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Abstract

Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari is one of the most prominent religious reformist thinkers in contemporary Iran who, through his transition
from traditional jurisprudence to the realm of modern theology, has played a pivotal role in the development of a hermeneutical
interpretation of religion. The present study, adopting an analytical-philosophical and theological approach, examines the trajectory of
Shabestari’s intellectual evolution from his seminary education to his period of theorizing on “faith, freedom, and the human interpretation
of revelation.” The article focuses on two fundamental dimensions: first, his epistemological transformation from juridical reasoning to
philosophical hermeneutics, and second, his explanation of revelation, faith, and religious interpretation in relation to reason and freedom.
Drawing upon Shabestari’s major works, including Hermeneutics, the Book, and the Tradition; Faith and Freedom; and A Critique of the
Official Reading of Religion, as well as critical discussions by Abdolkarim Soroush, Arash Naraghi Dabbagh, and Mostafa Malekian, it
is demonstrated that Shabestari’s thought occupies a position at the intersection of existentialist faith-oriented theology and philosophical
hermeneutics. Inspired by the works of Hans-Georg Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur, and Friedrich Schleiermacher, he concludes that religious
understanding is possible only within a historical and human horizon and that revelation should be reinterpreted as a “dialogue within the
Prophet’s human experience.” Consequently, the “official reading of religion,” which claims direct access to divine truth, gives way to a
“historical and human understanding of the divine message.” The findings of this study indicate that Shabestari’s intellectual evolution
represents not merely a personal transformation but also, to a significant extent, a manifestation of the broader transformation of religious
knowledge in contemporary Iran. This transformation reexamines the foundations of traditional theology in light of modern rationality
and provides a theoretical defense of faith, freedom, and the critique of religious authority.
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Extended Abstract

Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari is recognized as one of the foremost religious reformist thinkers in
contemporary Iran, whose intellectual trajectory illustrates a profound shift from traditional Shiite
jurisprudence to modern philosophical theology. His thought emerged in the late twentieth century amidst the
social, political, and intellectual transformations that accompanied the modernization of Iranian society.
Shabestari’s early formation in the seminaries of Tabriz and Qom provided him with a rigorous grounding in
classical jurisprudential methods, yet even during his seminary studies, he exhibited a preoccupation with the
relationship between religious faith and historical context, anticipating the central concerns of his later work
(1). This period laid the epistemological foundation for his later inquiries into the interplay between reason,
revelation, and human interpretation, highlighting the intrinsic connection between faith and freedom that
would become the hallmark of his philosophical project. His initial engagement with classical figh instilled a
methodological precision in interpreting religious texts, but the exposure to Western philosophical traditions,
particularly during his studies in Germany, catalyzed a transformation in his understanding of religion,
suggesting that the comprehension of divine revelation could not be separated from historical and linguistic
contexts (2).

During the 1970s, Shabestari’s sojourn in Germany proved pivotal in shaping his intellectual orientation
toward hermeneutics and modern theology. Immersed in the study of Christian theology and Western
philosophy, he engaged deeply with the works of Karl Barth, Rudolf Bultmann, Paul Tillich, Hans-Georg
Gadamer, and Paul Ricoeur, integrating insights from existential philosophy and phenomenology into his own
epistemological framework (4, 9). This engagement allowed him to reconceptualize revelation not as a static
set of divine propositions but as a dynamic, dialogical process occurring within the lived experience of the
prophet and interpreted historically by the faithful. Drawing upon Gadamer’s notion of understanding in a
historical horizon and Ricoeur’s hermeneutical phenomenology, Shabestari emphasized that religious
comprehension is inherently temporal and contingent, situated within both human language and cultural
context (3). This epistemological pivot challenged the traditional figh-centered paradigm, in which divine law
was approached as an objective and timeless repository of norms, and instead positioned interpretation as a
historically situated and dialogical activity that engages both reason and faith (1).

Shabestari’s principal contributions can be traced through three seminal works: A Critique of the Official
Reading of Religion, Faith and Freedom, and Sharia and Modern Human Thought (1, 6, 8). These texts
collectively explore the epistemological, ethical, and theological implications of a hermeneutical approach to
religion. Central to his argument is the notion that the interpretation of sacred texts must account for historical
and linguistic conditions, challenging any claim of a monolithic or absolute religious reading. Shabestari
contends that faith is meaningful only when it is freely embraced, emphasizing that coercion or imposition
undermines the authenticity of religious experience. The interrelation of faith and freedom constitutes the
ethical backbone of his hermeneutical theology, which seeks to reconcile existential responsibility with rational
inquiry (7). Moreover, he critiques conventional interpretations that claim direct and unmediated access to
divine truth, arguing instead for an understanding that situates revelation within the human and historical
domain, thereby bridging traditional Islamic theology and modern hermeneutical approaches (3).

A key aspect of Shabestari’s methodology is the reconstruction of the concept of revelation itself. He proposes
a model in which revelation is experienced as a human-linguistic event rather than a purely metaphysical
transmission. This conception allows for a dialogical understanding of divine communication, where the
meaning of revelation emerges through interpretive engagement with the text and historical circumstances of
both the prophet and the believer (11). Such a framework challenges the conventional theological dichotomy
between authority and interpretation by establishing a horizontal structure in which the faithful actively
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participate in meaning-making. Through this approach, Shabestari situates Islamic theology within a broader
philosophical discourse, integrating concepts from existentialism and phenomenology while remaining rooted
in Shiite intellectual traditions (12, 13). His emphasis on interpretation as a dialogical, human-centered process
positions him as a pioneering figure in the development of a modern, non-authoritarian theology in Iran.

The epistemological underpinnings of Shabestari’s hermeneutical theology are further clarified through three
interrelated principles: first, the transition from juridical objectivity to interpretive understanding, in which
religious knowledge is acknowledged as always mediated by historical and cultural context; second, the
conceptualization of religious knowledge as dialogical, wherein comprehension arises from the interaction
between interpreter and text rather than from unilateral revelation; and third, the replacement of certainty-
based religious knowledge with faith-oriented trust and existential engagement, which frames belief as an
active, interpretive, and historically situated stance (1, 3). Collectively, these principles illustrate how
Shabestari bridges classical jurisprudence and modern hermeneutics, providing a framework in which religious
understanding is both critically reflective and experientially grounded (2, 4).

Shabestari’s contributions are also significant in their practical implications for contemporary Islamic thought.
By reconceiving revelation as dialogical and historical, he simultaneously critiques institutionalized
interpretations of Islam and promotes a vision of religious practice that is both participatory and morally
responsible. This approach redefines the relation between faith and reason, asserting that religious knowledge
is not a static inheritance but a dynamic process in which individual believers engage with the divine message
through ethical reflection and historical awareness (6). Moreover, his integration of Western hermeneutical
theory with Islamic theological principles exemplifies a method of intellectual cross-fertilization that maintains
fidelity to Shiite tradition while embracing the analytical and interpretive tools of modern philosophy (5, 8).
In conclusion, the intellectual evolution of Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari represents a systematic and
innovative effort to reconcile traditional Islamic jurisprudence with the epistemological demands of modern
hermeneutics and philosophical theology. His work establishes a framework in which faith, reason, and
freedom are mutually constitutive, and in which the interpretation of revelation is inherently historical,
linguistic, and dialogical. By positioning religious knowledge as a participatory and interpretive endeavor,
Shabestari provides a model for contemporary Islamic thought that is simultaneously faithful to tradition and
responsive to the ethical and cognitive challenges of the modern world. His intellectual project exemplifies
how classical theological training can be transformed through engagement with modern philosophical
discourse, producing a theology that is critical, reflective, and experientially grounded while remaining deeply
rooted in the Shiite intellectual heritage.
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