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Abstract  

 Interest in other religions and cultures opens people up towards 

broader horizons and greater depths. As a new religion, Islam 

entered a world with many other religions and Muslims needed to 

discover how they were to relate to them. In this relation, Islam 

held that humankind from its very beginning received a kind of 

primordial religion, giving guidance how people should live. 

Muslim thinkers have reflected much on the fact of the diversity of 

religions. It is mostly assumed that humankind started as one 

community with the faith of the primordial monotheistic religion. 

Then this community split into a number of peoples to whom God 

sent prophets. In its essence, Islamic mysticism is one of the fruits on 

the tree of Qur'anic piety. Rumi, one of the celebrated Islamic 

mystics believes that there are many ways to reach God. The 

variety of the roads is marvelous. One of the basis of Rumi’s 

perspective 0n other religions is his belief in Unity of existence; by 

relying on it, suggests that denying of other religion is wrong, or at 

least worthless. Going beyond the concept of "People of the Book," 

Rumi embraces toleration of religions. Since the beloved is only 

one, religions are nothing but the same. On various occasions, 

Rumi points out the differences among societies, cultures and 

religions, as well as the diversity among members of the same 

society, religion and culture and says that these differences are not 

incidental or outcomes of diverse historical developments, but are 

the results of Divine design. 
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Introduction  

The attention paid to other cultures, of course, is not only a matter of 

the mind. It also has to do with intersocietal relations generally, 

including economic and political relations. But it is connected, too, with 

man’s fundamental need for communication and with his gift of 

imagination.  

Therefore, an interest in other religions opens people up towards 

broader horizons and greater depths. As a new religion, Islam 

entered a world with many other religions and Muslims needed to 

discover how they were to relate to them. In the course of history, 

Muslims have come into contact with a number of other religions in 

the East and West. they have met non-Muslims and their cultures in dif-

ferent situations and at different times and places. Throughout this 

history there have been Muslim authors who wrote of what they knew 

and thought about other religions and their adherents. It is a legitimate 

scholarly question how, in different circumstances, they saw people 

with other religions or none at all, and to seek an answer through the 

study of texts which have reached us from the past. (Waardenburg, 

1999,  x) 

This article evaluates Rumi’s view on other religions to offer it as a 

hopeful alternative to resolve conflicts among different people with 

different religions in modern times. Drawing upon Rumi's writings 

of the thirteenth century, it advocates an understanding that there is 

something beyond religion and scholarly learning that can open our 

eyes to the reality beyond this existence; for Rumi we must climb a 

spiritual ladder of love. Furthermore, Rumi envisioned a universal 

faith, embodying all religions, because he understood that the cause 

of every religious conflict is ignorance. The article implies that 

religiosity consists in something other than outward religions. Real 

belief is apparent only on the inside of a person, which is not 

visible. Therefore, through Rumi, the article makes it clear that the 

religion of love involves loving the eternal and invisible source of 

existence. Because Rumi is a Muslim mystic, I shall first say 

something about Qur'anic view of other religions and then Islamic 

mysticism. 



 
The Qur'an on Other Religions 

The Qur'anic view of other religions has attracted increasing interest 

in recent years. It has been the subject of a number of publications by 

Muslims and non-Muslims, theologians and scholars of religions, 

philologists and historians—some favoring inter-religious relations, 

others expressing reservations about them. Since the Qur'an is the 

founding Scripture of Islam and because Qur'anic verses (ayat) are 

considered Words of God, knowing what the Qur'an says about other 

religions and understanding what is meant by these passages is 

indispensable if one wants to grasp the relations between Muslims and 

non-Muslims. (Waardenburg, 1999,  2) 
The Qur'an distinguishes between two different categories of non-

Muslims—namely Jews and Christians, Zoroastrians and Sabians 

on the one hand and polytheists (imishrikuri), with more primitive 

forms of religion, on the other. The criterion is theological: 

everything depends on the question of whether or not a community 

has received a revelation, what kind of a revelation it was, and what 

the community has done with the given revelation. (Ibid.,  19) 
A nonreligious person or a polytheist is not recognized and should 

become a believer. Jews and Christians, Zoroastrians and Sabians 

can continue to live according to the beliefs of their respective, 

recognized religions, but within Muslim territory (ddr al-isldm) 

they must submit to the given Muslim political authority and, with-

out coercion, be encouraged to become believers. (Ibid.,  19) 

The second category of non-Muslims mentioned in the Qur'an are the 

“People of the Book” (ahl al-kitab) consisting specifically of Jews and 

Christians who, according to the Qur'an, received revealed Scriptures 

just as the Muslims received the Qur'an. The Qur'an does not restrict 

the People of the Book to Jews and Christians but also add the Sabians 

and in one case the Zoroastrians, too. If the Jews, Christians, and 

Sabians believe in God and if what they do is correct, they will be 

rewarded on the Day of Judgment (S. 2:59, 5:73). S. 22:17 adds to these 

three communities of the People of the Book the Zoroastrians (majus): 

on the day of Resurrection God will distinguish between three groups 

and decide accordingly. These groups are the faithful (Muslims), the 



 
People of the Book (Jews, Christians, Sabians, and Zoroastrians), and 

the polytheists. In other words, all except the pagan Arabs can be 

rewarded on the Last Day if they have been faithful to God and have 

acted correctly. The solution for the problem of different kinds of faith 

in God is thus seen to be eschatological, at the end of time. The 

previous Scriptures are repeatedly declared to have been sent by God 

(S. 6:92, 2:91, 95, 3:2,75, etc.). 

In summary, we can say that the Qur'an directs reproaches at the 

Christians and Jews but explicitly or implicitly recognizes positive 

religious values in them.(Waardenburg, 1999,  9) 
But from another aspect, Islam holds that humankind from its very 

beginning received a kind of primordial religion, giving guidance 

how people should live. Muslim thinkers have reflected much on 

the fact of the diversity of peoples and their various religions. It is 

mostly assumed that humankind started as one community with the 

faith of the primordial monotheistic religion. Then this community 

split into a number of peoples to whom God sent prophets. The 

resulting religions can be seen as developments from the primordial 

religion. Therefore, Muslims hold that prophets have preached this 

primordial and monotheistic religion throughout history and 

established monotheistic communities all over the world.   

Other religions in Islamic mysticism 

In its essence, Islamic mysticism is one of the fruits on the tree of 

Qur'anic piety. Many verses in the Qur'an, let alone certain hadith, 

suggest experiential interiorization of the message. Such interiorization 

can easily lead to a living and intimate relationship with God. 

Nevertheless, there is no particular follower of the Prophet who could 

be identified as the very first representative of that particular type of 

Islamic religiousness which finally produced the Sufi movement.   

Islamic mysticism has indeed grown out of a general climate of 

profound religious awareness and striving which was stimulated by the 

sayings and doings of Muhammad and his first companions. It is clear 

that the strong desire of many Muslims of the first generation to 

maintain an intimate relationship with the God of Qur'anic 

Revelation—a God who wanted to be remembered, obeyed, adored, 



 
known, and even loved—triggered an attitude toward life which 

developed into the vast stream of Sufi activities and experience. 

(Keller, 1999, 181) The ideal of the mystical quest in all religions is 

the total freedom in the Presence of the Ultimate. They know only 

one thing; that wherever they go they are living “in God’s Reign, in 

His Kingdom, in His Presence.” They know nothing else. The 

circumstances of their earthly life do not bother them. Wherever 

they roam, they remain under God’s protection. As the Qur'an puts 

it: “Wherever you look, everywhere is God’s Presence” (2:115). 

They enjoy divine freedom. The assurance that God provides for all 

their needs is part of this freedom. So they take things as they are, 

thanking and adoring God. (Keller, 1999, 183) Once the mystical 

movement had fixed its technical vocabulary (mainly on the basis 

of the Qur'an and the Sunna), its main practices finding wide 

acceptance, and when it had organized itself in schools each of 

which hailed from its particular master, Islamic mystics became 

more and more conscious of their Islamic identity. As it happened 

with most of their masters, so it did with the disciples: meeting 

members of other religious traditions was an occasion of showing 

off with the superiority of Islam. Many anecdotes whose message is 

revealing though there is reason to question their historical 

accuracy, attest an aggressively haughty attitude.1 The hesitation 

and ambiguity in the appraisal of other religions—allowing them to 

exist and simultaneously forcing their adherents to embrace 

Islam— is also found in later mystics. Jalal al-Din Rumi (1207-

1273) is one of them. 

Rumi’s view on other religions 

 When studying his views on other religions, we are in a 

particularly favorable position: we possess his authentic words, 

taken down and collected by his disciples.) In one of his talks, 

                                                           
1 For example, Abu Sa'id ibn Abi 'l-Khair (967-1049), a Sufi master from Khurasan, 

once entered a Church and saw the pious pay obeisance to the statues of the Virgin and 

of Jesus. In anger, he addressed the latter: “Is it not you who have told people to 

worship yourself and your Mother? Now, if the Prophet Muhammad’s words are true, 

prostrate yourself before the true God!” At the very moment, the statues fell to the 

ground, facing the Ka'ba, and 40 Christians converted to Islam. (Keller, 1999, 185) 



 
Rum! states that 

 “the love for the Creator is latent in all the world and in all men, 

be they Magians, Jews or Christians, indeed in all things that have 

being. How indeed should any man not love Him that gave him 

being? Love indeed is latent in every man, but impediments veil that 

love; when those impediments are removed that love becomes 

manifest.” (Rumi, 1961, 214) 

In another talk Rumi says that the worship of stones and idols 

which are unable to respond to their worshippers’ wishes has been 

established by God. It is true that the idols are dead and do not have 

any sensibility. But the fact that they are worshipped is willed by 

God: 

  Those who worship stones, venerate and magnify them, and to 

them direct their hopes and longings, their petitions and needs and 

tears. The stone neither knows nor feels anything of this. Yet God 

most High has made stones and idols to be a means to his devotion 

in them, of which the stones and idols are entirely unaware. (Ibid., 

168) 

Rumi explains that there are many ways to reach the Ka'ba. Many 

different ones: from Syria, from Persia, from China, from India, 

from Yemen. The variety of the roads is stupendous. So pilgrims 

travel many and diverse roads. But when they arrive at the Ka'ba, 

they are all united in the same feelings of sanctity and love. So one 

should avoid stressing the differences of the paths and rather rejoice 

in the communion of the goal: 

When believer and infidel (mu'min and kafir) sit together and say 

nothing by way of expression, they are one and the same. There is no 

sequestration of thoughts, the heart is a free world. For the thoughts 

are subtle things, and cannot be judged. . . . Thoughts, then, so long as 

they are in the heart, are without name and token; they cannot be 

judged either for unbelief or for Islam. . . . There is a world of 

bodies, a world of ideas, a world of fantasies, a world of 

suppositions. God most High is beyond all worlds, neither within 

them nor without them. (Ibid., pp. 108) 



 
Thus Rumi arrives at the conclusion that silent communion 

between Muslims and adherents of other religions is real 

communion in God, God’s true essence being beyond all words and 

ideas, “neither within those words nor beyond them”—entirely 

different. In that silence, in the silence of apophatic infiniteness, 

there is no more any “perception of other religions,” as all religions 

are found to be only ways to God who is none of these ways. So all 

ways are legitimate, perhaps even necessary, but the target is 

beyond the ways, it is silent abstraction in the ineffable ONE. 

(Keller, 1999, 186) 

One of the basis of rumi’s perspective 0n other religions is his 

belief in Unity of existence (vahdat-e vojud). Unity of existence 

(vahdat-e vojud) is one of the main pillars of many schools of 

Islamic mysticism, although these schools present different 

interpretations of this principle. Rumi believes that the essence of 

existence is the same, as all that exists is created by God:  

In essence (meaning) there is no division and numeration, Nor 

there is diversity and separation. And, In the beginning, we were all 

of the same infinite essence, Without beginning, without any end; 

Of one core we were, like the rays of Sun, Like water we were 

unknotted. (Rumi 1995, 45) 

False religion and nonbelievers cannot have an essence created by 

anything other than God:  

Whether it is blasphemy or faith, It is produced by [God] and 

belongs to Him. (Rumi 1995, 346)  

By relying on the unity-of-existence argument, Rumi can suggest 

that denying of other religion is wrong, or at least futile. 

 

In one of his poems Rumi expresses the same reality in the 

language of intoxication with love: 

What is to be done, O Moslems? for I do not 

recognize myself. I am neither Christian, nor Jew, nor Gabr, nor 

Moslem. I am not of the East, nor of the West, nor of the 

land, nor of the sea . . . My place is the Placeless, my trace is the 

Traceless: ’Tis neither body nor soul, for I belong to the soul 



 
of the Beloved . . . I am intoxicated with Love’s cup, the two 

worlds 

have passed out of my ken . . . O Shamsi Tabriz, I am so drunken 

in this world, That except of drunkenness and revelry I have no tale 

to tell.  (Nicholson, 1898, pp. 124ff.) 

But this is only one side of the story. Even if it is true, according 

to Rumi, that in the drunkenness of divine Love or in the total 

silence beyond thoughts and concepts, that is in the ineffable 

essence of God, all religions vanish and do no more have any 

pertinency. Islam is nevertheless the only path which Rumi would 

accept as truly willed by God. The following incident makes this 

clear. (Keller, 1999, 187) 

Unity of Religious Truth  

According to Muslims, God has sent 124,000 prophets to guide 

peoples to truth. While Muhammad is considered the last prophet 

and Islam the most comprehensive religion, other God-initiated 

religions are also considered to include at least elements of truth. 

The Quran, however, is explicit about tolerating "People of the 

Book," who even in a broad interpretation often embraces only 

Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians. 

 Some Sufis, like Rumi, further argue that the essence of all 

religions is the same. In Rumi's words, "Ahmad's name is the name 

of all prophets" (Rumi 1995, 70). And elsewhere, When a person 

looks at the essence (soul) He sees Moses and Muhammad as the 

same. (Ibid., 961) 

 Going beyond the concept of "People of the Book," Rumi 

embraces toleration of religions other than Christianity and 

Judaism. This multiplicity of religious understanding is not 

alarming to Rumi:  

If there are a hundred [sacred] books, they are nothing but the 

same chapter The hundred directions taken are to the same altar. 

(Ibid., 1191)16 (In another place, he says In meaning there is no 

division and numbers In meaning there is no separation and 

individuals. (Ibid., 45).) 



 
According to Rumi, Since the beloved is only one, religions are 

nothing but the same. (Rumi 1995, 507) Elsewhere he reiterates, If 

there are ten lamps in a place, You may see the difference among 

the lamps However the light from each is the same, Once you 

observe the light, your doubts disappear. (Rumi 1995, 44, Rumi 

1983, 89; see: Masroori, 2010, 249) 

 Those who see differences in the essence of various religions 

suffer from spiritual defects. In Rumi's anal ogy, such defects are 

similar to how a person who suffers from diplopia sees the same 

object as two (Rumi 1995,24).  

Indeed, the institution of religion is itself the main problem, as it 

deforms our understanding of God, which is the cause of 

persecution and conflict: When the colorless became subject to 

colors Jew started fighting Jew; Should the original colorlessness 

return Even Moses and Pharaoh will make peace. (Ibid., 142) There 

are two explanations for persecution sponsored by institutional 

religion. First, the charlatans and the hateful use institutional 

religion for their own illegitimate purposes. Rumi describes the 

human drive for reaching God as analogous to a man's search for 

his lost camel. As the man asks others whether they have seen his 

camel, they- who have no idea where the animal is-give him false 

information to collect the rewards he gives them for their 

information. Religious authorities mislead and exploit their 

followers the same way by falsely claiming that they know where 

God can be found. In another story, Rumi gives an example of how 

a Jewish king, assisted by his minister, attempts to annihilate the 

Christian community in his kingdom. Through a plot, the minister 

infiltrates the Christian community and becomes its religious 

leader. He then calls ten prominent members of the community 

individually to a secret meeting. Saying he is about to die, the 

minister privately tells each of the ten that he is to become the 

religious leader upon the minister's death. He also gives each man a 

different set of instructions, and then commits suicide. Each of the 

ten men announces his claim to leadership, and presents the 

instructions given to him by the minister. This leads to bloodshed, 



 
and the death of a "hundred thousand Christians" (Ibid., 24-46). 

Second, the masses cannot see the unity of the "colorless" truth 

beyond the various "colors" of institutional religions (Ibid., 24-25). 

Indeed, they fight each other while advocating the same concept. In 

another story, Rumi tells us about a Persian, a Turk, a Roman, and 

an Arab who were jointly given a silver coin. Each of them in his 

own language pro poses that they should purchase some grapes 

with the money. Because they do not understand each other's 

language, a fight breaks out (Ibid., 395). Rumi also brings a 

modified version of an old alle gory, "the elephant in darkness," to 

illustrate his claim that shortcomings of human perception are the 

source of disagreements, particularly, religious ones. According to 

Rumi's version of the story, a group of Hindus brings an elephant to 

a town at night. People of the town, impatient to wait until the 

morning, go to the dark room where the elephant is kept. Unable to 

see the animal, they can only perceive it through touching. Upon 

touching different parts of the elephant's body, each person 

describes the elephant differently. One, who has touched its ear, 

describes it as similar to a fan. Another, who has touched its trunk, 

says the elephant is like a gutter. A third man, who has touched its 

leg, describes the elephant as similar to a pillar. Finally, a person 

who has touched its back describes it as like a bed. Rumi 

concludes, If each of them had a candle at hand, There would be no 

difference in their statements. (Ibid., 466) The above story had been 

told before Rumi, and has its roots in the Buddhist tradition (Baqeri 

1991).18(David Scott, who otherwise gives an informative 

description of the encounter between Sufism and Buddhism, fails to 

point to the impact of Buddhism on eleventh- to thirteenth-century 

Sufis, although such impact was significant (see: Masroori, 2010, 

250) 

Claiming that its mission is to guide human beings to God, often 

institutional religion and its orthodoxy separates people from God. 

Rumi states this in one of the best-known stories of his Masnavi. 

One day, Moses hears a shepherd talking to God: Where are you, so 

I can become your servant? [I will] repair your shoes, comb your 



 
hair Wash your cloths kill your lice Bring you milk, oh you the 

magnificent And if you ever become sick I will look after you the 

way I would take care of myself I will kiss your hand, massage 

your feet At night, I will prepare your bed. (Rumi 1995, 303) The 

outraged Moses approaches the shepherd, accusing him of 

blasphemy and telling him that if he does not stop his irreverence, 

God's rage will burn the world. The remorseful shepherd apologizes 

to Moses and disappears in the desert. But then God reminds Moses 

that he was sent to connect people to God, not separate them. The 

shepherd's worship, God tells Moses, is acceptable from him, as 

different people worship God in different ways: I witness the 

submissive hearts, Even if the words [that express the heart] are not 

humble. Upon hearing God, Moses finds the shepherd and tells 

him, Don't worry about rituals Worship as your heart desires For 

your blasphemy is religion, and your religion the light of soul You 

are under God's protection, and the world is protected because of 

you. (Rumi 1995, 306 and see: Masroori, 2010, 251) 

In a striking statement, Rumi emphasizes that freedom of worship 

is what God wants: This is the divine decree: "Speak freely, Say 

what comes to your mind without worry The way that children talk 

to their father." (Rumi 1995, 153) Could institutionalized religion 

play any positive role in human life? Rumi certainly believes so: 

So, don't say [religions] are all straying fantasies There is some 

truth in fantasies One who says [religions] are all true is stupid One 

who says they are false is miserable. (Rumi 1995, 360) We may 

conclude that for Rumi, institutionalized religion has two benefits: 

First, any religion can have at least the utility of bringing a human 

being to some proximity to God. Second, there is some truth in any 

religion, and with appropriate guidance, any one could-although in 

a limited manner-help an individual to discover himself or herself 

and his or her relationship to God.  
The inherent limitation of institutionalized religion, meanwhile, 

applies to Islam and Muslims as well. Rumi quotes the Prophet 

Muhammad saying that he is like a mirror, in which each person 

simply sees himself or herself (Ibid., 137).  



 
The less the mirror is tarnished by the institutionalization process, 

the better it can help one to discover his or her own soul. Therefore, 

the more primitive religion of the shepherd may be more valuable 

than the more institutionalized religion of the Prophet Moses. 

(Ibid., 306 and see: Masroori, 2010, 251) 

Difference of religions and God's Design  
On various occasions, Rumi points out the differences among 

societies, cultures and religions, as well as the diversity among 

members of the same society, religon and culture. To him, these 

differences are not incidental or outcomes of diverse historical 

developments, but are the results of divine design. In the story of 

the Moses and shepherd, Rumi quotes God telling Moses, "In 

everyone I have put a different disposition, To everyone I have 

given a different logic What is extolling for him is reproaching for 

you What is nectarine for him is poison for you." (Rumi 1995, 304-

5) Indeed, those who criticize each other on theological grounds 

would be distancing themselves from God. In yet another story, 

Rumi gives the example of four Muslims in India who go to a 

mosque for prayer. As the four are praying, one of them asks a 

question of the person who calls Muslims to prayer (muazzen), an 

act that according to Islam voids one's prayer. His friend turns to 

him, saying, "You talked and voided your prayer." The third person 

says, "Why do you blame him? Look at yourself." The fourth one 

says, "Thank God that I did not commit the same mistake as these 

three." Rumi concludes, Thus all four wasted their prayers Those 

who blame others, become themselves further lost Lucky the one 

who sees his own shortcomings One, who points to others' failings, 

exposes his own. (Rumi 1995, 346) Looking at the breadth of 

Rumi's tolerance, one may conclude that he believed in the 

relativity (or multiplicity) of religious truth. Such a conclusion, as 

tempting as it may be, cannot be supported, as Rumi unmistakably 

believes in universal truth, and his defense of toleration is deeply 

rooted in this conviction. Neither should Rumi's argument that God 

is the author of cultural diversity be understood as evidence of 

relativism. The universal truth was, albeit to different degrees, 



 
revealed to Moses, Jesus, and Mohammad. Yet they lived and 

functioned within different cultural settings, which impacted the 

understanding of their various followers of their respective 

messages. That some have less access to truth does not make them 

dispensable or worthless: God directed [Muhammad] to consult 

other Muslims, Although no one [has ever been] more 

knowledgeable than him. (Ibid., 170) What allows for 

reconciliation of the universality of truth and Rumi's nonutilitarian 

theory of toleration is his argument that, for the most part, human 

beings' capacity for understanding truth is limited. This limitation is 

natural, and cannot be overcome without extensive and assiduous 

efforts. The masses, incapable of going through such a process, are 

at best able to see some blurred manifestations of the truth, which is 

both expected and permissible. After reading the above five 

arguments in defense of tolerance, one may ask about Rumi's 

intention in advancing them. Clearly, Rumi was neither a political 

theorist nor a politician. Composing a theory of toleration was not 

one of his intentions. It is also important to remember that he did 

not write any treatise, nor did he present his arguments with an eye 

to theoretical consistency. As a mystic and a poet, he is trying to 

convince his audience by touching their souls, not changing their 

minds at an intellectual level. This does not mean that Rumi is 

unaware of or indifferent to politics. In fact, he was in contact with 

the Saljuq princes of his time and close to one of the most powerful 

ministers of the Saljuq court, Mu'in al-Din Parvaneh. For Rumi, 

influencing policy required converting the politicians. That 

conversion could not be caused by elaborated political theories, but 

by symbolic stories that could trigger an existential transformation. 

(see: Masroori, 2010, 253) 

Conclusion  
In the works of Rumi (d. 1273), for instance, we find an openness 

toward other beliefs, supported by the notion of the essential unity 

of all revelation and religious life despite external differences. Such 

openness made explorations of the spiritual resources of religions 

possible. As a Muslim mystic, Rumi embraces the existence of 



 
different religions and expresses the philosophy of their emergence. 

He has interpreted God and religion as light and believes that light 

is one but the lamps are many. Every prophet is like a lamp. The 

lamps are different but the nature of the light and its source is the 

same. The prophets do not differ, but each one, from a different 

perspective, extracts a gem from the ocean of truth. Rumi, inspired 

by the teachings of the Holy Qur'an, regards all religions as waves 

of the ocean of Unity and sees all prophets as one, who have received 

revelation from a single source. Rumi touches this issue in another part 

of the Mesnevi when he says, “In this world, there are stairs that stretch 

to the heavens step by step. For every group there is a separate stair. 

For every walk (of life) there is a different sky to which to ascend. Each 

of them is unaware of the others. The destination is an infinite land. It 

has neither a beginning nor an end." 
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