

TRADITION OF SABR (PATIENCE) AND THE POSITIVE ACTION
CONTRIBUTION OF SAID NURSI 
I. INTRODUCTION: POSITIVE ACTION (MÜSBET HAREKET) AS A REMANIFESTATION OF THE PRINCIPLE OF SABR
The Risale-i Nur (Treatise of the Light), the most important Quranic commentary in republican Turkey, reconstructed Islamic thought by synthesizing miscellaneous Islamic traditions of thought to surpass the challenge of materialism emanating from the positivistic conception of modern science and society. The Risale preached a new way of living Islam as the epitome of insaniyet-i kübra (the greatest humanity). It  posits its method of service (hizmet) to Islam as “positive action” (müsbet hareket), which means the patient and silent struggle to strengthen the essentials of Islamic belief (Iman) by peaceful means, noninvolvement in politics, and prioritizing religious zeal based on the principles of sincerity and brotherhood rather than a result-oriented course of action.[footnoteRef:1] The unique function of the Risale-i Nur in the renewal of belief (tajdīd) and revitalization (iḥya) of Islam inspired and compelled this method owing to the objective constraints imposed upon Muslim societies, and to some extent the whole world, through the global modernization process fashioned after what is “Western.” Nursi’s communicative approach delegitimizes, and in some cases, de-emphasizes the material, power-driven attempts to serve Islam which espouse result-centered, violent, or political methods.[footnoteRef:2] The communicative and affirmative nature of positive action is justified by many verses of the Quran and traditions of the Prophet. Nursi mentions some of them in his commentaries called the Risale-i Nur (Treatise of the Light).[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  The term “positive action” is used in miscellaneous occasions in the Risale-i Nur by Said Nursi. To illustrate:
“In our sacred service, we always act positively." Nursi, Letters, 491.
“Our duty is to behave positively." Nursi, Emirdağ Supplement II, 1912.
“Those who are at each other’s throats cannot act positively." Nursi, Letters, 317.
“To act positively, that is, out of love for one’s own outlook, avoiding enmity for other
outlooks, not criticizing them, interfering in their beliefs and sciences, or in any way concerning oneself with them." Nursi, Flashes, 203.
“For the sake of acting positively, refraining from behaving negatively and not interfering with the Divine Discretion, I have responded ill-treatment against me with patience and compliance for thirty years." Nursi, Emirdağ Supplement II, 1912.
 “We will act positively in the interior with our utmost power to protect public order." Ibid., 1912.]  [2:  In the autobiography of Said Nursi under the heading “About What Ustad Talked with His Visitors,” we read the following paragraph: “He used to explain that the only aim of the Risale-i Nur service was to strenghten iman (faith) which has secured the nation and the land from the perils of irreligion and communism; that the indispensable duty both on individual and societal level was to save and strenghten the faith; that the most important cause of the time was to hold on iman; that since the Risale-i Nur strictly dwelled upon this cause, the enemies of the nation and the land, the covert holders of irreligion, resorted under many pretexts to provocations, but by calling attention to the fact that “we are bounded to act positively,” he heralded that the Nur would defeat the enemies of the religion; that the impact of acting positively was like that of an atom bomb; that Risale-i Nur has no relationship with politics; that the mainstay of our way was sincerity; that there can no cause other than the Divine assent; and that the grace and mercy of Allah would protect Risale-i Nur through complying with sincerity and positive action ..."  See Nursi, Tarihçe-i Hayat, 2188.]  [3:  To illustrate:
• “So if they dispute with thee, say: "I have submitted my whole self to Allah and so have those who follow me." And say to the People of the Book and to those who are unlearned: "Do ye (also) submit yourselves?" If they do, they are in right guidance, but if they turn back, thy duty is to convey the Message; and in Allah's sight are (all) His servants.” Quran, 3:20. 
• “Say: "Shall I seek for (my) Lord other than Allah, when He is the Cherisher of all things (that exist)? Every soul draws the meed of its acts on none but itself: no bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another. Your return in the end is towards Allah. He will tell you the truth of the things wherein ye disputed." Quran, 6:164.
• “The Believers are but a single Brotherhood: so make peace and reconciliation between your two (contending) brothers; and fear Allah, that ye may receive Mercy.” Quran, 49:10.
• “Allah is never unjust in the least degree: If there is any good (done), He doubleth it, and giveth from His own self a great reward.”  Quran, 4:40.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The principle of the positive action will be treated here as a variant of the tradition of sabr through a brief description of its essential components, with particular attention to the form of opposition it prescribes against oppression: attaining basic rights and liberties under non-Islamic despotic and/or secularist regimes prevailing in the Muslim World via a unique practice of seemingly “passive” activism characterized by a “politics of non-politics.” i.e. the tradition of sabr perpetuated by ahl as-sunnah wa l-jamāʻah.
II. CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS OF THE POSITIVE ACTION
The positive action principle and practice must be understood in the context of the Kemalist radical reforms aimed at secularizing an overwhelmingly Muslim society and polity. In the face of one-party tyranny, a man like Bediuzzaman, who had accepted no humiliation whatsoever in his lifetime until then, kept his mood quiet, did not react negatively and preached the strategy of positive action,[footnoteRef:4] the components of which he defined as follows: positive action, or one may say “positive jihad,” requires Muslims in their utterances and deeds[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Mohammed Asım Alavi.  Seeds of Change, Thrilling Leadership Lessons from the Life of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi ( Istanbul: Vakıf Publications, 2013), 158-62.]  [5:  Thus the positive action principle implicitly posits the level of commanding the good and forbidding the evil: levels of tongue and heart as referred to in the renown tradition of the Prophet. See Muslim, İman 20 and Tirmizi, Fiten 12.] 

• To act solely in accordance with the consent of Allah;[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Nursi, “The Twenty-First Flash,” Flashes, 213.] 

• To engage in faith service only and to content oneself with it;
• Not to interfere with Divine Determination, and hence posing themselves as pseudo-Gods,  the best engineer of what has happened and/or been created;
• To never violate public order and security, which may generate violation of the rights of other human beings,  be it Muslim or non-Muslim, and creatures;
• To keep the state of steadfastness and gratitude to Allah, in every instance of life;[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Nursi, The Emirdağ Supplement II, 1912. ] 

• To avoid violence and politicization based on political partiality (partisanship), i.e., positionally determined biased behaviors;
• Not to forge a one-to-one correspondence between religious and political affiliation because this means to equate the realm of nazariyat (speculative) with the realm of zaruriyat (indispensable),
• To delicately decline from politicizing Islam through presenting the club of politics together with the light, i.e., the spiritual jihad, and hence not to decrease the impact of  conveyance of Islam, i.e., tebliğ, directed towards the people of da’wat (calling); 
• To resort to prayer, both in words and deeds, instead of prioritizing the results of human acts; 
• To adopt the principle of “the best stratagem is to be without stratagem” as their motto;
• To embrace the understanding of the spiritual jihad;
• To refrain from all sorts of behaviors and attitudes that may yield to oppression, cruelty, and the violation of the rights of others;
• To entertain the love of their schools and ways only, and abstain from the description of their identity through deficiencies and mistakes of others;
•  To keep the respect for truth above everything;
•  Last but not the least, positive action is an individual, social and non-political way of behavior based on the pillars of enthusiasm, patience, gratitude, sincerity and brotherhood.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  For a summary of these principles laid down in Said Nursi’s last lesson to his students, see Alavi, Seeds of Change, 162 ─ 63.] 

Positive action is a faith-based strategy developed against the domination of secularism via oppressive means in the dar-al Islam (realm of Islam), specifically in post-1908 Ottoman Turkey and the Kemalist Republic. It does not encompass everyday politics as a legitimate base and excludes any political end for its course of action. This does not mean the rejection of politics as a legitimate field of Muslim involvement, however. In the evolution of his lifetime, Said Nursi showed us three faces of positive action, involving individual, social and political realms, and putting to the fore any of them in accordance with Islamic expediency. Below I will try to briefly articulate the main components of the conception of the positive action.
1)  Politics of Non-Politics Based on Nonviolence
Said Nursi’s understanding of politics is based on the consideration that politics has secondary importance to faith service, inspired by the motto “the best stratagem is to be without stratagem.” It embraces no hidden agenda, and considers to be trusted by others in socio-political terms an essential asset. Thus he explains his withdrawal from politics during the New Said period of his life (the years of the single-party era) by pointing out the disappointment caused by his involvement in politics during the period of the Second Constitution in the Ottoman Empire, a period he would later call “the Old Said.” His political involvement in this period led him to conclude that political practice is full of lies, and amenable to hijacking by foreign influences. 
During the one-party era, he equated involvement in politics, understood as positionally determined political partisanship, with some sort of satanic evil. To him, there was no sense in taking a pro-government position given that he was neither a bureaucrat nor deputy. Taking the side of the opposition, on the other hand, might take two forms: with ideas or with force. Engaging in politics via ideas was pointless because all questions were crystal clear, and there was no space for democratic politics. Dealing with oppositional politics via the use of force, on the other hand, might lead to committing many sins for the sake of obtaining a doubtful goal. This conception of justice that leaves no room for violating the rights of the innocent led Said Nursi to withdraw from oppositional politics either through ideas or the use of force. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Nursi, “The Sixteenth Letter,” The Letters, 84 ─ 85.] 

The politicizing of Islam is something that Said Nursi avoids most. He prescribed to the principle that “the best stratagem is to be without stratagem,” an overt manifestation of his rejecting of any sense of holding a hidden agenda, i.e., takiyye. Consequently, he gives utmost importance to openness, transparency and trustworthiness. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  He replies to the accusations levelled against advising his students to be cautious by referring to the need to avoid miscommunication and trigger the biased perception of the ruling regime. See Nursi, “The Sixteenth Flash, The Fourth Curious Question,” The Flashes, 145.] 

In this paper, I prefer the term “peaceful” in characterizing Nursi’s method of opposition/disobedience against the despotic rule of the modernist-secularist and/or secular governments because I contend that it differs from the term “civil” in its view of the use of coercion through violent and/or nonviolent means, as well as in its “goals.” Positive action involves non-acceptance, non-practice, non-participation and non- cooperation of/with the unjust and oppressive rule imposed upon Muslim believers by the despotic rulers.[footnoteRef:11] The key concept against oppression is patience. In this sense, it can be said that it is the Muslim variant of passive resistance, though devoid of any political means and goals. Although it is ostensibly passive, it has proven to be the most active and successful strategy of disobedience in the long run, given the re-entrance of Islam into public life in present-day Turkey. [11:  Nursi, Kastamonu Supplement, 1675. ] 

What is excluded from positive action is as important as what it embodies. Positive action excludes the following courses of action in a conclusive way:
• Involvement in politics under Islamic banners (civil disobedience is political by nature); 
• The use of violence in opposition to despotic rules prevailing in the Muslim World; (satyāgraha-based understanding of civil disobedience categorically rejects the use of violence in any case of socio-political life);
• Attesting actual existence to causality as the working principle of nature and history, and behaving as such.
Said Nursi treats political parties independent of their positions in the political spectrum, be it governmental or oppositional, and sees them as organized forms of political struggle due to the fact that the target group of the faith movement covers adherents of all political parties except for aggressive atheists. He categorically rejects the physical jihad in dar-al Islam (the Muslim Realm) against other Muslims, however indifferent to Islam they might be. Instead, he preaches the spiritual/positive jihad, jihad with words and deeds instead of coercive or violent means. Unlike satyāgraha-based understanding of civil disobedience, however, positive action does not disdain the role of violence against aggression targeting the Muslim society from outside, and yields a thoroughly legitimate place to material jihad as a form of legitimate self-defense. A line of caution by Said Nursi, however, limits material jihad directed only to aggressor non-Muslims. Differently, the basic pattern of relation between Muslims and “civilized” non-Muslims is persuasion and dialogue, not compulsion. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Nursi, “Yedinci Cinayet”(Seventh Killing),  Divan-ı Harb-i Örfi, (Apology in the Marshal Court), 1922; Nursi, The Damascus Sermon, 85. ] 

Thus, setting himself against the secularist political stance of Kemalism that oppressed Islam, being denied the recognition of basic rights and liberties in de facto terms, and arbitrarily imprisoned and held back in exile for a period of 28 years, Bediuzzaman insistently avoided from any violent form of opposition against Kemalist one-party rule, did not express any interest in daily politics, and carefully protected himself against deliberate provocations by the government. His method of opposition to all this was positive action strategically structured by positive activism that centered on the active service of belief. 
2) Protection of Public Order through Observing Absolute Justice (Adalet-i mahza)
The positive action approach considers sinking a boat in which there are nine murderers and one innocent soul as a cruelty, and places the right to life in the matrix of absolute justice. Before justice, the right of one is equal to a thousand; there can be no difference. Right is right; it cannot be differentiated in accordance with its size. This understanding delimits the implementation of the principle of absolute necessity in the suspension of fundamental human rights. Bediuzzaman rejects the understanding that restricts the implementation of basic human rights upon the considerations that there is a mandatory state, like famine, drought, flood or war; he is against  to do so  by unilateral action without the consent of the concerned. In Said Nursi’s own words,
. . . Yes, there is a power in our way, but this is for maintaining public order. According to the principle of “No bearer of burdens can bear the burdens of another” (Qur’an, 6:164), the brother, the family, or children of a criminal cannot be held responsible for him. It is because of this that throughout my life I have endeavored with all my strength to maintain public order. This power may not be employed internally, but only against external aggression. Our duty in accordance with the above verse, is to assist the maintenance of internal order and security with all our strength. It is for this reason that within the Islamic World there have been very few civil wars damaging public order. . . . The most important condition of the jihad of the word is not interfering in Allah’s concerns; that is: “Our duty is to serve; its results are Almighty Allah’s concern. We are charged with carrying out our duty, and are obliged to do so.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Nursi, Jihad of the Word and Positive Action, 2 ─ 3.] 

3) Sabr (Patience) Against Oppression
Among points adressed by Said Nursi in his court defenses and letters to his followers are the rule of law, freedom of thought and expression, freedom of association, the confidentiality of private life, freedom of disssemination of thought, freedom of religion and conscience (this right includes that laicite be viewed as a principle of neutrality, the protection of the language of religions, the individual right to worship, maintenance of the mother tongue, non-imposition of a certain sect), freedom of travel and settlement, the right to petition, the individuality of crimes and punishment, putting into judgement not thoughts but actions, the definition of citizenship in terms of both rights and obligations, not to take religious education under state monopoly, treating plurality of ideas and opinions as a corollary of human existence, and the right to dissent. 
“The Six Questions” from his book Letters (Mektubat) is a manifesto of this position. Bediuzzaman remained patient in spite of continuous exiles and persecutions, and followed his proactive agenda instead of reacting to deliberate provocations by “deep elements” within the government. He lit a candle instead of swearing at darkness. That’s why, for example, he criticized the notorious Shaikh Said incident of 1925 and declined to curse the public prosecutor that insistently levelled unsubstantiated claims against him during the Afyon trial when he saw the public prosecutor walking together with his small girl, a crystal clear case of his immense compassion and sensitivity on avoiding to commit injustices against the innocent.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Nursi, Emirdağ Supplement II, 1914 ─ 15.] 

Thus, thanks to his positive action approach, Bediuzzaman showed patience in the face of cruelties committed against him and was able to preserve the legality and legitimacy of his moral ground.  This was so despite the arbitrary and oppressive treatment inflicted upon him.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  For an account provided by Said Nursi for his endurance of crude humiliations, see Nursi, ‘The Sixteenth Letter, Third Point,” Letters, 86 ─ 7.] 

4) Endeavor-Based Course of Action Instead of Result-Oriented Activism
Bediuzzaman’s positive action is centered upon the notion of sincerity (iḥlās) and encourages religious communities and associations, as well as individuals, to align themselves with their principles and acts, motivated by the love of their observances and methods, instead of using the mistakes and insufficiencies of others as a pretext for action/(re)action. This is the first, most important condition to preserve sincerity. In the  last lesson he delivered to his students, Bediuzzaman’s main emphasis was to act in accordance with the principle of positive action.  The interpretation of jihad as spiritual, both among Muslims and between Muslims and non-Muslims, with the exception of self-defense against non-Muslim aggressors, and the representation of Islam through the means of best contest based on persuasive argumentation comprise the moral ground of positive action.[footnoteRef:16] As a natural corollary of this, drawing upon the privity of crimes and punishments, all sorts of acts that may lead to the violation of others’ rights and public order are considered to be in conflict with the principle of positive action. [16:  See Quran, 16:125: “Invite (all) to the Way of thy Lord with wisdom and beautiful preaching; and argue with them in ways that are best and most gracious: for thy Lord knoweth best, who have strayed from His Path, and who received guidance.”] 


The concept of positive action recommends that in all acts and deeds, Muslim believers must be oriented toward good will and endeavors, not to the results thereof. This is like the journey of an ant who intended to visit the holy Ka’ba. What is important is not arriving at the Ka’ba, but heading towards it. The duty of man, therefore, is to be constantly endeavoring to attain the assent of Allah in his lifetime as much as he is able. The end result is determined by Allah Almighty. Muslims must avoid being result-oriented instead of effort-oriented, a kind of prayer(dua) in a de facto sense. This would secure the inner world of Muslims, and turns them into selim (sound and safe) people, feeling secure and being trustworthy.  
Bediuzzaman declared to us that “The Nur students belong only and exclusively to the movement of faith and Islam.”[footnoteRef:17] Accordingly, freedom before man leads to submission before Allah. In other words, those who resign from their will before Allah cannot accept the position of slavery to people, because, human beings are created free, but they still need to be the slaves of Allah (Abdallah). [footnoteRef:18] [17:  Nursi, Tarihçe-i Hayat, 2143. ]  [18:  Nursi, Damascus Sermon, 79. ] 

III. SABR TRADITION AND THE POSITIVE ACTION TODAY
In the history of Muslim societies, there have been three schools of political opposition, namely huruc(revolution), sabr (caution and patience), and temekkun (conditional revolution). All the schools justify their position by referring to their way of commanding the good and forbidding the evil. The first school is represented by Havaric and its modern variants as well as non-Imamiyye(Twelwers) Shiism. After the Iranian revolution of 1979, the Imamiyye Shias also joined to the ranks of the revolutionary approach. It is based on the proposition that it is obligatory for Muslims to oppose unjust ruler through using force in order to unseat him. The school of the sabr is the path of ahl as-sunnah wa l-jamāʻah and represents the mainstream approach. This line never justify the unjust behaviours of eimmet’ul cevr but satisfies itself by conveyance of the right and heartful dislike as its version of commanding the good and forbidding evil. The third school is that of temekkun(istita’). It is advocated mainly by the Mu’tazila. It asserts that if Muslims feel competent enough for getting success in order to unseat the despotic ruler, then it is imperative for them to do so.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  For  a succinct elaboration of the three schools of  “islamically justified” opposition observed in Muslim societies, see Nevin A. Mustafa,  İslam Siyasi Düşüncesinde Muhalefet (Opposition in Islamic Political Thought) trans. (Istanbul: Iz Publication, 1990), 183-306. ] 


Said Nursi’s positive action falls within the tradition of sabr, with its emphasis on non-practice and non-acceptance of unjust acts and actions of despotic rulers but not resorting to force in order to stop them. Instead, democratic politics is considered to be the Islamically justified and obligatory way of commanding the good and forbidding the evil in Muslim societies. Unlike many groups and individuals who mistakenly aimed to further the cause of Islam by negative means, i.e. by adopting the Havaric school of uprising, Said Nursi preached the positive action principle by renewing and fortifying the school of the sabr, and accordingly, the Nur students followed this principle. 
Thanks to adhering the school of the sabr, the one-party oppression could not eliminate Said Nursi despite its heavy demonization efforts, and its all provocations proved futile. Under the relatively liberal atmosphere of the Democrat Party governments, the open publication of the Risale-i Nur became possible after it had been cleared by the Afyon Court in 1956. Said Nursi encouraged the Democrat Party to lift non-democratic bans on Islamic life.  Nevertheless, Nursi and the Nur students were mocked and exposed to various forms of harassment, which made it difficult for them to make use of basic rights and liberties even in a relatively more democratic polity. It must be noted that the essential means of the positive course of action devised by Said Nursi in the struggle against the tyranny of aggressive atheism and irreligion are the nonmaterial jihad. 


IV.CONCLUDING REMARKS
By adopting the “current of belief” and endeavoring proactively for its spread without focusing on the end-results are assurances to work also for public order and tranquility.[footnoteRef:20] The key to success in spiritual terms is to be patient (sabr) against mistreatments and oppression and making use of democratic opportunities.[footnoteRef:21] The unfolding of sabr in the form of the positive action is framed within the prioritization of absolute justice to any other consideration, especially to attesting primacy to considerations centred on political power. Nursi’s point of departure is to save the belief pillars of the polity, the end result of which conceived to be public security that protected the innocent. Accordingly, due to the crimes, sins or mistakes committed by someone, the people related to him cannot be held responsible. The material power may be used outside the Muslim realm and against foreign aggression and attacks. Muslim believers are not obliged to secure the domination of Islamic teachings all around the World, but commissioned with the conveyance of the divine message in the best manner. Muslims can respond to the foreign aggressors with material power because all the holdings of the aggressors, including their women and children are related to them, while the relatives of the sinful Muslims are related to the Muslim community ─thanks to their Islamic faith─ and  cannot be the subject of booty. [footnoteRef:22] This difference between jihad inside, i.e., in the Muslim World and jihad outside, i.e., against aggressor non-Muslims, in other words spiritual and material jihad, is basic to the conception of positive action. Since the problem is defined to be spiritual, the solution too has to be spiritual. Politics may assume importance to the extent it relates to the betterment of faith service. Any action that may lead to the spread of injustices is deemed inappropriate even if this is rising against injustice.[footnoteRef:23] Protection of peace and tranquility and thus public order is a sine qua non of the principle of the positive action. All this may be warranted only by sticking to the principle of sabr. [20:  Şükran Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey. An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi. Albany: SUNY Press, 2005, 323 ─ 24. ]  [21:  Said Nursi summarized his position regarding positive action in his last lesson to the Nur students as follows: “We are obliged to be patient and grateful against all difficulties in the positive service to the faith, which yields the protection of the public order and security. 
“For instance, by taking myself as an example, since the beginning, I have not surrendered to domination and disgrace. This has become definite in many instances in my life.  For example, not to stand up before the Russian commander in the first World war, and not to attach importance to the questions addressed to me in the Marshal Court while I was under the threat of death penalty clearly demonstrate that I have not yielded to domination. On the other hand, for the sake of the truth of acting positively and keeping away from behaving negatively in order not to defy the Divine Discretion, I have responded to mistreatments inflicted on me with patience and compliance for thirty years. Like the prophet Cercis (PBUH) and those who suffered so much in the battles of Bedr and Uhud, I showed steadfastness and compliance . . .” Nursi, Emirdağ Supplement II, 1912.]  [22:  When Kurdish groups found themselves in the position of rising up against the new secular nationalist  regime, they decided to invite Said Nursi to join them in order to make use of his impact on the ordinary Kurds and take advantage of his leadership capability. Said Nursi refused their proposal and warned them that it is not legitimate for a Muslim to kill another Muslim by reminding them that both Turks and Kurds are Muslim. On moral ground, those who demand justice cannot commit injustices. The means and the aims should be in conformity with one another, and hence violating the rights of the innocent by use of violence cannot be justified. He refused to leave the country and expressed his clear will to stay in Turkey. See Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey, 180 ─ 83.]  [23:  Nursi, Emirdağ Supplement II, 1912 ─ 13.] 
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