Volume 3, Issue 2, Year 2025

1P Jlo pgd 0 lous ¢pow 0499

Islamic Knowledge and Insight

An Examination of the Efforts of Religious
Modernism Regarding the Possibility of
Religious Life in the Modern World with

Emphasis on the Views of Abdolkarim
Soroush and Mostafa Malekian

1. Pejman Yari: PhD Student of Philosophy of Religion, Payam Noor
University, Tehran, Iran

2. Ali Parimi*: Assistant Professor, Faculty of Theology, Payam Noor
University, Tehran, Iran. (Email: a.parimi@pnu.ac.ir)

3. Jalal Peykani: Associate Professor, Department of Philosophy, Payam
Noor University, Tehran, Iran

4. Mahdi Khademi: Assistant Professor, Theology Department, Payam
Noor, Tehran, Iran

o Nl O gucs g S y2o

o ) OCol 0 3Ly L G&:“v\:ly &W vy
S lus ST 9 4T b e Olgs 33 (90
Obslo Al § (w9 g

Ol 05 €555 play o885 3 il (65575 (5 gmeils 10651 O3y )

05 by o8l ¢ oDl (3 ylan s Sl oSl ¢ gDl aslae 05,5 Skl oy 5 o ¥
@.parimi@pnu.ac.ir s s S cu) 011 Ol

Ol 05 5 ply oS el 05,5 5Lkl 1 SIS Iol ¥

Ol g s ply bl o3 8 skl 1 sl sga ¥

Abstract

The current disenchanted and modern world possesses
elements that appear to be in conflict with the components of
traditional religious life. Religious modernism, as one of the
prominent approaches, acknowledges these conflicts and
seeks to provide, through a rational interpretation of religion,
the possibility of a desirable religious life within the modern
world. Among the most influential figures of religious
modernism in Iran’s intellectual, religious, and philosophical
community are Abdolkarim Soroush and Mostafa Malekian.
This article, employing a descriptive-analytical method and
a case study of the works of these two religious modernists,
aims to critically examine the strengths and weaknesses of
the religious modernist approach to religious life in the
modern world. The findings of the study indicate that while
religious modernism does not hinder the presence of the
sacred in an individual's life, this approach faces relative
failure in practically establishing a religious way of life.

Keywords: Religious Modernism, Traditional Religious
Life, Modern World, Malekian, Soroush
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In the context of the modern world—defined by

rationalism, secularism, and anthropocentrism—
the traditional modalities of religious life have
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encountered significant epistemological and
practical challenges. The collapse of metaphysical
certainties and the dominance of empirical
knowledge have introduced a form of cultural
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disenchantment that has estranged modern
individuals from premodern religious frameworks.
In response, the intellectual current known as
religious modernism has emerged as a critical
attempt to reconcile the permanence of the sacred
with the demands of modern sensibilities. This
current argues for a rational, experience-
compatible interpretation of religion, emphasizing
critical inquiry and human agency. Within the
Iranian intellectual milieu, Abdolkarim Soroush
and Mostafa Malekian are two prominent thinkers
who, although differing in nuance and method,
represent the spectrum of religious modernist
engagement with the question of how to sustain a
meaningful religious life in a modern secular
society. They reject the traditional model of
religious life premised on uncritical obedience to
clerical authority and legalistic piety, proposing
instead a form of religiosity that aligns with modern
values such as autonomy, rational scrutiny, and
moral universalism (Malekian, 2015; Soroush,
2011). By evaluating their philosophical positions,
this study sheds light on the feasibility and
limitations of religious modernism in navigating
the existential and spiritual needs of contemporary
individuals, particularly in the Iranian context,
where the dissonance between religious heritage
and modern expectations is both acute and
politically sensitive.

Traditional religious life, as conceived in classical
Islamic thought, emphasizes submission to divine
law, the centrality of sacred tradition, and the
institutional authority of religious scholars. Its
foundational elements—such as otherworldliness,
sanctity, metaphysical absolutism, and legal-moral
rigor—stand in tension with the modern worldview
that esteems empirical knowledge, individual
autonomy, and historical consciousness
(Malekian, 2023; Pour Motahari, 2022). The
thinkers in this study consider this tension
insurmountable within the traditional framework.
Malekian, for instance, categorically denies the
possibility of living a religious life in its classical
form under modern conditions. He argues that the
modern subject is characterized by a rational

\n

disposition, skeptical attitude toward metaphysical
narratives, and a demand for internal coherence and
personal authenticity, none of which harmonize
with the premodern ethos of doctrinal submission
and clerical mediation (Ranjbar et al., 2023).
Similarly, Soroush contends that the religious
sensibility must evolve to remain viable; otherwise,
it risks becoming a relic of a bygone age. His
doctrine of the "expansion and contraction of
religious knowledge™ asserts that religious
understanding is historically contingent and must
be reformulated in light of modern epistemologies
(Soroush, 1998). In this view, the failure of
traditional religiosity to adapt stems from its
intransigence and unwillingness to acknowledge
the evolving nature of human understanding. Both
thinkers thus position religious modernism as a
necessary intellectual and spiritual reorientation,
rather than a luxury, if religion is to maintain
relevance in modern lives.

Malekian’s
summarized as “rationality and spirituality,” seeks
to preserve the meaningfulness of life through a
non-dogmatic, reason-based spirituality that can
include a religious component if and only if it
passes rational scrutiny (Malekian, 2001a). He
posits that a rational religious life must not be
founded on uncritical acceptance or inherited
dogma but rather on personal conviction grounded
in reason and ethical consistency. This view gives
rise to the concept of "rational religiosity,” which
he considers the only legitimate form of religious
life for modern individuals. Rational religiosity, in
this formulation, requires internal autonomy, moral
integrity, and a spiritual orientation that contributes
to individual well-being without resorting to
authoritarian structures or unverifiable
metaphysics (Malekian, 2023). In practice, this
results in a minimalist, inward-oriented approach to
religious life, where beliefs are tools for personal
development rather than metaphysical assertions of
universal truth. For Soroush, the transformation of
religious life involves a more epistemological shift.
He calls for a hermeneutics of religion that
prioritizes moral and philosophical interpretation

philosophical ~ project,  often
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over jurisprudential literalism. In his view,
religious doctrines must be reinterpreted to align
with modern values like pluralism, democracy, and
human rights, which he believes are not inherently
in conflict with the spiritual essence of religion
(Soroush, 2011). By advocating for a dynamic and
reformable understanding of religion, he creates a
space in which faith is not discarded but
transfigured to suit the moral imagination and
cognitive horizons of modern individuals.
However, both Soroush and Malekian confront the
accusation that their proposed religious life—
however rational and personalized—may lack the
metaphysical intensity or communal identity that
traditional religiosity affords. Critics argue that
their versions of religious life are too
individualistic, overly  rationalized, and
insufficiently anchored in the transcendent, thereby
reducing religion to a private ethical system or
psychological therapy (Naraqi, 2016). Malekian
responds to this critique by emphasizing that belief
in the sacred or divine does not necessarily require
a metaphysical encounter but can be expressed
through a deep-seated conviction that transforms
one’s ethical orientation and life purpose. He
references thinkers like William James and Rudolf
Otto to support the idea that the sacred can be
apprehended not only through mystical experience
but also through rational belief and existential
commitment (Otto, 1923). Similarly, Soroush
asserts that the presence of the sacred in life need
not be grounded in metaphysical dogma but can
manifest through moral seriousness and the
cultivation of spiritual sensibility. Both thinkers
argue, in their own ways, that rational religiosity is
not a secularized reduction of religion but an
evolved form that seeks coherence with the modern
condition. Still, they acknowledge the practical
challenges of translating these ideals into
widespread social practice. The intellectual
sophistication and abstract nature of their proposals
often alienate lay believers, especially in societies
where religion remains closely tied to identity,
communal norms, and political power (Malekian,
2015; Soroush, 2011).

AN

The study also examines the broader sociocultural
implications of religious modernism in Iran, where
the state and religious institutions remain heavily
intertwined. One of the main criticisms leveled
against religious modernism is its limited impact on
the everyday religiosity of ordinary citizens.
Despite the intellectual clarity of its doctrines,
religious modernism has struggled to establish
itself as a popular movement capable of inspiring
mass adherence or institutional change. This is due
in part to the fragmented nature of the movement
itself, where various thinkers diverge significantly
on theological and methodological issues. For
instance, some consider Malekian to have
distanced himself from the category of "religious
modernist" altogether, preferring the label of
"spiritual philosopher.” Moreover, the lack of
institutional support, the elitist tone of much
religious modernist literature, and the antagonism
from traditionalist and conservative sectors have all
impeded its broader social acceptance (Soroush,
2019). To remain viable, religious modernism must
not only refine its theoretical frameworks but also
develop strategies for wider dissemination and
practical application. This includes engaging more
actively with educational systems, utilizing digital
media for outreach, and fostering dialogue with
religious institutions rather than opposing them
outright. Without such strategies, the ideals of
religious modernism may remain confined to
academic debates and elite intellectual circles.

In conclusion, while religious modernism—
especially in the works of Soroush and Malekian—
offers a compelling reimagining of religious life in
the modern world, its capacity to effectuate
widespread transformation remains limited. Its
emphasis on rationality, ethics, and spiritual
inwardness aligns well with the intellectual
demands of modernity but risks estrangement from
the emotional and communal dimensions of
traditional faith. Nonetheless, it succeeds in
preserving the possibility of a meaningful religious
life that neither capitulates to dogmatic literalism
nor relinquishes the sacred altogether. By
repositioning religion as a dynamic, interpretive,
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and morally engaged endeavor, religious
modernism charts a path that is both intellectually
honest and spiritually enriching. Future efforts in
this direction must focus on overcoming the
dichotomy between elite and popular religiosity,
and on building bridges between critical religious
thought and the lived realities of believers. Only
then can the project of rational religiosity move
beyond the pages of philosophical texts into the
practices of everyday life.
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