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A good Supreme Court decision for the Ahmadis—but
what’s next?

The Chief Justice of the Supreme Court ordered the release of a man who had
distributed an Ahmadi commentary to the Holy Quran. A step in the right
direction, but problems remain.

By Massimo Introvigne

Bitter Winter (12.02.2024) - Reportedly, a poor miller who managed to win a case
against the all-powerful 18th-century King of Prussia Frederick the Great commented
“There is a judge in Berlin,” meaning a honest and impartial magistrate who would not be
intimidated by the government. We often read that this quote was invented by
playwright Bertolt Brecht, but it might have originated before him.

There is a judge in Islamabad, too. While the country was busy with the elections,
Pakistan’s Supreme Court Chief Justice Qazi Faez Isa issued on February 8 a positive, if
circumspect, ruling about the right of the persecuted Ahmadiyya community of printing
and disseminating the "“Tafseer-e-Sagheer,” the shorter version of the 10-volume
“Tafseer-e-Kabeer,” the commentary to the Holy Quran by Mirza Basheer-ud-Din
Mahmood Ahmad, the son and successor of Ahmadiyya founder Mirza Ghulam Ahmad.

A man called Mubarak Ahmed Sami had been arrested on January 7, 2023 for
disseminating the “Tafseer-e-Sagheer,” thus breaching a Punjab law of 2021 prohibiting
the printing and distributing of “heterodox” editions and commentaries of the Holy
Quran. The man claimed that he had distributed the book in 2019, when the law was not
yet in force.

Chief Justice Isa ordered the defendant, who had remained in jail for thirteen
months, immediately released against the posting of a symbolic bond of 5,000 rupees

($18).

The Chief Justice may have based its decision only on the fact that penal law cannot be
retroactive and asked the lower courts to consider whether the facts occurred in 2019 or
2022, but he went one step further.

He asked the courts of merit to meditate on religious liberty and on the Quranic teaching
(2:256) “There is no compulsion in religion.” As reported by “Dawn,” he said that “even
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) was told by Almighty Allah that he was
required to only convey the message and should not compel people to believe, as
stipulated in verses from Surah Ar-Ra’d and Surah Yunus.”
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“Freedom of faith—the decision says—is one of the fundamental tenets of Islam. But
sadly, in matters of religion tempers flare up and the Quranic mandate is forsaken...The
Holy Quran requires that all matters of significance should be pondered over and
reflected upon Surah An-Nahl (chapter 16), verse 44 and Surah Yunus (chapter 10),
verse 24... They should also have considered verse 9 of Surah al-Hijr (chapter 15) where
Allah says, ‘We have, without doubt, sent down the Message; and we will assuredly
guard it.”

Isa also observed that the principle “*no compulsion in religion” inspires Clause (a) of
Article 20 of the Constitution of Pakistan, stating that “every citizen shall have the right
to profess, practice and propagate his religion,” Clause (b) of the same Article 20, which
adds that “every religious denomination and every sect thereof shall have the right to
establish, maintain and manage its religious institutions,” and Article 22’s prescription
that “no religious community or denomination shall be prevented from providing religious
instruction for pupils of that community or denomination in any educational institution
maintained wholly by that community or denomination.” “These fundamental rights
cannot be derogated from, circumvented or diluted... The functionaries of the state
[should have] heeded the Holy Quran, considered the Constitution and examined the
law.”

The defendant is not off the hook and his trial will continue. Isa, however, did not limit
his examination of the case to the non-retroactivity of criminal laws. He affirmed a
broader principle of religious liberty, including the right to transmit one’s faith through
appropriate means—and books.

Yet, Isa knows very well that there are laws in Pakistan explicitly targeting the Ahmadis
and that the attitude of local police and courts is governed by politics rather than by law
only. Isa’s affirmation of freedom of religion is a step in the right direction, but more is
needed to align Pakistan with full-blown democracies where religious liberty is recognized
to unpopular minorities as well.

Islamic studies no longer compulsory for Pakistan's non-
Muslims

By Kamran Chaudhry

UCA News (24.01.2024) - The Pakistani government has decided that the study of
Islam is no longer compulsory for non-Muslim students in Pakistan.

In a notification on Jan. 22, the Ministry of Federal Education and Professional Training
approved a new curriculum, which makes studying Islam non-compulsory for Christian,
Bahai, Buddhist, Hindu, Sikh, and Zoroastrian students in the Islamic nation.

The Religious Education Curriculum 2023 for Grades 1 to Grade 12 will be introduced
from the next academic year in 2024-2025.
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The Catholic Church has been urging the government to make provision for non-Muslim
students to receive religious education in their faith instead of Islamiat, which comprises
courses on Islamic beliefs and practices.

Naeem Yousaf Gill, director of the National Commission of Justice and Peace, the rights
body of the Pakistani bishops’ council, welcomed the development.

“We appreciate the government for involving Catholic bishops in developing the syllabus
of Christianity. However, its monitoring and implementation is another challenge. Policies
for minorities often flop in our country,” he told UCA News.

Pakistan has one of the lowest budgetary allocations for education in South Asia. The
nation allotted 1.7 percent of its GDP for education in the fiscal year 2022-23 against 1.4
percent earlier.

“The long-term process will require training of teachers and a salary structure,” Gill
observed.

In 2020, the provincial Punjab government made it compulsory for Muslim students to
study the Quran, and non-Muslim students were asked to study ethics in lieu of Islamiat
from Grade 3.

Jaipal Chhabria, president of the Pakistan Hindu Forum, rejected teaching religious
studies in educational institutes.

“Civilized nations don’t do it. It was never the vision of our founding father [Mohammed
Ali Jinnah],” he said.

“You are free, you are free to go to your temples. You are free to go to your mosques or
any other places of worship in this state of Pakistan,” Jinnah had said in a speech to the
nation after independence from Britain.

“In an environment where the majority thinks its religion is superior, it is impossible for a
Muslim teacher to teach Christianity or Hinduism,” said Chhabria.

In the last national census of 2017, Pakistan had 2.6 million Christians who made up
1.27 percent of a population of 207 million. Hindus were at 1.73 percent.

Human Rights Without Frontiers FORB Newsletter | Pakistan W



