophet (may Allaah raise his rank and grant him peace) met and 
interacted with an open homosexual!” 

91 Moosaa Richardson, “Once They Replace Our Scholars.” The magician reference is to Kamal al-Mekki, an AlMaghrib 
instructor who sometimes uses sleight of hand tricks to make spiritual points.  
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 At the same time, it would be misleading to say that the Reformist Salafis entirely reject the 

wisdom or insights of the Saudi scholars. Basyouni and Qadhi and other progressive American Salafis 

are happy to highlight those times and places where their own ideas or opinions are validated by the 

Saudi shaykhs. For example, Basyouni has controversially advocated that Muslims in America should 

vote in democratic elections. This question of the utility and permissibility of voting in democratic 

elections is contentious in Saudi Arabia and in the global Salafi discourse (largely because of walāʾ 

and barāʾ and the complex question of whether there is any precedent in the Salaf for democratic 

governance), and American Salafis debate over how to synthesize the different opinions of the Saudi 

clerics and apply them in the U.S.92 Basyouni offers another anecdote about how when he first 

immigrated to America, he encountered a, now defunct, organization of American Salafis called the 

Qurʾan and Sunnah Society. In Basyouni’s description, they practiced “a very strict form of Salafism, 

mainly affected by al-Albani.” They asked the newly arrived Basyouni to offer a fatwa. He narrates, 

    I gave a fatwa on the importance of participating in elections and voting. And this was a 
shock for them, because they don’t believe in being a part of the political system. They always 
believe that politics is dirty, corrupt, illegitimate; we should avoid it. At least some of them 
see it this way, other people have religious reasons for it. And I said, “That’s not the Salafi 
position.”  

 
       Then in one of their conferences, we have one of the most famous, recognized scholars of 

modern days, he’s called Muhammad ibn al-ʿUthaymin—very famous Salafi cleric who passed 
away. He was one of my teachers as well. And I asked him in front of everybody, I remember 
that, in Detroit—and they consider him, like, “Oh, that’s like, one of the most important 
figures among Salafi scholars”—and he said, “Yes, I agree with you, Waleed.” And he 
basically, he encouraged them to do so. They were so angry at me that they did not invite me 
next year.93  

 
Basyouni’s amusement is palpable. His ability to play the revered Saudi Ibn al-ʿUthaymin off of the 

“very strict form of Salafism” exhibited among some American Salafis perfectly highlights, for him, 

                                                        
92 In France, Adraoui claims that “Salafis are consistent in rejecting political behaviour such as voting, becoming a 

member of a political party, or even discussing public issues.” Mohamed-Ali Adraoui, “Salafism in France: Ideology, 
Practices and Contradictions,” in Global Salafism: Islam’s New Religious Movement, (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2009), 371. For a sample of the Salafi argument against Western democracy see ʿAbd al-ʿAziz al-Buraʿi, “Democracy in Light 
of the Qurʾān and Sunnah,” Troid.ca, June 14, 2007, accessed April 22, 2017, https://www.troid.ca/comprehensive/common-
issues/349-democracy-in-light-of-the-quran-and-sunnah. 

93 Basyouni, interview, February 28, 2017. 
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the way that fellow American Salafis have gone astray.94 At the same time, his own language—“That is 

not the Salafi position”—betrays an assumption that there is, at base, one true Salafi approach to 

democratic participation. This presumption of unity is, of course, undermined by the very argument 

he is having. What Basyouni is doing is exposing the diversity of opinion among the elite Saudi 

scholars on when and why Salafis can vote in democratic elections rather than displaying their unity.  

 Even more controversially, in 2012, days before the American election, Basyouni posted a video 

on YouTube endorsing Barack Obama and urging his fellow Muslims to vote as a bloc for the 

incumbent president.95 This is a virtually unprecedented move among American Salafis. Muslims in 

the West are so diverse that political mobilization around religious identity has not worked 

historically.96 On top of all that, the American Salafi community was strongly opposed to Obama’s 

foreign policy in 2012, especially since just one year earlier Obama had ordered the drone strikes that 

killed Anwar al-Awlaki and his son. Given the internal debates among Salafis about voting in general, 

for a Salafi shaykh to lead the charge on bloc-voting flies in the face of the narrow spectrum of 

mainline, global Salafi allowance for democratic participation. Basyouni’s logic in the video is 

pragmatic and communal. He argues that he is not endorsing Obama’s full platform of positions, but, 

“This is our country. We live in it. We pay taxes. We share the future of it, and it’s the place of 

generations to come for our community inshaʾ Allah tʿālā [If God wills it, exalted is He]. We live in this 

country with everyone else.” And, after laying out his full argument, Basyouni concludes,  

       All [the] major scholars that I know, such as my own teachers, such as Shaykh Bin Baz, 
Shaykh Ibn al-ʿUthaymin rahimahullah [Allah have mercy upon him], and also scholars such 
as Shaykh al-Qaradawi and a long list of scholars, all councils of fatwas in the Muslim world 
and in the West encourage Muslims to participate in elections—to make sure that they 
practice their political rights, and to be part of spreading good and choosing people who will 
bring benefits to that society. 

                                                        
94 An interesting parallel case is evident when Qadhi, in defending his continued adherence to “the way of the Salaf” 

even though he now eschews the moniker of “Salafi,” cites Ibn al-ʿUthaymin as the person who authoritatively gave him 
permission to drop the title. Yasir Qadhi, “Have You Left the Way of the Salaf?” 

95 Waleed Basyouni, “Shaykh Waleed Basyouni’s Endorsement for President,” YouTube.com, November 5, 2012, 
accessed April 22, 2017, https://youtu.be/30Y-lxDcwyg. 

96 As Roy notes, “Any candidate in the West knows that he might be wise to court the ethnic vote, but that the concept 
of a ‘Muslim vote’ makes no sense, except in some city council elections in Britain.” Roy, Globalised Islam, 79-80. 
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While the sentiment Basyouni expresses is deeply American and democratic, this is, at best, a 

substantial oversimplification of the very complex Saudi and global Salafi debates about voting. Other 

Salafis cite Bin Baz as being mostly against democratic participation unless it serves to enact the 

Shariʿa.97 By only citing three scholars and vaguely alluding to “all the major scholars that I know,” 

Basyouni is gerrymandering a consensus that does not exist in reality. And his endorsement of Obama 

goes a big step beyond even the consensus he is imagining. It is one thing for a shaykh to tell people to 

vote in their communal best interests; it is another thing entirely to develop that into a specific 

endorsement of a problematic non-Muslim politician. But this citation of the scholars is the capstone 

of an otherwise common-sense fueled presentation about how natural and strategic it is for Muslims 

in America to be active in American democracy. 

 Expectedly, many American Salafis reacted strongly to Basyouni’s endorsement. Qadhi himself 

stopped short of fully embracing his friend’s approach, though he did post the video endorsement on 

his public Facebook page with a tentative comment that  

       As for me, I’m in Tennessee, and it[’]s a red state, so I don’t feel the need to vote as it’s 
already going to Romney. (And yes, personally I do feel that I don’t want to endorse someone 
who is sending hundreds of thousands of drones overseas and killing thousands of people—
but Sh. Waleed makes some good points as well).98  

 
Qadhi’s hesitation demonstrates just how far out on a limb Basyouni’s experiment had taken him 

from the global Salafi discourse. Moosaa Richardson’s condemnation of Basyouni over this matter was 

particularly sharp: 

       These people are evil—AlMaghrib instructors and those similar to them—they are evil. They 
pinch you off from the scholars... This man, Waleed Basyouni... you’ll hear him encouraging 
people to vote for this person and that person. You’ll hear him lying on the scholars of 

                                                        
97 See, for instance, a fatwa by a Saudi cleric trying to synthesize the potentially contradictory views of ibn al-

ʿUthaymīn, Bin Baz, and various fatwa councils: Muhammad Saalih al-Munajjid, “Islam Question and Answer 107166: Ruling 
on Democracy and Elections and Participating in That System,” October 9, 2008, accessed April 23, 2017, https://islamqa. 
info/en/107166. Al-Albani, whom Basyouni conveniently does not mention, is famous for inveighing against voting in 
elections. 

98 Yasir Qadhi, Facebook post, November 5, 2012, accessed April 23, 2017, https://m.facebook.com/yasir.qadhi 
/posts/346149342147109. 
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Islam—his own shuyūkh [plural of shaykh], as he claims—saying that they’re in total 
agreement that... the people should come out to vote to practice their political rights.99 

 
Richardson goes on to, fairly accurately, characterize the complexity of Saudi reasoning about voting: 

some shaykhs say it might be permissible in specific circumstances, that “while [the Muslims] hate the 

system of democracy, and while they oppose the very foundation of voting, and it’s not from Islam, 

they say it’s permissible for a Muslim to try to elect someone who would be the lesser of two evils,” and 

other scholars do not even allow for this exception to the no-voting rule.100 He dissects Basyouni’s 

entire video endorsement contrasting it with the Saudi Salafi discourse. His argument is polemical 

and ad hominem, but, by the evidence, Richardson is in the right. He presents a more subtle and 

textured summary of the real debate in global Salafism, in contrast to Basyouni’s blanket assertion. 

Though both men were educated and immersed in the Saudi discourse, Basyouni has entered—and 

may, indeed, be forging—a new consensus community. Having talked to him and followed Basyouni’s 

work closely, I believe Richardson’s characterization of him as duplicitous is unfair. Basyouni really 

believes that he represents the Salafi way as it should be applied in an American context. What is 

commonsense and obvious to Basyouni (that Salafis should involve themselves in the messy 

democratic, political choices of America) is heresy and evil to Richardson. And Richardson must find 

an ulterior motive for this departure, because the truth is so obvious to him as well. 

 

Conclusion: Quarrelsome, Centerless Villages 

 Evangelical and Salafi scripturalism is predicated on the accessibility and straightforwardness of 

scriptural interpretation. As we saw in Chapter 3, one area of similarity between these two movements 

is a trust that the text speaks clearly, discernibly to anyone and everyone of sound mind who comes to 

it genuinely. What the four case studies of this chapter have demonstrated is that the reality of Salafi 

                                                        
99 Moosaa Richardson, “Voting, Democracy, the Ikhwani Manhaj and Waleed Basyouni,” YouTube.com, September 22, 

2013, accessed April 25, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5kVabUqtzuM. 
100 Richardson, “Voting, Democracy.” 
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and Evangelical scriptural interpretation is anything but simple. As I have argued, common sense is 

not a universal human rationality but culturally and contextually bounded consensus. Common sense 

is discursive and communal, and, in America’s social pluralism, communities of Salafis and 

Evangelicals develop very different senses and intuitions about the text. For some communities, gay 

inclusion is an obvious good and a clear enactment of the Bible’s inner sense, and for others it is the 

exact opposite. For some Salafis, loyalty to Islam demands a veritable enclave mentality, whereby 

Muslims subsist without any real engagement with broader American culture, and for others that 

logic is reversed. Evangelical eschatology is fractured by commonsense melees where every position is 

defended as the natural and evident teaching of the Bible. And Salafis have heated disagreements 

about whether local wisdom and context or the Saudi-centered, global jurisprudential order should 

dictate the practices and thoughts of the American community.  

 As I conclude this chapter, I would like to offer a few observations from across the case studies. 

First, common sense is a highly mutable human faculty, leading to collective shifts in Evangelical and 

Salafi scriptural discourse that are more evolutionary than instantaneous. Vines and Qadhi are correct 

that today virtually none of their coreligionists would articulate an argument in favor of slavery, but 

that clarity was not in evidence in the nineteenth century. This capacity of consensus to change over 

time leads to unstable boundaries for these movements in terms of theology and practice. A century 

from now, will majority Evangelical consensus have assimilated and accepted Vines’ argument for gay 

inclusion that today pushes the limits of Evangelical common sense? In a few decades, will Basyouni’s 

Salafi embrace of democratic participation and advocacy be normative rather than idiosyncratic? Both 

are uncertain but possible. By sidelining the concept of tradition and advancing a historyless vision of 

scriptural encounter, these movements lack a way of narrating the past or progress. Trajectories are 

difficult to trace. Appeals to common sense give the illusion of stability over time and continuity with 

a past that was then, as now, discursively developing new consensuses and abandoning ideas like 
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Postmillennialism.101 Fundamentalism did not die; the word and identity just slowly receded as 

common sense and linguistic connotations shifted over the first decade of the twenty-first century. It 

is an open question whether, for Qadhi and his fellow Reformists, Salafism itself is a word and identity 

that will suffer a similar fate. 

 Second, inasmuch as common sense is assumed to be universal, Salafis and Evangelicals have a 

very difficult time making sense of their fellow scripturalists’ disagreements. What interpretation 

appears obvious to one person, looking at the text through his or her commonsense view that is 

formed by experience, education, context, sexual orientation, etc. may be anything but obvious to his 

or her neighbor. If the meaning of the text is obvious, those who fail to recognize that obviousness 

must be deficient either in their application of the agreed upon method (hermeneutically failing) or 

they must be senseless or evil (intellectually or morally failing). It is easy to read Evangelical and Salafi 

discourse cynically—to assume that every interpreter is merely practicing a type of motivated 

reasoning and finding in the text whatever will justify their foregone conclusions. After long and 

intensive observation of these discourses, I would argue something different: common sense is the 

culprit. The heatedness of intramural Salafi and Evangelical debates emerges from genuine 

bafflement at how one’s coreligionist who seem otherwise so intelligent and sensible could misread 

the text entirely. Ahmad Musa Jibril and Matthew Vines’ interlocutor, James R. White’s, presentations 

may be belligerent, but that is rooted in their authentic puzzlement at how their coreligionists are 

embracing such dangerous and heretical ideas—such nonsense.  

 Third, among the scripturalists, communities and sub-movements amplify and organize differing 

common sense intuitions. One could, in analyzing these movements, focus the lens at the level of the 

individual and show how discrete interpreters innovate new interpretations based upon her or his 

                                                        
101 This reality contradicts Marty’s generalization that “religious fundamentalisms are all, in my observation, 
antievolutionary or antidevelopmental. Whether on Hegelian, Darwinian, or Whiteheadian ‘processive’ lines or any other, 
evolution introduces elements of chance which deprive fundamentals of their authority and power.” “Fundamentalism as a 
Social Phenomenon,” 22. His observation may be fair as far as professed ideology goes, but it misses the mark when one 
considers the on-the-ground reality of these movements’ thought processes over time. 
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own unique sensibility. The expectation that the text should speak univocally and plainly does, 

indeed, uphold the disparate intuitions of individual interpreters. But it is rare that an untrained 

layperson in the Salafi or Evangelical movement will advance a wholly idiosyncratic, personal 

interpretation of a major theological or jurisprudential matter. And even among those interpreters 

who are trained (the Salafi shaykhs and the Evangelical Bible scholars and pastors), there is a 

tendency to self-sort into communities of consensus. Salafis of a reformist ilk gravitate toward 

AlMaghrib and Muslim Matters, where their reformist intuitions are confirmed, reinforced by 

communal agreement. Salafis with more combative, Madkhali leanings drift toward alMinhaj 

magazine, Moosaa Richardson’s website, and other shaykhs’ YouTube channels that reason similarly. 

As is dramatically evident online, the Madkhali sympathizers’ engagement with the ideas and 

arguments of AlMaghrib instructors is largely polemical rather than constructive, and vice versa. 

Evangelicals who care deeply about Dispensationalism will attend Dallas Theological Seminary; those 

who think the millenarian debates are overblown will find a community of belonging at Fuller 

Theological Seminary. The Internet makes Matthew Vines’ lecture and book available to those who 

long for credible arguments for gay inclusion, and search-engine algorithms can direct anyone to 

birds-of-a-feather interpretations and exegesis of the trickiest passages. The decentralized, rhizomatic 

authority structures of scripturalist communities means that prominent pastors and scholars and 

shaykhs are often openly debating online or through media with no independent authority to 

arbitrate between them other than the sacred texts.102 If a pastor’s preaching or a shaykh’s fatwas do 

not resonate with one’s intuition, one can always find a different church or a different community of 

scholars. This self-sorting amplifies common sense as the vast majority of an individual’s cohort with 

whom she interacts on a daily basis will likely be within her communal consensus. Put differently, 

                                                        
102 Many, and maybe most, Salafis would object to this analysis, arguing that the revered hierarchy of Saudi shaykhs are 

the ultimate arbiters for all local disputes. But our fourth case study has shown that local Salafis can easily play respected 
Saudi authorities off one another, and, if all else fails, local Salafis can just politely ignore—or contextually excuse 
themselves from—the Saudi fatwas. 
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most Salafis and Evangelicals abide within sub-movements and primarily interact with other Salafis 

and Evangelicals with whom they agree. This makes those moments when one of them encounters 

another type, whether in the expanses of the Internet or face-to-face, all the more puzzling.  

 Fourth, and finally, the irony is that the appeals to a unitive common sense actually engender the 

proliferation of interpretations. On some level, diversity of textual interpretations is nothing new. 

Literate Christians and Muslims have debated and fought over the right understanding and 

application of their respective scriptures for millennia. Ancient texts compiled over centuries by 

disparate communities (e.g., the Bible and the Hadith) are intrinsically multivocal and multi-

perspectival, and world-spanning religions will contain such a wide variety of contexts that differing 

interpretations are inevitable. But commonsense reasoning and assumptions actively obscure this 

multivocality. Moreover, the absolute centrality of the scriptural interpretive endeavor for Salafis and 

Evangelicals means that a very limited degree of intra-communal interpretive pluralism can be 

tolerated. Unlike the ecumenical and irenic ethos of Mainline Protestantism or Traditional Islam 

where community is premised on pluralism and tolerance of differing interpretations—the ability to 

agree to disagree—Evangelicals and Salafis cannot accept so much communal cognitive dissonance. 

This dynamic varies by degrees between the more hardline (the last generation would have said 

“fundamentalist”) elements and the more progressive elements of these movements. For the 

hardliners—the walāʾ and barāʾ purists, the inerrantists and Dispensationalists, etc.—absolute accord 

is required and near-100% agreement is the sine qua non of belonging in their communities. For more 

progressive groups—AlMaghrib, Fuller Seminary, etc.—there is a smaller core of essentials, but 

disagreeing interpretations about that core cannot be tolerated. This is one reason why the issue of 

gay acceptance and inclusion is such an issue for both communities. Geertz notes that issues of 

gender and sexuality are deeply linked to common sense, “the network of practical and moral 
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conceptions woven about those supposedly most rooted of root realities: maleness and femaleness.”103 

Can Matthew Vines-style Evangelicals find a place in progressive Evangelical circles? What’s more, 

can he pull the Evangelical consensus on sexuality in his direction? Thus far even the most progressive 

Evangelical institutions like Fuller Seminary and InterVarsity Christian Fellowship have resisted such 

a step.104 And for Salafis, Yasir Qadhi is pushing the envelope by even advocating civility towards gay 

people, but he would draw the line at any gay-affirming theology or jurisprudence as occurs in other 

parts of the American Muslim community. 

 As divisions and fractures arise among Salafis and Evangelicals, there is no mechanism for 

managing interpretive pluralism. Common Sense A runs up against Common Sense B, and what is 

often being debated is not the scripture itself but the prerational intuitions and mental maps that the 

different communities are bringing to the text. The rhetorical sidelining of tradition removes one 

potential arbiter in these disputes. And the identification of Evangelicals and Salafis with their 

scripture makes shrugging acceptance of disagreement eventually intolerable. A bird’s eye view of 

these movements is difficult to achieve precisely because most of the people participating in the 

discourses assume that their experience, their provincial or gerrymandered consensus, is normative 

and universal. To call these scripturalist movements “big tents” would be a misnomer. They do not 

construct themselves that way. A more apt analogy would be quarrelsome, centerless villages. There 

are elements that hold all Salafis and all Evangelicals together and give them a movement sensibility. 

But there are endless internal disputes and eddies of conflict and debate. New huts keep being built 

on the outskirts of town and old huts fall into decay. This is where theological definitions of these 

movements often fail. For every putative point of unity, one can find communities of dissenters where 

local consensus has evolved in a different direction. The boundaries of yesteryear no longer obtain. 

                                                        
103 Geertz, “Common Sense as a Cultural System,” 81. 
104 InterVarsity Christian Fellowship recently instituted a new policy of involuntarily terminating any staff who took a 

position similar to that of Matthew Vines for their “misalignment with InterVarsity ministry principles.” See Elizabeth Dias, 
“Top Evangelical College Group to Dismiss Employees Who Support Gay Marriage,” Time, October 6, 2016, accessed July 7, 
2017, http://time.com/4521944/intervarsity-fellowship-gay-marriage/. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
 Evangelicalism and Salafism come from very different places and have very different roots. 

Evangelicalism is an iteration and adaptation from the sixteenth-century Protestant ecclesial 

revolutions in Europe, which were themselves tied to antecedent currents of Bible-based reform in 

Western Christianity. It arose natively in the early American nation, entwined with the democratic, 

entrepreneurial, Common Sense ethos and “historylessness” of the young republic.1 Evangelicalism 

today is a demographic force in American politics, an adaptive, popular, and innovative form of 

religion, a global movement of biblical piety and evangelism, and a growing edge of world 

Christianity. Salafism, on the other hand, can be traced back through the eighteenth-century 

Wahhabi revivals to the Hanbali-Taymiyyan strand of Islamic reformism. It emerged in the twentieth 

century as a globally diffuse, but Saudi-centered discourse of Sunni reinterpretation and retrieval 

that spans everything from militant ISIS and al-Qaʿida to pious quietists spread throughout the 

Muslim world.  

 As we saw in Chapter 1, for all their purported similarities, Protestantism and Wahhabism were 

really quite dissimilar in their internal diversity and their orientations toward culture and 

knowledge. But the salient similarity between early Protestantism and early Wahhabism was not to 

be found in their total programs but in something more subtle: their incremental and rhetorical 

movement away from the antecedent reliance on tradition. This shift on the Protestant side, toward 

sola scriptura and direct appeal to scripture went hand in hand with the pluralization of 

Protestantism, the sectarian fragmentation, and the adaptability of the Protestants to localizing 

factors. It made Protestantism agile and incoherent, rhizomatic and diverse. On the Wahhabi side, 

the potential for mutability and agility was present in the Wahhabis’ use of ijtihād, but it remained 

latent because of the totalizing Wahhabi theological, social, and political vision. The twentieth 

                                                        
1 Mead, The Lively Experiment, 133. 
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century has seen the—likely unintentional—pluralization and modernization of Wahhabism. 

Through a combination of exogenous factors (the popular appeal and ambiguity of the title Salafi, the 

destabilization of hierarchical Sunnism, the arrival of Western—and other forms of—modernity in 

the Muslim world) and endogenous elements (the Saudis’ control of the holy cities of Mecca and 

Medina, their desire to spread their “über-Sunni” vision of Islam, and their willingness to use oil 

wealth to fund an international religious education enterprise),2 the global Salafi Hadith-renewal 

tendency has subsumed the original Wahhabi program in a far broader, pluralized and variegated 

discourse. That internal pluralization of Salafism is thrown into stark relief in a place like modern 

America, where religious freedom facilitates multifariousness and where the “native” African 

American Salafis exist alongside and in conversation with diverse Salafi immigrant communities 

from a variety of international contexts. 

 Salafis and Evangelicals push the scripture-over-tradition ethos of their Wahhabi and 

Protestant forebears even further, often ostensibly rejecting the voice of tradition entirely in favor of 

the unmediated sacred texts. Of course, the voice of tradition is never fully silenced, and tradition 

comes, for both movements, to exert a subterranean influence on their habits of mind and views on a 

host of issues. Traditions patrol the ancestral borders of what scripture is and which scriptural 

interpretations are theologically permissible. The scripturalists are “traditionless,” not traditionless. 

But the first characteristic of scripturalism, as I have defined it, is this presumed demotion of 

tradition that puts an epistemic accent on the centrality of scripture. Scripturalists are constantly 

coming back to the texts for fresh inspiration, fresh insight, and fresh guidance. This outward 

traditionlessness makes Salafis and Evangelicals highly adaptable to new circumstances, and it is this 

adaptability that occasions the foregoing comparison. In America, the two scripturalist movements 

exist side by side in a shared culture and context, and their adaptabilities exhibit similar features—

                                                        
2 “Über-Sunnis” is Brown’s term for the Hanbalis’ constant inclination toward ijtihād. Brown, Canonization of al-

Bukhārī and Muslim, 141. 
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developing communication styles that are accessible and relevant, employing online and 

communications media to expand access to scripture for the grassroots, and creating diffuse 

pedagogical infrastructures to instruct lay people in the scriptural-interpretive endeavor—that work 

well in America’s pluralism. To be sure, other Muslims and other Christians create educational 

institutions, use the Internet, and seek to communicate their religious visions, but the scripturalists 

are the fast adapters, the agile vanguard of relevant, modern religion. 

 The other central feature of scripturalism, in my analysis, is an alignment between communal 

and personal identities and scripture. In Chapter 2, we observed the ways Evangelicals and Salafis 

frame their individual and movement identities in relation to the sacred text. Evangelicals call 

themselves “Bible-believing Christians,” implying that there are other kinds, and Salafis identify as 

the “People of the Hadith,” demarcating their separation from fellow Sunnis, not to mention Shiʿites, 

by making scripture less a shared resource among coreligionists and more a test of allegiance. This 

acclaimed loyalty to the text is not just nominal, communal boundary signaling; scriptural fidelity 

operates at the level of the individual, as American Salafis and Evangelicals popularize and 

democratize the scriptural-interpretive endeavor. They inculcate their members with an individual 

mandate to engage scripture: every Salafi, every Evangelical should read, study, and come to know 

the text for her- or himself. The scripturalists develop immersive pedagogical institutions and 

practices for helping lay people relate directly with the sacred texts. But the diffuse nature of these 

movements (thousands and millions of people accessing, reading, discussing, and applying ancient 

texts to their lives) makes defining the movements’ real-world boundaries extraordinarily difficult. 

The self-proclaimed orthodoxic, orthopraxic, and scriptural-loyalty borderlines that scripturalists 

believe separate them from other Christians and other Muslims assume a unity and a uniformity in 

their own movements that is simply not evident. I have argued that a key factor that separates 

Evangelicals and Salafis from their coreligionists is less theological and more stylistic and 

idiomatic—their mode of approaching and appealing to the text. It is the energetic, personal, direct, 
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and epistemically circular invocation of scripture as the supreme meaning-making and life-defining 

resource that sets scripturalists apart. Of course these movements are pluriform with many social, 

political, historical, experiential, cultural, and theological forces shaping their character and 

identification, but American Evangelicalism and Salafism are, among other things, discourses about 

scripture. 

 In America, the similar scriptural idioms that Salafism and Evangelicalism have evolved center 

on an idealized notion of common sense. In Chapter 3, we took note of the conspicuous role that 

commonsense appeals play in Salafi and Evangelical discourse, and I examined the inner logic and 

philosophical and theological underpinnings of this mode of appeal. In an American culture shaped 

at an early stage by Scottish Common Sense Realism, Evangelicals, contemporaneously in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and Salafis, downstream in the twentieth and twenty-first, 

exhibit a profound trust in the innate capacities of human beings to apperceive the clear meaning of 

the scriptural text. Both movements, through applications of Scottish Realism and the philosophical 

theology of Ibn Taymiyya, have constructed hopeful visions of both sides of this interface: scripture 

and humanity. The scriptures are perspicuous and meant to be interpreted in the ẓāhir (plain, 

unadorned) sense, and human beings have moral and intellectual common sense, the inborn fiṭra 

(instinct, disposition) that cooperates with clear reason to intuit the meaning of the sacred text. The 

conspicuous discursive similarity between Evangelicals and Salafis is a direct and expectant approach 

to their respective sacred texts. Common sense, the universal faculty of human reasonablenes, meets 

the unambiguous text and harmoniously discerns its import and message. 

 Yet, for all the scripturalists’ idealism about the base rationality of human beings, common 

sense has no universal content and the scriptural texts in question are not unambiguous. The Bible 

and the Hadith do not speak with a single voice, but, as ancient texts, compiled over hundreds of 
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years by various communities, the scriptures are inevitably multivocal.3 In Chapter 4, we observed 

the inner dynamics of these discourses, as, in the pluralistic environment of the United States, 

common sense is formed in local communities and shared conversations. Common sense is 

consensus, and it is as variable as the meanings people have found in the scriptural texts through the 

centuries. The prerational and contextual sensibilities that individual Salafis and Evangelicals bring 

to the text have a strong guiding influence on the meanings and interpretations they find there, and 

these interpretations often disagree in minor and major ways. The fractures and schisms that divide 

and fragment the Evangelical and Salafi movements form at sites of commonsense contestation, 

where communities intuit very different “obvious” meanings in the text. Ironically, the expectation of 

a universal competency of interpretation actually contributes to the internecine battles over 

interpretation. Every scripturalist community and sub-movement champions their own self-evident 

reading of the Bible or the Hadith. Their maneuvered sidelining of tradition and their largely 

rhizomatic authority structures leave these movements without any potential arbiter in their 

interpretive disputes. The often heated and polemical debates among Salafis and among Evangelicals 

grow out of genuine bafflement at how their coreligionists cannot perceive the transparent meaning 

of the text. 

 

Convergent Evolution and Shared Ecologies  

 With their “traditionless” adaptability and within the shared horizons of contemporary 

American society, Salafism and Evangelicalism have convergently evolved similar diffuse, 

commonsense approaches to interpreting and applying scripture. To reiterate a point from the 

Introduction, I am not arguing that these movements are essentially the same—quite the opposite. 

                                                        
3 It is arguable whether the same multivocality can be attributed to the Qurʾan, which does speak from a singular 

perspective and is less of a historically extended composite text, being codified and canonized within a few decades of the 
Prophet’s death. This is one point where the Hadith and the Bible are more analogues, and it highlights one major arena of 
distinction between Islamic and Christian understandings of scripture. Though it is worth pointing out that the interpretive 
history of the Qurʾan has still exhibited some degree of pervasive pluralism. 
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The “convergent evolution” analogy I have used to describe their similar traits actually implies that 

the origins, root structures, and “genes” of Salafism and Evangelicalism are quite different. But in the 

shared American ecosystem, these two movements have flourished. The question remains: what are 

the ecological forces or shared contexts that have occasioned such similar adaptations? While most 

of the analysis in the preceding chapters has been observational and comparative, narrowly focused 

on the two American scripturalist movements, in this conclusion, I would like to zoom out and 

consider from the outside: what about the modern and the American milieu has occasioned the 

similar Evangelical and Salafi traits I have dissected above? I theorize that the movements are 

adaptively responding to similar environments, which explains their similar observable 

characteristics or “phenotypes.” There are at least three overlapping “ecologies” of the American 

context that have evoked the parallel traits of the scripturalists: modernity and science, religious 

pluralism, and the religious free-marketplace. Scholars have previously hypothesized at length about 

the American Evangelical inhabitation of these ecologies, and I would like to bring those theories 

into conversation with Salafism and with the observations of the previous four chapters. 

 
Ecology 1: Modernity and Science 

 Evangelicals and Salafis are evolutionarily attuned to survive and thrive in modernity. This is 

one of the many places where much of the Comparative Fundamentalism enterprise has flatly 

misread these two movements. For instance, on the very first page of The Fundamentalism Project, 

Marty and Appleby posit:  

Modern cultures include at least three dimensions uncongenial to fundamentalists: a 
preference for secular rationality; the adoption of religious tolerance with accompanying 
tendencies toward relativism; and individualism… [Fundamentalists] exist in a type of 
symbiotic relationship with the modern, finding, for example, technology, mass media of 
communications, and other instruments of modernity congenial to their purposes.4  
 

                                                        
4 Marty and Appleby, “The Fundamentalism Project: A User’s Guide,” vii. 
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Setting aside the ambiguous phrase “secular rationality,” I would contend that modernity is not 

“uncongenial” to scripturalism.5 Salafis’ and Evangelicals’ connection to modernity is not merely 

symbiotic or technologically instrumental. In fact, Salafism and Evangelicalism are creatures of 

modernity having emerged and developed in the modern and modernizing world (Chapter 1).6 The 

habits and attitudes of modernity are in their bones, not least in their willingness to outwardly set 

aside the authority of tradition. In Jürgen Habermas’ formulation, “Modernity revolts against the 

normalizing functions of tradition; modernity lives on the experience of rebelling against all that is 

normative.”7 Far from rejecting the atomizing individualization or pluralistic religious tolerance of 

modernity, the scripturalists embrace it, engage it competitively, enlisting everyone in the scriptural 

interpretive endeavor (Chapter 2).  

 There are, of course, myriad ways of defining modernity and the modern era, and taking sides 

in these sociological/philosophical or West-versus-the-rest debates is not my intention here.8 But I 

would like to highlight three nearly universally agreed upon facets of modernity—namely, the spread 

of literacy and education, the utilization of science, and the rapid pace of change—that reveal how the 

scripturalists consummately fit the modern niche. First, modernity involves the spread of knowledge, 

education, and literacy. Indeed, the popularization of scripture, to the degree that we see it with 

                                                        
5 The phrase “secular rationality” seems to imply a rationalism that is unattached to religious thought, which may well 

be a feature of some modern or modernizing contexts, but there are many secularisms and secularities in modernity, many 
different balances struck between religion and the state. As Peter Berger puts it, “There is indeed a secular discourse 
resulting from modernity, but it can coexist with religious discourses that are not secular at all.” “Further Thoughts on 
Religion and Modernity,” Society 49 (2012): 314. Emphasis his. To offer just one data point, the World Values Survey uses a 
similar phrasing to Marty and Appleby’s—“Secular-Rational Values” (“less emphasis on religion, traditional family values 
and authority”) which are on an axis opposite “Traditional Values” (“the importance of religion, parent-child ties, deference 
to authority and traditional family values”). The United States and the English-speaking countries have fairly consistently 
polled on the side of Traditional Values over the past several decades. World Values Survey, “Findings and Insights,” n.d., 
accessed July 9, 2017, http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp. 

6 Noll has effectively summarized that early Evangelicalism “was characterized at its origins by adaptation to the 
modernism of eighteenth-century Enlightenment rationalism.” New Shape of World Christianity, 45-46. 

7 Jürgen Habermas, “Modernity—An Incomplete Project,” in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture, Hal 
Foster, ed., Seyla Ben-Habib, trans. (Seattle: Bay Press, 1983), 5. 

8 On philosophical modernity, see, for instance, Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve 
Lectures, translated by Frederick G. Lawrence (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), 1-44. On Western-versus-other 
modernities, especially in connection with Islam, see Bernard Lewis, “The West and the Middle East,” Foreign Affairs 76, 
no. 1 (Jan-Feb, 1997): 114-130, and Armando Salvatore, “Modernity” in Islamic Political Thought: An Introduction, Gerhard 
Bowering, ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 135-151. 
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Evangelicals and Salafis, would have been impossible with premodern literacy rates. Worldwide 

literacy rates have flipped in the past two hundred years, such that, in the early nineteenth century 

less than 20 percent of the world population could read, but now less than 20 percent cannot. In 

America, the rising literacy rate crossed the 50 percent line around 1750 and today asymptotically 

approaches 100 percent.9 The Salafi and Evangelical individual engagement with scripture (Chapter 

2) is latently premised on individuals’ ability to read scripture. Moreover, the engines that drive 

American Evangelical and Salafi discourses are not just the preachers and scholars but the legions of 

educated laypeople who take it upon themselves to be “students of knowledge,” as the Salafis put it. 

The pedagogical cultures that they develop is adding scriptural literacy to the modern tool kits of 

these individual lay people. Likewise, the scripturalists’ innovative uses of communications 

technologies, from radio to television, from PowerPoint to YouTube, are highly modern and 

adaptive. If anything, the technophile and innovative tendencies of Salafis and Evangelicals make 

their Mainline Protestant and Traditional Islam counterparts’ preference for traditional liturgy and 

formal, conventional learning appear retrograde.  

 Second, the scripturalists, like nearly everyone else in modernity, lay claim to and widely 

utilize science. Tanya Luhrmann has insightfully articulated that “the two big characteristics of 

modernity are the availability of science, and pluralism.”10 Evangelicals have frequently been cast as 

either rejecting science in favor of scriptural literalism like the caricatured Tennessean townspeople 

of Inherit the Wind or as seeking to commandeer science to prove their own a priori assumptions like 

the Evangelical geologists and biologists who still defend a 6,000-year-old earth theory. People like 

this, no doubt, exist. But the exaggerated enmity fails to apprehend the complex ways that Salafis 

                                                        
9 See Maz Roser and Esteban Ortiz-Ospina, “Literacy,” Our World in Data, 2016, accessed April 29, 2017, 

https://ourworldindata.org/literacy/. 
10 Tanya M. Luhrmann, “Prayer, Imagination, and the Voice of God—In Global Perspective,” interview with Steven 

Barrie-Anthony, The Immanent Frame, March 5, 2013, accessed July 8, 2017, http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2013/03 /05/prayer-
imagination-and-the-voice-of-god-in-global-perspective/. In her recent book, she argues that Evangelical prayer practices 
are a way of navigating modernity and scientific doubt in the supernatural. When God Talks Back: Understanding the 
American Evangelical Relationship with God (New York/Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012). 
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and Evangelicals are advancing alternative understandings and uses of science. A striking number of 

Salafi preachers in the U.S. and globally are formally trained in STEM fields, and their theological 

and religious training is a side interest or second career. Indeed, Salafis’ highly technical approach to 

evaluating and connecting the Hadith more closely resembles engineering than it does a typical 

humanities discourse. Hatem al-Haj is a trained and certified pediatrician, which was his full-time 

career before he attained a Master’s degree and Ph.D. in Islamic studies. Yasir Qadhi holds a B.Sc. in 

Chemical Engineering.11 There is a very popular apologetic book (and shorter booklet version) by 

French gastroenterologist Maurice Bucaille that argues for the perfect coordination between the text 

of the Qurʾan and science. An English version of his booklet, edited by the Jamaican-Canadian Salafi 

preacher Bilal Philips, is available at numerous sources in the Salafi online universe.12 American 

Salafis do not see themselves as unscientific—they are confident that science, rightly ordered, is on 

their side and is part of the cohesive ultimate truth. 

 On the Evangelical side, one of Dispensationalism’s central selling points is that it is a scientific 

approach to reading the Bible, and the original Fundamentalists were less rejecting science than 

championing Bacon and Newton against Darwin. The science departments at Evangelical colleges 

and universities see themselves not as head-in-the-sand outposts of premodern pseudoscience but as 

synthesizing the findings of the scientific community and the Bible. The self-description of the 

Biological and Physical Science department at The Master’s University, arguably one of the most 

theologically conservative Evangelical schools, is illustrative:  

  The department strives to instill in students the desire to be professionally competent, to 
develop lifelong patterns of intellectual growth, and to be uncompromising in their faith. 

                                                        
11 In an illustrative exchange during a question and answer time at one of his seminars, Qadhi is asked whether the 

Qurʾanic story of the Great Flood contradicts science. He responds, “The Qurʾan doesn’t say that it was a global event—the 
Bible does. Nuḥ [the Qurʾanic name for Noah] was very early, so it’s possible two people could repopulate the earth 
[between then and now]... Jews and Fundamentalist Christians think Adam lived 5500 years ago, but there’s space for 
Muslims to believe in a very long prehistoric and human period. I’m a chemical engineer and I know Carbon-14 [dating]—it 
doesn’t lie.” Yasir Qadhi, “Faith and Reason” (lecture, AlMaghrib Institute, University of Maryland - College Park, MD, 
January 16, 2016). 

12 Maurice Bucaille, The Qurʾan and Modern Science, A.A. Bilal Philips, ed. (Dubai: Islamic Information Center, 1995), 
accessed April 29, 2017, https://archive.org/details/TheQuranAndModernScience-Dr.MauriceBucaille. 
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This is accomplished by a consideration of the history of science and current perspectives in 
the various scientific disciplines in the context of the Christian worldview based on the Word 
of God. The internally consistent outcome of these studies forms a basis for the accurate 
evaluation of science past, present, and future.13 

 
Non-Evangelical scientists might, reasonably, object that such a statement is contradictory because it 

injects a priori assumptions (the internal consistency between the Christian worldview and the 

sciences) into the putatively neutral scientific endeavor, but that is a debate about the philosophy of 

science, not its importance. The relationships between these movements and science is not purely 

oppositional or aggressive. American Evangelicals and Salafis, like nearly all people who exist in the 

discursive world of modernity, imagine themselves to be rational, scientific, people living in a world of 

hard facts and objective data.14 Indeed, the commonsense mode of interpreting the Bible and the 

Hadith is profoundly modern, shaped by the expectations and questions and conversations of modern 

people.  

 A final scripturalist-aligned central characteristic of modernity is the rapid pace of 

transformation. As Lloyd Spencer has argued, 

  Modernity is more usefully thought of as a long epoch of historical change, fuelled by 
scientific and technological development and dominated by the spread of—extensively across 
the world and intensively into every nook and cranny of the soul—of the capitalist market 
economy. Throughout the modern era, cultural, philosophical and political debates have 
marked out an intellectual space between the declining authority of the church on the one 
hand and, on the other, the economic and technical imperatives forcing the pace of change.15 

 
The marketplace will be further discussed below, but Spencer’s connection between modernity and 

“the pace of change” is important. Arguably many if not most of the trends of modernity (economic 

development, individualization, spreading literacy, secularization, etc.) had premodern precedents, 

                                                        
13 The Master’s University, 2016-2017 Academic Catalog (Santa Clarita, CA, 2016), 80, https://www.tms.edu/ 

academics/catalog/ (accessed July 8, 2017). 
14 In a recent essay, the Evangelical-Pentecostal feminist theologian Cheryl Bridge Johns has argued that the Neo-

Evangelicals of the 1940s and following decades kept having the same battles for the Bible because “[t]hey could not operate 
out of a different epistemological lens other than modernity.”  “A Disenchanted Text: Where Evangelicals Went Wrong 
with the Bible,” in A New Evangelical Manifesto: A Kingdom Vision for the Common Good, David P. Gushee, ed. (St Louis: 
Chalice Press, 2012), 20. 

15 Lloyd Spencer, “Postmodernism, Modernity, and the Tradition of Dissent” in The Routledge Companion to 
Postmodernism, Stuart Sim, ed. (London/New York: Routledge, 2011), 215. 
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but the past few centuries have seen the tumultuous acceleration and combustible collision of these 

preceding trends. We need not add a teleology (progress) to such developments to acknowledge the 

hastening of turnover and diversification. In such a fluctuating environment, one would expect to 

find social movements and religious movements that are agile, able to adjust quickly to new 

conditions and new ideas, sensitive to local variation. The generic “fundamentalism” that late-

twentieth century scholars imagined was coming out of the religious woodwork all around them 

(ideologically rigid, militantly reactionary, the last gasp of premodern fideism) could hardly survive 

such upheaval. But Evangelicalism in the nineteenth century and Salafism in the twentieth have 

found the uprootedness of modern America to be a lively place to flourish. Salafis’ and Evangelicals’ 

rhizomatic authority structures; their ability to offer, highly contextualized, existential meaning to 

individuals through knowledge of ancient, mysterious texts; their educational enthusiasm; their 

emphasis on communication strategies and embrace of new technologies—all speak to the deep-

rooted agility and adaptability of these movements. They can inhabit different contexts and 

perspectives precisely because they do not have intractable cores.  

 One central aspect of Western philosophical modernity, however, has been largely bypassed by 

the Evangelicals and Salafis: namely, the turn to the subject. The various developments which bent 

the curve of modern philosophy towards epistemological reflection and modern and postmodern 

subjectivity have had little impact on the scripturalists. For the intellectual Evangelicals of the 

nineteenth century (see Chapter 3), Scottish Realism seemed a sufficient counter to Hume’s doubts, 

end stop. Mark Noll has aptly traced the trends that, from the perspective of the modern academy, left 

American Evangelical thought stuck in the mid-nineteenth century—a Baconian/Newtonian version 

of science, insights from the Scottish Enlightenment but not the continental Enlightenments, and a 

default to “Bible-onlyism”—that spiraled downward to what Noll calls “The Intellectual Disaster of 
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Fundamentalism” and Dispensationalism, never to fully recover.16 Evangelical discourse became an 

oblique conversation, a closed loop that could speak common sensibly to everyman and everywoman, 

but was largely unengaged with the broader intellectual developments of Western culture.  

 On the Salafi side, the Western philosophical conversation had understandably little to do with 

the growth of Salafi sentiments and discourse in the Muslim world in the twentieth century. Yet one 

could easily imagine a different course, where the crossover-Modernist Salafism embodied in a figure 

like Rashid Rida (Chapter 1)—who was deeply engaged with modern Western philosophy and in his 

later life joined forces with reconstituted Wahhabism—could have drawn some insights from that side 

of modernity.17 Yasir Qadhi is one of the few American Salafis I could find who even mentions 

Western Enlightenment philosophers by name, and his own acquaintance with Immanuel Kant is 

insubstantial enough that he can characterize Kant as someone who “popularized atheism.” Indeed, 

he goes on to say, 

  Some of the most enlightened thinkers are the most backward and inhumane. For example, 
Immanuel Kant, one of the greatest minds in Europe, argued that Africans are inherently 
predisposed to slavery. Such people assume they are intellectuals, but one realizes they are 
more bigoted and fanatic than some Muslim extremists.18 

  
This is, to reiterate, the most sophisticated engagement I can find from American Salafi discourse 

with Western Philosophy. It simply does not interest them. Their intellectual orientation is directed 

instead toward Saudi Arabia or the non-philosophical elements of the Muslim legacy and debates of 

the past.  

 I would like to suggest that this gulf, between Salafi and Evangelical discourse on the one hand 

and the mainstream, modern-philosophy-informed academy is, perhaps, the most influential 

element in the antimodern caricature of fundamentalism writ large. The philosophical distinction is 

                                                        
16 Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, 100-120, 
17 On Rida’s interest in modern European (if not, necessarily, what he labeled “Western”) philosophy, see Emad Eldin 

Shahin, “Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā’s Perspectives on the West as Reflected in Al-Manār,” The Muslim World 79 (1989): 113-
132. By the 1980s, even Salafis like the Egyptian philosophical scholar Mustafa Hilmi were positing an absolute divide and 
opposition between Western philosophy and Salafi manhaj. See Lauzière, The Making of Salafism, 218-225. 

18 Yasir Qadhi, “No Doubt: Student Notes,” 14, 16. 
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rarely noticed, but the scholarly refrains about fundamentalists’ literalism and epistemological 

naïveté seem to be rooted in this missing self-reflective element of scripturalist discourse. The 

“modern” mind in the view of many Western elites descends from Immanuel Kant rather than 

Thomas Reid (Chapter 3), and the Evangelical—and, by extension, Salafi—elision of the turn to the 

subject by way of appeals to common sense is perceived to be contra modernity. I would merely 

observe that the Enlightenment was a multivalent era, and while the core style of the Scottish 

Enlightenment has fallen out of vogue, Evangelical and Salafi minds are also formed by many of the 

conditions of modernity. Practically speaking, the effect of this lacuna in the subjective dimension of 

Evangelical and Salafi reflection is not just that they are viewed as philosophically unsophisticated 

from the perspective of Western academia. When the subjective element in interpretation (the 

assumptions and prerational formation that the interpreter brings to the text) is moved out of view, 

then the truth, not my interpretation of it, is what is embattled. Common sense is assumed to be 

unitive. Conflicts among Salafis and among Evangelicals and between both movements and American 

culture take on an unpliable and totalizing demeanor. Where there is no room for the turn to the 

subject, the scriptural object makes ever greater demands for total fidelity. 

 
Ecology 2: Religious Pluralism 

 Another characteristic of the modern American “ecology” that Salafi and Evangelical scriptural 

discourses have evolved to inhabit is an environment of intra- and interreligious pluralism. This is 

counterintuitive in that Evangelicals and Salafis are frequently cast as the enemies of pluralism, as the 

absolutists within their broader Christian and Muslim traditions and as the imposing proselytizers 

toward religious and nonreligious others. Marty, again, is characteristic in his generalizing: “We 

never see the term fundamentalism applied to movements which are not absolutist. The enemies of 

fundamentalisms everywhere are relativism, pluralism, ambiguity.”19 In the usually tripartite 

                                                        
19 “Fundamentalism as a Social Phenomenon,” 21. 
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taxonomy of how religious selves think of religious others—exclusivists (only my group has truth), 

inclusivists (my group has ultimate truth, but others may have partial truth that might be sufficient), 

and pluralists (every religion has equal truth or is interacting with the same ultimate reality)—Salafis 

and Evangelicals are almost always counted as primary exemplars in the exclusivist column because of 

their approach to scripture.20 And, with some notable exceptions, this characterization is generally 

fair.21 It is safe to say that the majority in each movement believes that one must be a Christian or a 

Muslim, if not an Evangelical or a Salafi, to be saved in the end. American Evangelicals and Salafis use 

their scripturalist credentials and allegiance to the Bible and the Hadith as boundary markers even 

within their own religions, between true Christians and true Muslims (i.e., themselves) and all others 

(Chapter 2). However, these boundaries are neither so stable nor so clear as the straightforward 

assertions scripturalists make about their identities would suggest. The absolute truth and internal 

coherence of the biblical worldview or the Salafi manhaj, as we have seen, is more mutable and 

variable in practice.  

 What is often missed or obscured in the fundamentalism/scripturalism-versus-pluralism 

dichotomy is that these scripturalist discourses have emerged from and evolved within settings of 

pluralism as ways of intellectually and practically processing that pluralism. These movements did not 

materialize in the pre-modern world where political boundaries and religious boundaries were 

                                                        
20 David Pitman puts it baldly, “Biblical inspiration and infallibility is a particular doctrine of evangelical Christians, 

who invariably support the exclusivist stance.” Pitman, Twentieth Century Christian Responses to Religious Pluralism: 
Difference Is Everything (London/New York: Routledge, 2016), 20. Similarly, John Esposito captures the widely held 
estimation of Salafism: “Wahhabi and Salafi Muslims espouse an ultraorthodox brand of Islam: literalist, rigid, puritanical, 
exclusivist, and intolerant, believing that they are right and therefore all others (Muslims and non-Muslims) are wrong and 
damned as a consequence.” He goes on to compare them to “Christian fundamentalists or Christian Zionists.” Esposito, The 
Future of Islam (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 167. 

21 The dividing lines between exclusivists and inclusivists can be difficult to draw—there are many shades of each, and it 
is not difficult to find self-identified Evangelicals and self-identified Salafis who espouse inclusivist ideas. Even the paragon 
of Evangelicalism, the evangelist Billy Graham has controversially expressed views that verge on inclusivism by leaving 
open the question of the salvation of people of other religions. See Grant Wacker, America’s Pastor: Billy Graham and the 
Shaping of a Nation (Cambridge/London: Belknap Press, 2014), 200-201, 387 n. 182. Hatem al-Haj has a fatwa that speaks of 
building bridges with other religions, and, like Graham, he leaves the question open about their ultimate salvation. Hatem 
al-Haj, “Q: How to Build Bridges with Followers of Other Religions without Compromising Belief?,” DrHatemalHaj.com, 
October 23, 2007, accessed April 30, 2017, http://www.drhatemalhaj.com/qa/index.php/ 2007/10/23/q-how-to-build-
bridges-with-people-of-other-religious-communities-without-compromising-our-belief/. 
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frequently collocated; where religious outgroups (i.e., Jews in medieval Europe or Christians in the 

medieval Muslim world) were generally nonthreatening minorities; where a geographic region could 

reliably be said to “belong” to the Hanafi madhhab or be Lutheran. Put differently and 

anthropomorphically, Salafism claims to be true Islam because it is aware that there are other Islams. 

Evangelicalism claims to be true Christianity because it is aware that there are other Christianities. 

One of the manifestations of modernity is the fact of pluralism (though modernity does not 

necessarily always occasion or imply the ideological pluralist view that positively embraces such 

diversity). In America, Jews live next door to Muslims who worship in a mosque that used to be a 

church which is across the street from and shares a parking lot with a Hindu temple. To put it plainly, 

scripturalism arises as a plausible corollary of pluralism. It is engendered by the collision and 

cognizance of multiple visions of what it means to be a Christian and what it means to be Muslim, not 

to mention the proliferation of other religious and non-religious ways of making sense of the world. 

In such contested environments, the ancient authority of scripture is an at-hand existential anchor for 

many religious communities. 

 With regard to Evangelicalism specifically, Christian Smith has convincingly argued that the 

Evangelical community’s sense of being embattled within a pluralistic environment is the very 

mechanism of its thriving in American culture. Evangelicals feel drawn to maintain their distinction 

from culture but also to engage it, and  

[w]ithout pluralism, distinction-with-engagement would be difficult to produce. But, in fact, 
modernity’s pluralism offers evangelicalism a favorable environment in which to construct a 
thriving subculture….  
 
It is precisely evangelicalism’s heavy exposure to and engagement with modern pluralism—and 
the attendant distinctions, tensions, and conflicts that necessarily arise—which reinforces 
evangelical boundaries, identity, solidarity, mobilization, and membership retention.22 
 

                                                        
22 Smith, American Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving, 151. 
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I would venture to note that these same dynamics are observable in American Salafism. Salafis also 

feel embattled—with a good deal more justification than Evangelicals, given their attention from the 

American national security apparatus—as a religious minority proclaiming absolute truth. As Ahmad 

Musa Jibril warned in his discussion of walāʾ and barāʾ:	“They [Non-Muslim Americans] want our 

religion to melt in their melting pot.”23 The AlMaghrib seminars by figures like Yasir Qadhi, Saad 

Tasleem, and Waleed Basyouni are often discursively customizing Salafi theology and jurisprudence 

to the distinct context of American pluralism. 

 The scripturalist discourses offer meaning, certainty, epistemic confidence in a contradictory 

religious landscape. People naturally go searching for ways of coping with multiplicity, for grounding 

in a complexifying world. Ammerman insightfully notes that the original Fundamentalism did not 

simply emerge and flourish in relatively religiously homogeneous environments like the rural 

Tennessee of the Scopes Trial. Instead, “[t]he movement thrived in the industrialized and pluralistic 

cities of the northeastern United States and southern Canada and came to flower in the chaotic years 

following the First World War.”24 Fundamentalism, like broader Evangelicalism and now Salafism, was 

a way of boldly inhabiting heterogeneity.  

 The broader point is that the destabilization and rapidity and exposed diversity of modernity 

creates an ecological niche which the scripturalists have ably filled. To paraphrase McGhee on 

convergent evolution, religious communities have a limited repertoire of potential reactions to 

pluralism, and it makes sense that exclusivist communities would arise in each religious tradition. The 

scripturalists are not the only counter-cultural Muslim or Christian exclusivists. One could list any 

                                                        
23 Jibril, “Tawheed #20.” 
24 Ammerman, “North American Protestant Fundamentalism,” 54. Elsewhere, she also notes that the surge of the 

Religious Right in the late twentieth century can be meaningfully connected to migration patterns and urbanization in the 
South, particularly for Southern Baptists: “While moderates have changed along with the culture, fundamentalists are 
reasserting a less pluralistic reality in conscious opposition to a world in which old beliefs are no longer assumed to be true. 
A fundamentalist movement, I would argue, does not arise out of theology alone. Only when conservative beliefs lost their 
cultural dominance was it necessary for people to organize and identify themselves specifically as holders of those beliefs.” 
Nancy T. Ammerman, “The New South and the New Baptists,” Christian Century 103, no. 17 (1986): 487. 



 

 270 

number of Christian or Muslim movements that have created assertive subcultures or attached 

modern epistemic confidence to mystical, immersive experience (e.g., Sufis and Pentecostals) or to 

the charismatic authority of a single leader (both religions abound in offshoot movements centered 

on one teacher’s teachings). What is distinct about the Evangelical and Salafi forms of inhabiting 

pluralism is that they have grounded their confidence in diffuse individual and communal encounters 

with sacred texts. The commonsense scriptural discourses of Salafis and Evangelicals are also, in 

subtle and overt ways, speaking to pluralism and to the questions that arise in intra- and interreligious 

encounters. 

 Intrareligious Pluralism —Evangelicalism and Salafism both lack explicit mechanisms for 

managing internal interpretive pluralism (Chapter 4). If the meaning of the scriptural text is clear, 

and common sense should lead people to unanimous conclusions when they approach it correctly, 

then the diversity of interpretations within each movement is puzzling. Of course, all Salafis and all 

Evangelicals know that there are multiple Evangelical and Salafi interpretations on certain matters, so 

the conscious calculus is how one grades those matters: which are essential and worthy of schism and 

which are matters on which multiple views can be tolerated, what component interpretations are 

parts of orthodoxy and orthopraxy. But the assumed unitive nature of human rationality and 

scriptural clarity obscures the teeming diversity of scripturalists’ actual interpretations. Some 

Evangelicals argue that biblical inerrancy is the theological standard upon which Evangelical 

belonging depends. Others argue that a lower standard of biblical infallibility is the biblical 

theological core principle. Still others argue that neither should be used as a criterion and that 

Evangelicalism is distinguished by its reliance on the authority and trustworthiness of the Bible. For 

some Salafis, compliance with the holistic guidance of the Saudi shaykhs makes one a Salafi, where, 

for others, local and contextual guidance from shaykhs who understand the American context is more 

useful. These are not peripheral matters. They are central to the beliefs and practices of real 

scripturalist communities, and yet the discursive nature of these movements’ appeals to scripture to 
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justify their anything-but-uniform interpretations means that the movements as a whole have 

amorphous cores and indistinct external boundaries. 

 From an evolutionary/adaptive perspective, this obscured diversity of interpretations is actually 

a strength. It is a useful feature. Salafism and Evangelicalism can mean different things to different 

people, but their sense of belonging, of being united and in step with other Bible people, other Hadith 

people, remains. Diffuse and even contradictory interpretations in different corners of American 

Evangelicalism and Salafism lead to greater inclusion. As was empirically apparent in Chapter 4, some 

Salafis in America are drawn to the enclave-style interpretation of walāʾ and barāʾ that Ahmad Musa 

Jibril espouses as the commonsense-fiṭra application of Salafism. Other Salafis can find, in the rulings 

of Hatem al-Haj or the commonsense intonations of Yasir Qadhi, space for friendship and 

collaboration with non-Salafis and non-Muslims. Some Evangelical communities might welcome 

monogamous gay people like Matthew Vines, interpreting the Bible in such a way that this is 

consistent. Other Evangelical communities take a strong stance on the sinfulness of gay behavior and 

identity and therefore include cultural conservatives who would feel cognitive dissonance worshiping 

alongside or studying the Bible with gay Evangelicals.  

 These and a thousand other variables of interpretation make the ostensibly concordant 

scripturalist discourses fruitfully flexible and usefully discordant. Diverse communities can form local 

consensuses through their energetic and fresh engagement with the text, discerning meanings that 

speak to their context, and notional common sense leads them to trust that the meaning they find is 

the meaning. If pluralism is the mostly benign coexistence of multiplicity—multiple centers of 

authority, multiple interpretations, multiple worldviews—then American Salafism and 

Evangelicalism have managed to covertly develop intrareligious pluralistic discourses that preserve 

the patina of unity and stable orthodoxy.  

 Interreligious Pluralism — Similarly, the scripturalist discourses have evolved congenital 

structures for comprehending and responding to interreligious pluralism. Religious exclusivism is 
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actually a delicate cognitive balancing act when one lives in a religiously and socially plural 

environment like the United States. The damned pagans and benighted heathens are not theoretical 

or on the other side of an ocean. They are one’s neighbors and friends and bus drivers and doctors. If 

the guaranteed eternal destiny of all non-Christians, all non-Muslims (and maybe some professed 

Christians and Muslims too) is eternal torment, as most Salafis and Evangelicals believe, then how 

does one intellectually and emotionally understand one’s hell-bound neighbors and, perhaps, family 

members? If absolute truth is the exclusive possession of my community, how am I to react to all 

these other communities that seem otherwise humane and reasonable? To be sure, this issue is not 

constantly front of mind for every Salafi and every Evangelical, but there is ample evidence that the 

eternal destiny of others is a major theological and emotional/cognitive hurdle for them. Qadhi notes 

that the question “Are good non-Muslims going to be saved?” comes up in every class he teaches in 

theology.25 Rob Bell, an Evangelical pastor, author, and graduate from Fuller Seminary, kicked up a 

major controversy—but also, like Matthew Vines, found a willing audience among Evangelicals—

when, he published a book questioning the apparent Evangelical consensus regarding hell and there 

being no salvation outside of Christianity.26 He was roundly condemned from many corners, 

including by James R. White, Albert Mohler, and the Southern Seminary professors.27 

 The scripturalists have a practical and conspicuously similar way of responding to interreligious 

pluralism: proselytism. Evangelicals even take their name from their evangelizing practice, and the 

need to share the gospel with outsiders is one of the prime points of unity among Evangelicals of 

nearly any stripe. Salafis have likewise developed a practice of daʿwa or invitation/calling. In some 

instances, Salafi daʿwa involves calling and inviting lapsed Muslims to a renewed faith through Salafi 

                                                        
25 Qadhi, “Islam and the Other.” 
26 See Rob Bell, Love Wins: A Book about Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every Person Who Ever Lived (New York: Harper 

Collins, 2012).  
27 James R. White, “Rob Bell’s Love Wins Chapter 4 Examined,” YouTube.com, March 31, 2011, accessed July 14, 2017, 

https://youtu.be/29J4JGJz6Dg. For more on the controversy, including the reaction from Mohler and the Southern 
Seminary professors, see Jon Meacham, “Pastor Rob Bell: What If Hell Doesn’t Exist?,” Time, April 14, 2011, accessed May 1, 
2017, http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,2065289,00.html. 
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belonging and practice, but, especially for Salafi communities in America and Europe, daʿwa has 

taken on a connotation of outward-facing proselytizing activity.28 The early comparative religion 

theorist Max Müller accurately observed in 1873 that Islam and Christianity are both “missionary 

religions,” and both religious traditions have historically had outreaching and proselytizing 

elements.29 But the advent of Christian and Muslim lay communities where every member is expected 

to be a missionary and participate in the proselytizing efforts is, like the style of scripturalism itself, a 

modern innovation.  

Proselytism is often viewed quite negatively by religious studies scholars and theological 

pluralists as a hegemonic imposition of one’s own religious point of view onto others. Marty gives 

voice to this sentiment, writing, 

  This is an age, first, that celebrates freedom and autonomy, including the freedom to be 
alone and choose one’s own opinion, belief, creed, or party without intrusion on the part of 
the would be converter. 

 
  This is an age, next, of pluralism, when free polities assure that differing peoples with 

differing opinions, beliefs, creeds, or parties can coexist creatively, or at least neutrally. 
Efforts to convert others across the boundaries of sub-communities violate at least the 
implicit rules of the pluralist game. The proselytizer seeks homogeneity and resents the 
persisting presence of the other. He must make all the same.30 

 
Likewise, H. Newton Malony acerbically notes that one of the driving motives of proselytism is “an 

ever-so-subtle need to have others agree with one. It should not be forgotten that religion is a matter 

                                                        
28 A good summary of the historical dimensions and appropriations of this term can be found in Miloš Mendel, “The 

Concept of ‘Ad-Daʿwa Al-Islāmiya’: Towards a Discussion of the Islamic Reformist Religio-Political Terminology,” Archiv 
Orientální 63, no. 3 (1995), 286-304. Racius’ dissertation is the best available source for the different meanings and practices 
of daʿwa in the contemporary context. Egdunas Racius, “The Multiple Nature of the Islamic Daʿwa” (PhD diss., The 
University of Helsinki, 2004). Mahmood offers insightful analysis of the type of outreach and daʿwa that is internal to the 
Muslim world. See Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2005), 57-59. It is also worth noting that, just as the concept of evangelism is not unique to Evangelicals, 
so too the concept of daʿwa is not unique to Salafis. There are many Muslim communities and identities that practice forms 
of daʿwa both in the West and in the Muslim world. 

29 Max Müller’s December 1873 lecture was delivered in Westminster Abbey on the day of prayer for missions, where he 
identified Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism as the three “missionary religions” in contrast to the other world religions. 
Quoted in Thomas Walker Arnold, The Preaching of Islam: A History of the Propagation of the Muslim Faith (Westminster: 
Archibald Constable & Co., 1896), 1. 

30 Martin E. Marty, “Introduction: Proselytizers and Proselytizees on the Sharp Arête of Modernity,” in Sharing the 
Book: Religious Perspectives on the Rights and Wrongs of Proselytism, John Witte Jr. and Richard C. Martin, eds. (Maryknoll: 
Orbis, 1999), 2. 
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of faith, not proof and, thus, in these matters the comfort of group agreement becomes its own 

motivation.”31 But from the perspective of Salafis and Evangelicals, proselytism is a perfectly rational 

and compassionate practice. Indeed, proselytism is one of the most positive ways that religious 

exclusivists can engage pluralism. Compared with alternative modes of discharging religious 

certainty—isolation and retreat completely into the enclave, or war to eliminate all who disagree—the 

proselytizing ethos makes it licit and even in some cases imperative that scripturalists develop and 

maintain relationships with outsiders.32 The proselytism effort pushes religious exclusivists out into 

civil society and offers them a way to operate and exist in a pluralist context. From their perspective, 

proselytism is the loving thing to do, rather than apathetically consigning their neighbors and friends 

to eternal damnation.  

 This proselytizing impulse can be part of an entire way of life, of making the fact of existing 

within pluralism tenable. In a survey of American Christianity in the 1990s, Smith found that  

evangelicals were the most likely to give money to help spread the Gospel, to personally 
evangelize others themselves, to defend a biblical worldview in intellectual circles, to volunteer 
for church programs that serve the local community, and to work hard in their daily lives to set 
Christian examples for others.33 

 
This list is comprised of activities that Evangelicals would fit under the heading of “lifestyle 

evangelism,” the holistic integration of the Gospel mission into every area of life. One can often find 

exhortations to similar practices in Salafi daʿwa manuals, where Muslims are instructed: “Daʿwah is a 

lifetime commitment. The Daʿiah [person giving daʿwa] cannot be successful unless he/she lives it 

and it becomes his whole life.”34 For Evangelicals and Salafis, proselytism is not just an occasional 

                                                        
31 H. Newton Malony, “The Psychology of Proselytism,” in Pushing the Faith: Proselytism and Civility in a Pluralistic 

World, Martin E. Marty and Frederick E. Greenspahn, eds. (New York: Crossroad, 1988), 134. 
32 Shavit observes that many European Salafis have chosen to create enclave cultures (similar to what Ahmad Musa 

Jibril seems to endorse—Chapter 4) rather than encouraging Salafis to have regular engagement with non-Muslims. This 
seems to be another area where the American experience of Salafism is distinct among Western Salafis. Shavit, “Raising 
Salafī Children in the West,” 337. 

33 Smith, American Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving, 39. 
34 Zeinab Hassan Ashry, A Guide to Giving Daʿwah to Non-Muslims (Kuwait: Islam Presentation Committee, n.d.), 59, 

accessed July 9, 2017, http://www.muslim-library.com/dl/books/English_A_Guide_to_Giving_Dawah_ 
To_Non_Muslims.pdf. 
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activity but a way of approaching the world, of being a conduit for exclusive truth. In fact, in Salafi 

debates about whether it is even jurisprudentially allowable for Muslims to live long-term among 

non-Muslims (Chapter 4), the justification given by those who choose to remain in Western societies 

is that they have the opportunity to give daʿwa there.35 To borrow a word from Evangelical discourse, 

pluralism provides the scripturalists with the opportunity to lead “missional” lives—to purposefully 

and faithfully reside in heterogeneity. 

 Among Salafis and Evangelicals, the recurring idea of common sense is, paradoxically, the 

dividing line between the internal consensus of scripturalist communities and outsiders, but it is also 

the bridge they seek to cross in proselytism. Common sense conceptually links the scripturalists to all 

of humanity as an innate potential shared by everyone, but it also demarcates these movements from 

outsiders who seemingly fail to divine the religious truth and the meaning of scripture that should be 

obvious. Qadhi’s phrasing is illustrative: 

  We are obligated to give dawah to non-Muslims, but it is also obligatory upon the non-
Muslim to come ask us about our faith and set out in search of the truth. When buying a car, 
we test several different cars. When buying a house, we visit many different houses and 
weigh all our options. So, they need to research the purpose of life as well. Common sense 
and fitrah led Zayd bin ‘Amr bin Nufail and Waraqa bin Nawfil [two figures in Arabia who 
were already monotheists before the revelation of the Qurʾan] to the truth of monotheism 
and the way of Ibrahim (AS).36  

 
The balanced responsibilities implied here—that Muslims give daʿwa, but that non-Muslims should 

be seeking truth—acutely captures the complex position of religious exclusivists in a pluralistic 

setting. Responsible engagement in proselytizing work must be met halfway with responsible 

receptivity and rational sensibility. In a sign of just how deeply linked the ideas of fiṭra [the inborn 

sense of alignment with Islam] and daʿwa are, Salafi and other daʿwa communities of Muslims will 

                                                        
35 See Uriya Shavit, Sharīʿa and Muslim Minorities: The Wasaṭī and Salafī Approaches to Fiqh al-Aqalliyyāt al-Muslima 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 120-121. 
36 Yasir Qadhi, “No Doubt: Student Notes,” 32. For more on common sense as a strategy for daʿwa see, Yaqoobali446, 

“How to Give Dawah to Non-Muslims,” Instructables.com, n.d., accessed May 2, 2017, http://www.instructables.com/id/ 
How-to-Give-Dawah-to-Non-Muslims/, and Abdurraheem Green, “Ep. 2 Common Sense Agreement | Mission Dawah - 
Online Training,” YouTube.com, July 11, 2012, accessed May 2, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OPuJrPeeaOM. 
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usually refer to the successfully proselytized not as “converts” but as “reverts,” who have returned to 

their original state of Islam. They have come to their senses.  

 For evangelicals, an entire sub-field of evangelism titled “apologetics” develops reasonable, 

common-ground arguments for the plausibility and rightness of Christian faith. In his book, 

Common Sense Apologetics, Dave Abell articulates his Bible-based argument against what he calls 

the religion of “Darwinism,” training the reader to do the same. Then he exhorts, 

  the Word of God must not be compromised. While compromise would be wrong in any case, 
it would at least be more understandable if the compromise was unavoidable. But the 
evidence—along with common sense and logic—is on the side of the Christian; it’s not 
working against us! Folks, please know this; if God can speak a universe into existence, I’m 
quite confident that he can perform miracles, and communicate an understandable, 
consistent, truthful, evidential, and useful message to us.37 

 
It is one of the central premises of the field of apologetics (and, indeed, of evangelistic discourse as a 

whole) that there is a baseline of shared rationality among human beings.38 Abell’s phrasing is 

emblematic of the genre: “the evidence—along with common sense and logic—is on the side of the 

Christian.” The scripturalists believe that their epistemic confidence is transferrable, and their efforts 

to share their faith are predicated on the sensibility of outsiders—if they will just wise up.  

 If pluralism provides the environmental conditions and cues for scripturalism, then, for Salafis 

and Evangelicals, the commonsense discourse is not merely a peculiar internal idiom of expositing 

scripture. It is also the means of outreach, the unifying factor that bridges the gaps between discrete 

religious communities in the pluralistic landscape. Through common sense, Evangelicals and Salafis 

create porous boundaries that can separate them from the pluralism, but through which converts 

                                                        
37 Dave Abell, Common Sense Apologetics: One God, One Book, One Way (Bloomington: WestBow Press, 2010), 176. 

Emphasis removed. 
38 There is an exception in a Calvinist sub-type of Evangelical apologetics that takes into account the noetic effects of 

sin (see Chapter 3) and argues that common sense and shared rationality is not enough to convince non-Christians of the 
truth of the Christian gospel. These so-called “Presuppositionalist” apologists argue that the evident truth of scripture and 
Christian arguments cannot convince sin-infected human reason alone and Christian evangelists must instead depend on 
the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit to empower others’ minds and souls to come to faith. Apologists following this 
school, relying on a strong doctrine of predestination, offer a model of proselytism that is rooted in dutifully bearing 
witness rather than aiming to immediately persuade outsiders because they know that, by definition, “the unbeliever 
cannot think according to Christian presuppositions; but that is nevertheless what God demands.” John M. Frame, 
“Presuppositional Apologetics,” in Five Views on Apologetics, Steven B. Cowan, ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 217. 
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and inductees can pass. Common sense reifies exclusivist certainty, but it also opens the door to the 

surrounding world. 

 
Ecology 3: The American Religious Marketplace 

 The final shared American ecology, within which the scripturalists have evolved to fit and 

flourish, is the competitive religious marketplace. Several sociologists, rational-choice theorists, and 

economists over the past few decades have observed the strength and historical growth of American 

Evangelicalism and theorized about why “conservative” or “strict” religion has survived and thrived in 

modern America, and, by extension, around the world.39 Among the most prominent theorists about 

burgeoning strict religion in modernity are Rodney Stark and Roger Finke. They have compellingly 

argued that, in economic terms, the American Revolution and Constitution effectively “deregulated” 

the American religious economy. The religious “monopolies,” which had been the established 

churches of European colonial powers and were instantiated as the mainline churches that dominated 

the American colonies, were faced with much greater competition after the new nation was formed.40 

This competition came in the form of new start-up religions and churches and denominations, many 

of them part of the diffuse Evangelical movement that was then congealing in the revivalism of the 

early nineteenth century.  

 Indeed, the American Constitution and cultural norms have developed in such a way that 

because religion is disestablished (there is no official state religion or sect) and religion and state are 

officially separated but religion is welcome in the American public sphere, new religious communities 

                                                        
39 This field of inquiry has also intersected with the Comparative Fundamentalism conversation. The discussion seems 

to have begun with Dean M. Kelley’s Why Conservative Churches Are Growing (New York: Harper & Row, 1972). Kelley 
would argue in later editions that his preferred title would have been “Why Strict Churches Are Strong.” Laurence 
Iannaconne adopted that title for his article reprising and updating Kelley’s observation and offering a sociological, 
rational-choice theory as to why strict churches flourish. American Journal of Sociology 99, no. 5 (March 1994): 1180-1211. 
Iannaccone was a contributor to The Fundamentalism Project—“Heirs to the Protestant Ethic?”—but he would later 
criticize the whole Comparative Fundamentalism enterprise for its vagueness and ideological orientation. He revises his 
earlier economic argument looking at what he calls sectarianism in “Toward and Economic Theory of ‘Fundamentalism,’” 
103. 

40 Stark and Finke, The Churching of America, 10. 
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can pop up, innovate, attract followers, and expand. In Stark and Finke’s words, “the supply of 

religions quickly matches the demand for religion.”41 Further, they conclude that the American 

Protestant experience has not, as is popularly imagined, had an ebb-and-flow pattern of awakenings 

and deterioration, but has been one continuous process of immigrants and innovators developing 

new sects and new religious modes. These sectarian innovators, many if not most of them Evangelical 

in orientation, consistently outperform the more structured and traditional church institutions. As 

Iannaccone & Bainbridge congruently summarize, “In a [religious] free market with easy entry and 

innovation, producers will not thrive unless they adjust their products in response to changes in 

technology, customer wants, and market conditions.”42 In many regards, these theorists offer an 

economic as compared to a theological angle on the modern forces that drive religious pluralism. 

Some movements and religious styles are suited for such competition. Others are not.  

 This economic mode of analysis is useful and interesting, and the quantitative and statistical 

elements that they highlight are an important, and frequently overlooked, data set for the study of 

religion in America. But their analysis, by its very nature, focuses on extrinsic and structural 

elements—market forces, institutional polities, political incentives, religious marketing strategies, 

numerical winners and losers, etc.—while setting aside the intrinsic factors that have been the focus 

of this study. In other words, economic and social analysis of the American religious marketplace can 

point to how certain traits (adaptiveness, democratic governance, ministers who have a “common 

man” style of appeal, etc.) have been successful at numerically expanding Evangelical religion, but 

they tend to treat the why of these traits as largely subsidiary or purely driven by market forces and 

rational-choice calculuses. They are not wrong, but they are only telling one side of the story. 

                                                        
41 Stark and Finke, The Churching of America, 11. 
42 Laurence Iannaccone and William Sims Bainbridge, “Economics of Religion” in The Routledge Companion to the 

Study of Religion, 2nd ed., John R. Hinnells, ed. (London: Routledge, 2010). 
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 The other side of the story, it has been the contention of this dissertation, is that there are 

internal, discursive, theological, and interpretive reasons for historical Evangelical adaptability and 

success which are mirrored in the Salafi adaptations to the American context. Has Evangelicalism 

(and, more recently, Salafism) evolved to fit the American religious marketplace? Yes. But the intrinsic 

elements of that changeability matter. One of the most surprising things about Stark and Finke’s 

otherwise astute and insightful work is that, in surveying the rise of American Evangelicalism, they 

have paid almost no attention to the Evangelical relationship to the Bible.43 In fact, they rarely even 

mention the Bible or lay people’s access to it in their analysis of Evangelicalism. Preaching and 

preachers are the driving agents of religious change, in their telling, and the lay people are the 

consumers. Similarly, in Stark’s recent analysis of worldwide religious trends, where he obliquely 

analyzes Salafism (he never uses the words Salafism or Salafi or even Wahhabi, but he lumps together 

Islam’s “new piety,” “bitter sectarianism,” and the “massive revival of intense and strict forms of Islam” 

since the 1960s), there is only glancing reference made to the relationship between twentieth- and 

twenty-first century Muslim revivalism and scripture.44 In challenging and debunking secularization 

theory (that modernization is accompanied by secularization), Stark compellingly argues that most 

modern societies have become more religious. He posits that some religious movements, like 

Evangelicalism and Islamic revivalism, triumph in modernity because they are rigorous in practice 

                                                        
43 The closest they come to touching upon Evangelical biblical discourse is a quote from an 1854 Methodist manual on 

how to run an evangelistic revival meeting, where a seasoned Methodist preacher describes the type of preaching that is 
effective: “Preaching: not dry, dogmatic theorizing; not metaphysical hair splitting; not pulpit bombast; but plain, clear, 
evangelical Bible truth, uttered with faithful, solemn, earnestness, and with the Holy Ghost sent down from heaven.” B.W. 
Gorham, Camp Meeting Manual: A Practical Book for the Camp Ground (Boston: H.V. Degen, 1854), 3. Quoted in Stark and 
Finke, The Churching of America, 98. This quote is potentially rich as an example of how compelling the commonsense 
mode of scriptural appeal of Methodist revivalism in the mid-nineteenth century was, but Stark and Finke offer it as a 
curiosity and move on. The quote comes within a profile of the revival manual, and Stark and Finke offer no comment on it. 

44 The three parenthetical quotes come from Stark, The Triumph of Faith: Why the World Is More Religious Than Ever 
(Wilmington: Intercollegiate Studies Institute, 2015), 85-86. His only references to Islamic scripture come in his noting how 
modern the strict revivalist Muslims are, quoting, “As the historian of Islam Ira Lapidus put it, ‘This is a return to the 
Qurʾan in the way that the Protestant Reformation was a return to the Bible—a turn to the past to look for inspiration for 
adaptation to current and future conditions.’” Ira M. Lapidus, “Islamic Revival and Modernity: The Contemporary 
Movements and the Historical Paradigms,” Journal of Economic and Social History of the Orient 40 (1997): 448. Quoted in 
Stark, The Triumph of Faith, 89-90. Later, on the same page, he notes the popularity of the Shariʿa, which he identifies as 
“divine law, derived from the Qurʾan and from the examples set by Muhammad.” There is no clear mention of the Hadith. 
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and belonging and adaptive to new circumstances, while other more traditional forms of religion 

trend toward decline. But this missing analysis of the movements’ relationships to scripture results in 

a somewhat tautological economic thesis about religion and the modern marketplace: the free market 

encourages tight-knit, rigorous, adaptive religious communities, which are successful because they are 

tight-knit, rigorous, and adaptive. What is absent are the internal forces within these movements that 

create (or, at the very least, fuel) their adaptivity. Why do some religious movements adjust to market 

forces and others not? I would suggest that there are at least four elemental aspects of the Salafis’ and 

Evangelicals’ scriptural discourses that have aided them in the competitive American religious 

marketplace.  

 First, one of the major reasons that these movements appear agile and nimble is their ability—at 

least presumedly—to sideline the voice of tradition when they interpret their scriptures (Chapter 1), 

giving them license to constantly re-evaluate and possibly integrate new ideas into their 

interpretations. Without the overt authority of tradition, there is no standard or recent past to which 

scripturalists should directly compare their intuitive interpretations. Salafis’ and Evangelicals’ firm 

belief that they are retrieving the authentic meaning of the text conceals the profound degree to 

which the meaning they are finding must speak to contemporary concerns because it is contemporary 

people who are finding it. The message received is shaped and conditioned by the audience of 

interpreters’ questions and needs. This constant, ever-fresh encounter with the sacred texts opens up 

the possibility of reading the Bible as pro-monogamous gay marriage or the Qurʾan/Hadith as 

endorsing democratic citizenship and participation. The sidelining of tradition makes scripturalist 

communities laboratories of interpretive change and experimentation, research and development 

pilot programs that are constantly testing out new ways of applying, communicating, and reasoning 

about scripture. While, in the minds of Evangelicals and Salafis, certain core doctrines and practices 

are immutable, there is also a profound pragmatism when it comes to the communication and 

implementation of those immutable truths (and, as we saw in Chapter 4, even the most immutable 
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truth might move and shift over time with the difficult-to-trace consensus of the community). Salafis 

and Evangelicals in America are keenly attuned to what works. 

 In sum, the “traditionlessness” of the scripturalists emboldens them to rapidly adapt to market 

forces. This also gives them a competitive advantage vis-à-vis other contemporary religious 

movements. For instance, Evangelicals have been innovating, mixing and matching the styles of 

music and liturgy in their worship services for several decades, where Mainline Protestants have 

largely stuck to traditional (i.e. nineteenth- and twentieth-century) liturgical forms. Traditional 

liturgy may have a strong appeal and even primal attraction to those who were raised experiencing it 

or aesthetically prefer it, but to many newcomers (or Evangelicals) it can feel dated or old-fashioned. 

Similarly, while the preachers of Traditional Islam can draw upon a vast, inclusive, diverse Sunni 

Islamic discourse, their own discourse still largely inhabits the parameters of the foregoing Muslim 

tradition. The curriculum at Hamza Yusuf’s Zaytuna College, a bastion of Traditional Islam and one of 

AlMaghrib’s competitors in the Islamic educational market in America, has staid and concise course 

titles: “Creedal Theology,” “Islamic Law I: Purification and Prayer,” “Principles of Islamic 

Jurisprudence.”45 By comparison, the titles of AlMaghrib seminars crackle with relevance and low-to-

the-ground accessibility: “All Around Us: Signs of the Last Day,” “Deception: Study of Shayṭān 

[Satan],” “Protect This House 104: The Muslim Family in the Modern World,” “Fiqh [Jurisprudence] of 

Chillin’: Entertainment & Recreation in Islam.”46 Barriers to joining AlMaghrib are low—enrollment is 

just the cost of your first seminar fee. It is unsurprising, then, that while Zaytuna has received much 

                                                        
45 See Zaytuna College, “Curriculum Overview,” Bachelor’s Program, n.d., accessed May 5, 2017, https://www.zaytuna. 

edu/academics/bachelors_program. It is worth noting that Zaytuna College has sought and attained accreditation, whereas 
AlMaghrib has toyed with the idea of accreditation, but has not, to date, pursued that goal. Grewal and Coolidge profile 
Zaytuna, noting the academic and traditional Islamic pedagogical model that animated Yusuf’s original Zaytuna Institute 
(founded in 1996): “In what they call the ‘traditional’ system, the teacher and the student read texts in each core discipline 
together, and the teacher expounded upon the usually terse text that was written with the purpose of being memorized. 
Once the student completed (and occasionally memorized) the text and displayed sufficient understanding of its contents, 
the student would be granted an ijaza, a license authorizing the student to teach the text and move to studying an 
intermediate text in the same discipline.” Grewal and Coolidge, “Islamic Education in the United States: Debates, Practices, 
and Institutions,” 259. 

46 AlMagrhib Institute, “Course Catalog,” n.d., accessed May 5, 2017, http://almaghrib.org/seminars/catalog. 
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positive media attention and plaudits from proponents of Traditional Islam, the college boasts a mere 

50 students, while AlMaghrib touts its outreach to tens of thousands of American Muslims.47 

Evangelicals and Salafis alike are constantly seeking the cutting edge of lay religious education and 

outreach. Their critics will argue that this diffuse, lowest-common-denominator style is a mile wide 

and an inch deep, but Salafis and Evangelicals can reasonably respond, “It works.” 

 A second aspect of scripturalist competitiveness is the rhizomatic and networked authority 

system of Evangelicalism and Salafism that makes the movements prolifically local. No one person 

speaks for Evangelicalism or Salafism, which means that many leaders and scholars can represent 

their version of the movement as normative. While denominational structures do exist for some 

Evangelicals (especially Methodists who follow an episcopal hierarchy) and some Salafis might follow 

a madhhab or look to the Saudi clerical hierarchy for guidance, pastors and shaykhs and Bible study 

leaders and online message-board posters and YouTube exhorters are all offering thoughts and 

interpretations and personal applications of scripture. This local variability does come at the expense 

of movement cohesion. Stark and Finke point out that the belief in the independent authority of the 

local congregation, for example, among Southern Baptists led to problems for the denomination in 

regulating sectarian and rebellious local movements with “grass roots support” like the Landmarkian 

Baptist subsect. “The extreme independence and authority of the local churches made it difficult, if 

not impossible, for the Southern Baptists to root out factions—including potential sect movements.”48 

The organizational challenge of containing the grass roots in American Evangelicalism and Salafism is 

that they are all grass roots. The conflicts among Salafis about the preeminence of the Saudi shaykhs 

likewise pits the local prerogative against the organizational establishment. Like Wittgenstein’s image 

of the cord or rope made up of many strands, none of which run the whole length, but all of which are 

                                                        
47 Aja Frost, “Zaytuna Becomes First Accredited Muslim College in the U.S.,” USA Today College, March 18, 2015, 

accessed May 5, 2017, http://college.usatoday.com/2015/03/18/zaytuna-becomes-first-accredited-muslim-college-in-the-u-
s/. 

48 The Churching of America, 186-187. 
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constitutive of the rope, Salafi and Evangelical discourses have many overlapping strands but no 

defining golden thread.49 

 To be sure, there are inevitable trade-offs between flexibility and coherence. Someone seeking 

to understand the relationship between Catholicism and modernity could meaningfully follow the 

intellectual currents and official teachings of the Catholic Church from Vatican I to Vatican II to the 

present. Someone seeking to understand the relationship between Evangelicalism and modernity 

would be forced, after careful study, to conclude that the response is irrepressibly pluriform. This 

systemic disharmony is built into the very structure of Evangelical and Salafi methodology and 

theology. The authority of the text reigns supreme, but texts are vulnerable to their interpreters’ 

pretexts, and the voices of God or infallible humans, which the Salafis and Evangelicals hear in the 

text, empirically do not speak uniformly. If, to put it crudely, religions are in the business of making 

and selling meaning and existential insights, as Stark and Finke imply, then some august and 

corporate organizations have advantages over the energetic start-ups.50 But constant recourse to the 

infallible text and contextual adaptability are very dynamic qualities in inhabiting the “[r]eligious 

variety [that] arises because of the inherent inability of a single product to satisfy very divergent 

tastes.”51 Evangelicalism and Salafism can grow in the many places where they are planted in America, 

precisely because they do not have a central organizing structure.  

 The third, related, internal feature of the Salafi and Evangelical scriptural discourses that gives 

them a competitive edge in America’s laissez faire religious economy is the individual’s personal 

investment in scripture reading and engagement. As was profiled in Chapter 2, the scripturalists 

welcome all comers to—and, indeed, premise belonging to their movements on—direct contact and 

                                                        
49 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, § 66-67. 
50 Stark and Finke make the analogy explicit: “The fate of [religious] firms will depend upon (1) aspects of their 

organizational structures, (2) their sales representatives, (3) their product, and (4) their marketing techniques. Translated 
into more churchly language, the relative success of religious bodies (especially when confronted with an unregulated 
economy) will depend upon their polity and local congregations, their clergy, their religious doctrines, and their 
evangelization techniques.” The Churching of America, 9. 

51 Stark and Finke, The Churching of America, 9-10. 
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regular engagement with the Bible and the Hadith. Stark and Finke conclude in their study that, 

paradoxically, it is the religious groups with a high cost of membership and participation that flourish. 

As they put it,  

  Placing high demands on members and maintaining distinctive boundaries with the 
surrounding culture are not sufficient to explaining the vitality of religious organizations. Yet 
these are often necessary conditions for vital religions. Over the past two hundred-plus years 
of American history it has been the costly sects that have shown the most rapid growth.52 

 
In their evaluation of strict Protestant sects, the economic analysts do not link this costliness of 

participation to the Bible, but they do theorize that this principle operates “when the commodity 

involved is collectively produced and when increased costs result in increased levels of participation 

in collective action, for this results in a greater supply of collective goods.”53 In other words, when a 

religious individual closely identifies with the community, then the costs they pay to contribute to the 

communal good lead to closer identification. Their steep investment in the community and its 

mission deepens their commitment.  

 The examples that Stark and Finke give (regular individual participation in worship services 

making them more meaningful, or high financial giving more deeply enlisting the giver in the 

community) extend to the energetic investment in scripture study as well. As Salafis and Evangelicals 

make high demands for personal exertion from each individual in the study of scripture, those 

personal exertions create more meaningful connection to the community, the scripture, and the 

movement. The InterVarsity students who pay hundreds of dollars and give a week of their lives to 

Mark Study and spend eight-to-twelve hours at it each day become more closely linked to their 

InterVarsity community and to Mark’s Gospel itself (Chapter 3). They would likely quote Jesus 

himself, in one of the key verses emphasized in Mark Study, “the measure you give will be the measure 

you get, and still more will be given to you” (Mark 4:24). The phenomena that Stark and Finke 

                                                        
52 Stark and Finke, The Churching of America, 249. Emphasis theirs. 
53 Stark and Finke, The Churching of America, 250. 
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describe in general and theoretical terms—that a high-bar of personal investment leads to greater 

belonging—is lived out in every AlMaghrib weekend seminar. American Muslims give up their entire 

weekend (again, paying for the privilege) to learn about the Qurʾan and the Hadith, to more closely 

link their personal practice to that of the Salaf. 

 Moreover, this dynamic, personal contact with scripture that is facilitated through the scriptural 

egalitarianism of Salafism and Evangelicalism cultivates a personalization of scriptural meaning. Saad 

Tasleem exhorts the AlMaghrib students to devote time and energy to developing their “relationship 

with the Book of Allah,” to read commentaries to discern its meaning, and to relate it to their everyday 

lives (Chapter 2). And he is quite clear about what the outcome of this intensive engagement with the 

Qurʾan and the Hadith should be: making sense of the world. Ancient scriptures are, certainly, 

powerful prisms for refracting the personal meaning-making endeavor—mysterious, profound, 

parabolic, hyperbolic—these are texts that religious communities have spent centuries parsing, 

divining, allegorizing, exegeting, and performing. They are meaning laden. And the personal 

meaning-making capacity of scripturalism is virtually infinite. Bespoke revelation. Evangelicals and 

Salafis place the existential encounter with scripture within everyday life—sublime, infallible truth 

and guidance with no great expertise required. As we discerned in Chapter 3, the Salafi and 

Evangelical engagements with scripture are anything but boring or rote; they are lively and life-giving, 

puzzle-solving and puzzling, immersive and discursive confrontations with Absolute Truth. This 

personalized encounter with scripture is why Evangelicals’ and Salafis’ identification with scripture is 

more than empty talk. They competitively claim, over and against their coreligionist Mainline 

Protestants and Traditional Muslims, that they have recaptured the essence of their religions. 

Personal study of Bible and the Hadith are not just costly investments—they pay high dividends of 

meaning and identity and existential anchors in a chaotic world. 

 Fourth, and finally, the commonsense mode of Salafi and Evangelical reasoning is competitive 

because it has an easy and intuitive appeal to many people. Ask a seminary-trained, historical-
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critically informed Mainline Protestant pastor “What does the Bible say about _____?”, and you are 

likely to get a response that begins with the phrase, “It’s complicated...” Ask an Evangelical pastor the 

same question, and you are likely to get a simple, clear, direct answer that quotes several relevant 

passages. This is not necessarily a difference in knowledge or intellectual capacity—the Evangelicals 

just generally trust that there is a straightforward answer to most questions that are posed by the 

human intellect in its encounter with the Bible. “God said it, I believe it, that settles it” makes a much 

better bumper sticker than the snarky response in T-shirt form: 

      God said it. 
 I interpreted it 

 as best I could in light of all the filters imposed by my upbringing and culture, which I try   
   to control for but you can never do a perfect job. 
          That doesn’t exactly settle it 
  but it does give me enough of a platform to base my values and decisions on.54 
 
The entire debate about the Bible between Evangelicals and Mainline Protestants—not to mention 

the relative success of their messaging—lives in those two memes. Similarly, Knight insightfully 

captures the appealing simplicity of Salafism, highlighting the popularity among Salafis and other 

American Muslims of short pamphlets and fatwas explaining the “Islamic position” on various 

matters:  

  The stuff that can’t fit into a pamphlet amounts to later elaboration and refinement, which, if 
I’m trying to recover my Salafism [of his early years], is unnecessary.... [I]f I imagine what 
Islam would look like in the presence of the Prophet, an Islam in which people did not 
theorize on questions of authority and interpretation, it had to be simple. Perhaps in 
Muḥammad’s lifetime, if you upheld him as center, you could really start a sentence with, 
“Islam says __________.” To deny Islam its supposed simplicity is to admit the hard truth that 
we are functionally a prophetless community, that we have no organic center.55 

 
At the end of the day, Salafism is a quest to recover that early clarity and naturalness of Islam, to live 

“in the presence of the Prophet” who has all the answers and provides straightforward guidance. The 

complex scaffolding of Hadith sifting and sorting and interpretation is just a means to the end of 

                                                        
54 Mike Taylor, “God Said It” T-shirt, CafePress.com, October 14, 2009, accessed May 7, 2017, http://www.cafepress 

.com/mf/35923307/godsaidit600dpi_tshirt?shop=god_said_it&productId=412096758. 
55 Knight, Why I Am a Salafi, 39. 
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simple truth. It is not difficult to understand why such an uncomplicated, frank invocation of tangible 

truth would have a wide appeal.  

 Positively, I would suggest that the popularity of Evangelicalism and Salafism is deeply 

connected to their commonsense discourses. Common sense is a sort of fly-below-the-radar 

rationality; it speaks to the plain sensibility of local knowledge. Geertz’s inimitable phrasing captures 

the tacit logic of common sense:  

  Sobriety, not subtlety, realism, not imagination, are the keys to wisdom; the really important 
facts of life lie scattered openly along its surface, not cunningly secreted in its depths. There 
is no need, indeed it is a fatal mistake, to deny, as poets, intellectuals, priests, and other 
professional complicators of the world so often do, the obviousness of the obvious.56 

 
At the end of the day, American Salafism and Evangelicalism are distinct but similar forms of 

scriptural populism. They offer seemingly simple solutions to otherwise consternating problems—the 

nature of truth, authority and legitimacy in the face of pluralism, existential anxiety in the modern 

age, etc. Of course, the surface simplicity of “The Bible says...” or “The Prophet showed us...” is, 

beneath the exterior, anything but. Yet the “marketing” success of scripturalism rests upon its clear, 

succinct, streamlined message. Surely, many people come to religion searching for complex, 

multifaceted truths and inscrutable mysteries. But there is also a large market for simple, apparent, 

accessible religious messages. 

 To be clear, I have borrowed the language of markets and business to converse with the 

economist scholars of religion. I do not intend to suggest—nor, I believe, do they—that the entire 

enterprise of Salafism or Evangelicalism is merely material success or lining the pockets of pastors and 

shaykhs. Despite some seemingly cynical profiteering on the fringes of both movements, the core of 

each movement is, by all evidence, made up of sincere truth-seekers, whose participation in the 

scripturalist discourses offers them far greater dividends in psychic benefits than the money and time 

they invest in the endeavor. 

                                                        
56 Geertz, “Common Sense as a Cultural System,” 89. 
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Final Word: Different Genes, Similar Traits 

 September 11th was a seismic event in American consciousness and discourse. Two major faulty 

narratives emerged in its aftermath about the jihadi Salafi terrorists and their religious ideology. The 

first narrative—what we might call Flawed Narrative A—grabbed hold of the extant academic 

vocabulary and framework from the previous two decades and labelled al-Qaʿida and its ilk “Islamic 

fundamentalism” and proceeded to iteratively analyze Salafism through that lens. According to this 

view, Islam isn’t to blame, but Salafism is. Jihadi Salafism was just another extreme manifestation of 

bad, reactive, antimodern, antipluralist religion-gone-wrong. The collateral effect of this narrative was 

to push even the most hardline American Evangelicals to finally discard the connotatively loaded term 

“Fundamentalist” as a positive identity. Flawed Narrative B, which was also advanced in the post-9/11 

reconsideration—including by many Evangelicals—fell back upon Samuel Huntington’s thesis and 

read September 11th as another salvo in an entrenched civilizational clash between reified “Islam” and 

“the West.” The most belligerent edges of this narrative continue to blame the purported ineradicable 

hostility between Islam and the West on Islamic scripture (or its Shariʿa interpretation)	and its 

purported inability to be adaptable for modernity. For proponents of this view, the jihadi Salafis and 

figures like Anwar al-Awlaki were merely the literalist vanguard of Islamic hoards, the first to awaken 

to the base reality of Islam’s scriptural bellicosity. The data and analysis of this dissertation have 

implicitly eroded both these narratives. 

 Salafism and Evangelicalism are neither essentially the same nor totally different. They are both 

modern, invigorated, epistemically circular scriptural discourses, but they come from opposite sides 

of the globe and had different processes of growth and development. Contra Narrative A and the 

Comparative Fundamentalism thesis, their salient similarity is neither their rigidity nor their “fighting 

back against the encroachments of secular modernity,” but rather it is their adaptability made possible 
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by the bracketing of tradition.57 They read ancient texts in new ways, making modernity navigable 

through retrieval of scripture’s “authentic” meaning in the present. There is always the possibility that 

this re-opening of the scriptural interpretive conversation will result in violent new interpretations or 

contribute to the destabilization of societal orders, as we saw with early Protestantism and early 

Wahhabism (Chapter 1). The ijtihād reinterpretations of the Qurʾan/Hadith and “traditionless” 

exegeses of the Bible might jump the guard rails of tradition, leaving the outcome and teleology of 

their project emphatically open-ended. The discursive energy that emerges from the separation of text 

and tradition can, like the splitting of an atom, be quite dangerous, but it can also be channeled into 

what most would consider very positive ends—education, identity formation, personal meaning 

making, existential affirmation, communal belonging. The precise factors that lead the scripturalist 

discourse to either a benign and personal or a destructive and violent end are not immediately 

evident, but the American context of religious freedom, pluralism, and competition seems to have, by 

and large, resulted in scripturalist communities where extremism and violence is at best a marginal 

phenomenon. 

 On the other hand, Contra Narrative B, an intensive examination and comparison of the 

manifold ways that American Evangelicals and American Salafis interpret and apply the Bible and the 

Hadith sheds light on just how multivocal and flexible their respective scriptural discourses can be. 

Even among communities that insist upon the most stringent “literal,” inerrant, ẓāhir ways of reading 

these texts, the final meanings that the scripturalists find in their sacred texts can be as far apart as 

Matthew Vines and James R. White, as disagreeing as Waleed Basyouni and Moosaa Richardson. The 

sensibilities of the interpreters are shaped by a thousand factors and the resulting interpretations 

speak to such a disparate set of circumstances, that they can be endlessly recombined and newly 

exegeted. The “pervasive interpretive pluralism” that is dramatically and empirically reality for these 

                                                        
57 Marty and Appleby, “Introduction” in Fundamentalisms Comprehended, 6. 
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movements gives the lie to any narrative that Islamic scripture unavoidably engenders violence and 

antipluralism.58 Does not Hatem al-Haj speak for Islam and for Salafism every bit as much as Anwar 

al-Awlaki?	

 The absolute divides between civilizations and religions and fundamentalisms that many 

imagined were on display in September 11th and in its aftermath of American armies sent into the 

Middle East by an Evangelical president—in what Osama Bin Laden called, “the strongest, fiercest, 

most dangerous and violent Crusader campaign against Islam since Muhammad was sent”59—are 

subverted by the similar traits that Salafis and Evangelicals manifest in a shared American milieu. The 

powerful influence of context and the guidance of common sense have seen the two movements, their 

idioms, and their sensibilities converge. In January 2017, Matthew Vines’ hardline Evangelical 

interlocutor James R. White invited Yasir Qadhi to a church in Memphis for a two-hour dialogue. 

White introduced the evening and Qadhi, thusly: 

The reason I specifically sought him out, is that I sense such a kindred spirit, on the other side 
of the chasm that divides us with regards to our theology and our beliefs. He is a consistent 
Muslim; he believes what he says. He wants to seek for consistency amongst his people and his 
own practice. And so, you have two believing people—one Christian, one Muslim—come 
together and say, “We need to discuss not only what divides us, but also, where do we have 
similarities? How can we live in the same community?”60 
 

The next evening Qadhi hosted White at his Memphis mosque for a similar dialogue, and in 

introducing White, he said, 

A lot of times the people that we [Muslims] meet with are following understandings of 
Christianity that we don’t really sympathize with. It’s rare to meet an expert and an erudite, 
learned scholar who is faithful to the tradition and is willing to share with us his interpretation 
and his understanding of Christianity.61 
 

                                                        
58 Smith, The Bible Made Impossible, 17. 
59 Osama Bin Laden, Messages to the World: The Statements of Osama Bin Laden, Bruce Lawrence, ed., James Howarth, 

trans. (London/New York: Verso, 2005), 135. 
60 James White and Yasir Qadhi, “Dr. James White & Dr. Yasir Qadhi 2017,” YouTube.com, IRCR Media,  January 26, 

2017, accessed July 9, 2017, https://youtu.be/L2NBcVAV038. 
61 James White and Yasir Qadhi, “Christian Muslim Dialogue, Pt.2 | Dr. James White & Dr. Yasir Qadhi,” YouTube.com, 

Memphis Islamic Center, January 28, 2017, https://youtu.be/r2tPHLOej1w.  
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Qadhi goes on to describe his decade-long correspondence with White, where Qadhi would send him 

recorded lectures from AlMaghrib because of White’s deep interest in accurately understanding 

Islamic theology. 

It was so impressive and refreshing to meet somebody who was taking the time to research what 
we actually believe from the sources. And then he began asking me questions about Hadith, so I 
sent him my online series of Hadith lectures I gave about the sciences of Hadith. So he’s 
studying muṣṭalaḥ	al-ḥadīth,	the terminology of Hadith, you know,	ṣaḥīḥ	and	ḥasan	and	ḍaʿīf	
and whatnot. I mean it’s very impressive to meet somebody who’s going to be so dedicated to 
actually learn the sources.	 
 

Neither man uses the words Salafi or Evangelical, but both have a moment of mutual recognition. As 

American scripturalists, both men trust that if they can just get down to the level of the sacred texts 

(“learn the sources”) and appeal to their audiences’ base rationalities, they will be able to make sense 

of—and, perhaps, convert—the other. The dialogues are conducted in an amiable, accessible, and 

articulate idiom, calling attention to what “conservative” Muslims and “conservative” Christians have 

in common in America. They frequently quote the Bible and the Hadith/Qurʾan. It is not a 

conventional interfaith dialogue that assumes a deep religious commonality, but it is a far cry from a 

clash of civilizations or, for that matter, fundamentalisms. 
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