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The fresco Triumph of St Thomas and Allegory of the Sciences in the Church of Santa Maria 

Novella in Florence, by the Florentine painter Andrea da Firenze (Andrea Bonaiuti; fl ourished 

between 1343-1377). Ibn Rushd is depicted with two other ‘defeated heretics’, Sabellius and 

Arius, sitting at the feet of Thomas Aquinas (c. 1224-1274). Photo Credit: Corbis.
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Europe paid a bloody price to reach the point of democracy and human 

rights that we have now. See I am here in Leiden – speaking as a grand 

mufti, freely and academically in Europe [...]

 How many generations had to pay the price to ensure that Ibn Rushd is 

not positioned underneath Thomas of Aquino anymore? Now he is here, 

with his picture telling me: This is your predecessor, your great grandfa-

ther. You should be proud of him and place him above instead of below. 

So know how much blood had to be shed for the Europeans to be ready to 

come to this stage. And because of that the Europeans do not allow any-

one to break these democracy and human rights rules. 

Dr. Mustafa Ceric, Grand Mufti of Bosnia-Herzegovina, in an interview 

with the Nederlands Islamitische Omroep, aired March , , on the 

occasion of the conference Academic Freedom and Religious Freedom: 

Tensions and Compromises in the Coexistence of Two Fundamental Rights 

held in Leiden on  and  February . 

Muslim Clergy.indd   5 3-12-2007   16:04:59



Muslim Clergy.indd   6 3-12-2007   16:04:59





 Table of Contents

 Preface and acknowledgments 

 W B. D  P S  K

 Academic and Religious Freedom: An Introduction 

Part One – Academic Freedom and the Study of Religion

 E MM

 Academic Freedom and Competing Authorities:

 Historical Reflections 

 R M

 Freedom of Thought and the Authority of Tradition in

 Modern Jewish Philosophy: The Cases of Spinoza

 and Mendelssohn 

 W B. D

 Academic Freedom and the Symbolic Significance

 of Evolution 

 U R 

 The Dismissal of A.J. Wensinck from the Royal Academy 

 of the Arabic Language in Cairo 

Muslim Clergy.indd   7 3-12-2007   16:04:59





 H J  J 

 The Historical Method of Biblical Interpretation:

 Its Nature, Use, Origin and Limitations 

 N H A-Z

 Trial of Thought: Modern Inquisition in Egypt 

 Appendix: My Testimony on the Case of Abu Zayd,

 by Mona Zulficara 

 M M

 Academic Freedom in Islamic Studies and the Surveillance by 

 Muslim Activists in Indonesia 

 A  J

 Historians of Religion as Agents of Religious Change 

 B D 

 A Passing Storm or a Structural Shift? Challenges to

 Academic Freedom in the United States after September  

 T J

 In the Wake of the Cartoon Crisis: Freedom of Expression

 of Academics in Denmark 

Part Two – The Academic Training of Muslim Clergy in Europe

 M C

 History of the Institutionalized Training of Imams

 in Bosnia-Herzegovina 

 Appendix : The waqfiyyah (constitution) of the

 Ghazi Husrev-bey Madrasa () 

 Appendix : A Draft Proposal for the Ghazi Husrev-bey

 University 

 P S  K

 The Training of Imams by the Third Reich 

 Appendix: Extract of a document from the Bundesarchiv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Muslim Clergy.indd   8 3-12-2007   16:04:59





 M M. G

 The Academic Training of Imams: Recent Discussions

 and Initiatives in the Netherlands 

 F O

 Non-Formal Islamic Higher Education in the Netherlands:

 With Some Comparative Notes on France and the

 United Kingdom 

 E A

 Islamic Religious Pedagogy at the University of Vienna 

 Appendix: Overview of the Study Modules 

 B S J

 Legitimizing Islamic Theology at European Universities 

 Y S Y P 

 The Training Programme of Imams in Italy 

 Index 

 Contributors 

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Muslim Clergy.indd   9 3-12-2007   16:04:59



Muslim Clergy.indd   10 3-12-2007   16:04:59





Preface and acknowledgements

In September , the Faculty of Religious Studies of Leiden University 

– itself a public university – started a bachelor and master programme in 

Islamic Theology. This development formed a major incentive to organize 

a conference on Academic Freedom and Religious Freedom: Tensions and 

Compromises in the Coexistence of Two Fundamental Rights, held on  

and  February  in Leiden in the most interesting setting of Natura-

lis, a museum of natural history. * e volume presented here off ers most of 

the lectures and a few additional contributions, invited to provide a more 

balanced consideration of recent developments in the training of imams in 

Europe. * e training of Muslim clergy in the context of modern academic 

life was a major dimension of the conference, correlating with the recent 

establishment of the programme of Islamic * eology in the Faculty of Reli-

gious Studies. However, this was a sub-theme in the conference as a whole, 

as questions of the combination of confessional and academic identity gave 

rise to more general refl ections on academic freedom, religious freedom, 

and the academic study of religion in contemporary contexts.

 The Minister of Education at the time of preparation, Mrs. Maria van 

der Hoeven, had addressed on various occasions, both in the Netherlands 

and abroad, issues of religion, higher education, and the development of 

Islam in European and other contexts. Her interest in these issues pro-

vided an additional stimulus for the conference. As she left office as Min-

ister of Education when a new cabinet took office just a week before the 

conference, she did not participate in the conference itself. However, we 

want to express our gratitude to the Minister and to the staff of the Min-

istry of Education for financial and moral support when organizing this 

conference.
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The editors also want to express their thanks to two assistant editors, 

Abdurraouf Oueslati and Anne Marieke Schwencke, who did a most sub-

stantial amount of work both in preparation for the conference and in 

the editorial process resulting in this book, as well as the translation of 

the German contribution of Ednan Aslan. Without their efforts the book 

would not have been the way it is, nor would it have arrived at the time it 

does. We also thank the staff of Leiden University Press for their coopera-

tion in producing this book on an issue of genuine relevance in our time.

Leiden, November , 

Willem B. Drees and Pieter Sjoerd van Koningsveld
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 The Academic Training of Imams

 Recent Discussions and Initiatives in the Netherlands

Mohammed M. Ghaly, Lecturer in Islamic � eology, 
Leiden University

Three main parties have always been involved in the issue of training 
imams in the Netherlands, namely, the government, the academic educa-
tional institutions, and Muslims. The two fundamental rights of academic 
freedom and religious freedom were always present in the theoretical dis-
cussions and debates as well as in the practical establishment of three 
recently established academic programmes funded by the government in 
the framework of training imams.
 This paper is going to trace, in broad lines, the main developments of 
training imams working in the Netherlands which started almost twen-
ty-five years ago and then recently crystallized in establishing three new 
programmes at the Vrije Universiteit (VU) in Amsterdam, Leiden Univer-
sity and the Higher Vocational School, Inholland. At the end, this paper 
presents an overview of these programmes besides a short sketch of other 
Muslim initiatives in this regard.
 This paper is restricted to tertiary education, viz., university and high-
er vocational education. Discussions on training imams at lower educa-
tional levels have remained theoretical and fall outside scope.

 Historical Survey

Discussions on training imams in the Netherlands can be divided into 
three main periods:

Muslim Clergy.indd   369 3-12-2007   16:05:51



 PART  – THE ACADEMIC TRAINING OF MUSLIM CLERGY IN EUROPE

First Initiative: The s

The first suggestions to train imams in the Netherlands was made by the 
Waardenburg Committee in . The committee, at the request of what 
was known at the time as the Ministry of Welfare, Public Health and Cul-
ture (Ministerie van Welzijn, Volksgezondheid en Cultuur), was to search 
the need for religious facilities among foreign workers. One of the com-
mittee’s conclusions was that an imam training programme is desirable. 
Such a programme would help the imported imams from the countries of 
origin express themselves in Dutch and gain adequate knowledge about 
the position of Muslims in Western industrialized society. Preliminary 
trials were also introduced in this period. For instance, from the begin-
ning of the s till , there was a project of an upgrading course 
jointly organized by Turkish organizations and the Dutch government un-
der the title of ‘How does Islam function in a Western context?’.

Serious Proposals: The s

On November , , the Mulder-van Dam motion, calling for studying 
the possibilities of an imam training programme in the Netherlands, was 
submitted to the Second Chamber of the Dutch Parliament. The motion 
was taken seriously by the government. However, until the end of , 
the Ministry of Education declared that no concrete requests for institut-
ing such a programme have been received on the part of Muslim organi-
zations.

 On March , , a round-table discussion was organized by the Min-
istry of Education between representatives of Muslim organizations and 
those of relevant educational institutions. On May , , the Minister 
of Education reported, on the basis of the round-table conclusion, that 
the Muslim community was interested in an imam training programme 
starting at the secondary educational level and followed by one on the 
tertiary level. 

 In , Dr. Nico Landman, Utrecht University, was requested by the 
Ministry of Education to conduct an exhaustive study on the opportuni-
ties and obstacles of creating a Dutch imam training programme. This 
study was published in December . On January , , the State 
Secretary of Education presented the aforementioned report of Landman 
to the Second Chamber of the Parliament. On this occasion, five main 
points of strategic importance concerning the issue of training imams 
were presented. They focused on: a) cooperating with other countries 
like Morocco and Turkey; b) regulating an inburgeringscursus for imams 
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as long as the prospective imam training programme had not yet been re-
alized; c) studying the further developments of the next generations with-
in the ethnic groups and their influence on the form of mosque boards in 
the future; d) starting a scholarly dialogue with Islam. The then to-be-es-
tablished institute, the Netherlands Institute for the Study of Islam in the 
Modern World, was expected to play a role in this respect and e) keeping 
in mind the recommendations of the Landman Report especially those 
with relevance to the secondary education.

 In , the government formed a committee to study three main pos-
sibilities for an imam training programme, viz., a) preparatory courses for 
imams coming to work in the Netherlands. Such courses were to be given 
in the country of origin before leaving for the Netherlands. b) Introducing 
a course in Dutch citizenship (inburgeringscursus) tailored for religious 
leaders coming from outside the European Economic Area (EEA), and c) 
introducing an upgrading course (bijscholings cursus) for imams already 
working in the Netherlands. These proposals crystallized into a series 
of such courses continuing till the present day. Thus, imams sent by the 
Turkish government are given a course in the Dutch language and culture 
before coming to the Netherlands.
 In January , foreign imams who work temporarily in the Nether-
lands were obliged to follow an inburgeringscursus. For them, the course 
involved not only the regular programme for every newcomer, but in-
cluded also teachings on religion and society as well. Under large national 
and international media attention, the first course started in September 
. Such courses are now also given to teachers of language and reli-
gion active in the Muslim communities in the Netherlands.

Complete Training Programmes: The st Century

On January , , the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of the 
Major Cities and Integration Policy formed a committee to study the pos-
sibilities of creating a complete imam training programme and of funding 
this programme. The committee submitted the advice on July ,  
and the report was published in December .

 In December , the Ministry of Education invited proposals for a 
national imam training programme in exist ing institutions. The academ-
ic year - witnessed the start of the first programme at the Vrije 
Universitieit (VU) in Amsterdam. The next academic year, -, 
two more programmes started, one in Leiden University, the other in the 
Higher Vocational School (HBO) Inholland.
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 The Dutch Legacy

One central factor of making an imam training programme a typical solu-
tion to improve the integration of imams and Muslims in general in the 
Dutch society, certainly is the Dutch legacy of ‘pillarisation’ (verzuiling) 
and its relevance to theological education with the two main educational 
systems of simplex-ordo and duplex-ordo.
 Pillarisation (verzuiling) is a term used to describe the way the Dutch 
and Belgians used to deal with their ‘multicultural’ (but not multiethnic) 
societies. Society was ‘vertically’ divided in several smaller segments or 
‘pillars’ according to different religious confessions, political ideologies 
or life philosophies, which operated separately from each other allowing, 
however, for cooperation and negotiations at their top levels. These pil-
lars all had their own social institutions: their own newspapers, broad-
casting organisations, political parties, hospitals, schools, universities, 
etc.

 The legislation of  outlined the basic relationship between church 
and state in regard to education. The theological faculties at Dutch public 
universities had originally been Reformed Church but with the formal 
separation of church and state, the chosen solution was to have what could 
be called a ‘public theology’ at the state universities, while confessional 
training was placed at seminaries run by the churches ‘at but not part of ’ 
the universities. This model is called duplex-ordo and was intended to 
free the universities of con fessional ties.

 However, some of the churches objected to the notion that the study of 
the word of God could be neutral and favoured an integral study of theol-
ogy, within a university environment. For this reason, the Free University 
(Vrije Universiteit) was founded in . This model is known as the sim-

plex-ordo.

 It was therefore, in the Dutch society, a logical option to build on the 
above-mentioned legacy to solve the problem of the academic training 
of spiritual leaders of Muslims (imams), both following the simplex-ordo 

model as well as that of the duplex-ordo.
 The main obstacles standing in the way of realizing such solutions can 
be divided into three categories a) those pertinent to the Dutch secular 
system, b) those related to Muslims themselves and c) those joint obsta-
cles.
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 The Dutch Secular System

Due to the secular structure of Dutch society where separation between 
state and church is a main principle, the government cannot initiate re-
ligious education itself. Additionally, in the Law of the Denominations 
(Wet op de kerkgenootschappen) it was laid down that the state must re-
frain from interfering in internal matters of these associations including 
the appointment of clerical officials. In , this law was replaced by 
the Law of Public Manifestations (Wet openbare manifestaties) stating 
that each denomination has ‘... the total freedom to regulate anything that 
concerns their religion and the practice of it in their own circle’ as guar-
anteed by the revised Constitution of , particularly the first and sixth 
articles.

 However, within the prevailing ‘pillar system’, institutions within a giv-
en ‘pillar’ can obtain official recognition, which also implies financial sup-
port for a religious training programme for clergymen. This, however, 
requires the existence of a specific cooperation partner representing the 
people of that denomination that consults with the government and takes 
full responsibility of the programme.

 In the case of Muslims, such a cooperation partner was lacking. This 
situation played an important role in the discussions concerning the pos-
sibility of the government taking part in the imam training programmes 
and whether this would harm the principle of separation between church 
and state.
 One party stated that government should remain neutral in this issue. 
Initiatives should come first from Muslim organizations. On the basis of 
the separation between the church and the state, the government should 
be confined to the responsive role. It should wait for proposals submitted 
by Muslim organizations and educational institutions and can just give 
assistance in the form of information or advice.

 The other party called for a governmental role that would go beyond the 
advisory or responsive dimension. The main advocates of this approach 
were members of the Foundation of the Extraordinary Chair Islam (Stich-
ting Bijzondere Leerstoel Islam) occupied by the former professor of the 
Sorbonne University in Paris, Mohammad Arkoun, who was appointed as 
holder of this chair in . Before occupying the chair, Arkoun already 
objected to importing imams from the countries of origin and called for a 
governmental intervention to promote European Islam. Arkoun warned: 
‘In case you think that (the imam training) is the business of Muslims 
themselves – because you respect religious freedom – you will slow down 

Muslim Clergy.indd   373 3-12-2007   16:05:51



 PART  – THE ACADEMIC TRAINING OF MUSLIM CLERGY IN EUROPE

the modernizing process of European Islam.’ Almost the same approach 
was adopted by C. Çörüz, the chairman of the foundation and the two 
board-members, Fadime Örgü and Ousama Cherribi, member of parlia-
ment on behalf of the VVD Party The VVD leader of the time, Frits 
Bolkestein, went even further. He suggested to limit some of the work 
permits given to imams in a bid to force the Muslims to accept a Dutch 
imam training programme.

 Muslim-Related Obstacles

The Divergence of Muslims

A collective initiative by Muslim organizations would have put the afore-
mentioned obstacle to an end. However, such an initiative was hampered, 
among other things, by the divergence of Muslims living in the Nether-
lands.

 First of all there is no national coordinating organization for imams in 
the Netherlands, not to mention for Muslims in general. Sectarian, de-
nominational as well as ethnic and national differences played a role in 
this regard. Because of these differences, there is not one common view-
point about the imam and the functions he is supposed to fulfil. As a 
corollary, there is no common standpoint concerning the content or the 
structure of the prospective imam training programme. 

 To overcome this obstacle, reports submitted to the government sug-
gested more than one possible solution. One suggestion was to stimulate 
the formulation of a national coordinating Muslim organization. An-
other practical suggestion was that the government should deal with the 
current situation and be ready to start cooperating with one group or 
organization among Muslims. In this case, having more than one imam 
training programme would be an option. The third suggestion was to 
make use of a number of independent experts, who could be acceptable 
among Muslim organizations, for the sake of developing projects for the 
imam training that might later gain their support.

The Unprivileged Position of the Imam

Juridically speaking, the imam holds the office of a clergyman and thus 
his legal rights and duties as an employee are not protected by the gov-
ernment. For preachers and priests, these rights and duties are often cen-
trally regulated by their own religious denominations (kerkgenootschap-
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pen). However, imams are usually employed on the basis of a written or 
a non-written contract with the board of the mosque against a very low 
salary and under precarious legal conditions. With the first conflict with 
the board, they can be easily dismissed without any legal protection. The 
main exception here are the Turkish imams, who are employed for a four-
year period by the Turkish Ministry of Religious Affairs. They are Turk-
ish state employees and thus their legal position is regulated by Turkish 
Law.

 In the light of such conditions, fears were expressed that a prospective 
imam training programme would not be attractive for the younger Mus-
lim generations. While some observers considered this situation as one 
of the main obstacles in the way of realizing an imam training programme, 
others saw it as just a stage in a continuing process. A third group opined 
that future students would be motivated to work as imams not because of 
the financial attractiveness of this office but because of believing in the 
importance of the message that the imam stands for.

 To overcome this obstacle, reports submitted to the government sug-
gested stimulating a discussion among Muslim organizations to study the 
main ways of improving the work conditions of the imams. Another sug-
gestion was that imams would continue to work in mosques as volun-
teers and that other financial sources, from outside the mosque, should 
be made available to fund them, such as work in the field of spiritual care 
in prisons and hospitals.

The Shortage of Competent Teachers

Establishing a high quality imam training programme necessitates hav-
ing a competent teaching staff that will also be acceptable for the Muslim 
organizations. At first sight, one would think of difficulties concerning 
the availability of such staff in the Netherlands. It was suggested, in case 
this staff would not be available, to import qualified teachers from out-
side the Netherlands and give them intensive courses in the Dutch lan-
guage.

 It is to be noted that all programmes to be discussed below did not have 
to import any foreign teachers. The staff was composed of teachers who 
were already living in the Netherlands.
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 Joint Obstacles

Divergent Aims

The two main parties, viz. the Muslims and the Dutch government, who 
were supposed to work together in this respect, did in fact not have iden-
tical aims of training the imams. 

 The two parties shared two main common motives, namely, mastering 
the Dutch language and minimizing the cultural gaps between imams born 
and educated in Islamic countries and secularist Dutch society. However 
these two aims do not create sufficient grounds for establishing an imam 
training programme. These aims can be achieved by separate courses in 
Dutch language and culture.

 The core aims of starting such a programme showed, however, clear 
points of divergence between Muslims and the government. One of these 
controversial aims is promoting the so-called ‘Dutch Islam’, viz., interpret-
ing Islamic beliefs and ethics in a way consistent with the current situation 
of Muslims in the Netherlands as a religious minority living in a strongly 
secularist country. Another debatable aim is that these imams should ac-
tively participate in the integration of Muslims into Dutch society, a role 
which is negatively affected by the currently imported imams.

 These two aims are central for the Dutch government while very con-
troversial among Muslims and especially the mosque communities. By 
promoting ‘Dutch Islam’, Muslims fear the universal character of Islam 
would be denied. They also fear that ‘integration’ would eventually end up 
in ‘assimilation’ in case there would be an exaggeration in adapting Islam 
to the Dutch context and thus losing its religious and cultural identity.

 In opposition to such aims, Muslims also have their own aims which 
may not be shared by the government or at least not given the same prior-
ity. For them, such a programme should create imams who could combine 
the traditional tasks of the imam with the new requirements of his office 
in a non-Islamic Western country. Additionally, imams should participate 
in formulating the Islamic identity of Muslims in the Netherlands. The 
content of this Islamic identity is to be decided by Muslims only.

 Changing Circumstances

Despite the abovementioned obstacles that would have hindered realiz-
ing imam training projects, a number of drastic incidents took place in 
Dutch society which a) gave a clear indication that training imams is an 
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urgent necessity; and b) swept away, or minimized, the abovementioned 
obstacles or at least some of them. The first group of incidents would 
be discussed below under ‘worrisome incidents’ and the second group as 
‘further developments’.

 Worrisome Incidents

Besides the events of September  with their clear repercussions on the 
entire world including the Netherlands, there has been a series of local 
incidents in Dutch society which gave signs that practical steps must be 
urgently taken.
 A number of NOVA (a well-known current affairs programme on Dutch 
television) episodes tackled issues with relevance to imams, almost all of 
which gave a negative image about these imams. This gave rise to severe 
critique among Muslims against NOVA which was accused, for instance, 
of spreading untrue information about imams.

 An early example was the episode broadcasted on September , . 
NOVA paid attention to the case of a Turkish husband who killed his wife 
because she committed adultery. According to NOVA, the man went to 
consult two imams who said that he had the right to kill his wife for this 
reason.

 The imams themselves became the main subject of this programme with 
the case of Shaykh al-Moumni, the Moroccan imam of al-Nasr Mosque 
in Rotterdam, who said in an interview with NOVA in  that homo-
sexuality was an illness with inherent dangers for society as a whole. 
Being attacked for this opinion, other imams expressed their support for 
al-Moumni’s statements.

 The second case was the episode of June , , entitled ‘Imams 
Preach Violence in the Mosques’ which broadcasted recorded parts of 
some Friday sermons carrying an anti-Western attitude, refusing democ-
racy and commending violence against America and Israel.

 Some observers said that such viewpoints are caused by the fact that 
those imams do not know Dutch society and are not well-integrated. 
Plans for training imams were revived again.

 On April , , the Dutch daily newspaper Trouw stated that the al-
Tawheed Mosque in Amsterdam was circulating books that could be read 
as promoting female circumcision and the killing of homosexuals. On 
April , the Second Chamber of the Dutch Parliament held a debate on 
this issue and calls were voiced to stop importing imams from countries of 
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origin, insisting upon the necessity of establishing a Dutch imam train-
ing programme and stipulating that only graduates of this programme 
would be allowed to work as imams in the Netherlands.

 On November , , the Dutch cinematic director Theo van Gogh 
was murdered by a Dutch Muslim of Moroccan origin. Van Gogh was 
known for his anti-Islamic statements and standpoints. The murderer 
was said to have been a constant visitor of al-Tawheed mosque where he 
would have also attended religious lessons. Al-Tawheed mosque was not 
unique in this regard but can just be seen as an example of mosques that 
have been, along with their imams, a target for media and politics accus-
ing them of spreading hate against members of Dutch society, disdaining 
Dutch norms and traditions or at least hampering the integration of Mus-
lims in the Netherlands.

 Further developments

Developments in Muslim Organizations

On November , , after a two-year preparation, a coordinating na-
tional Muslim organization was recognised by the Minister of Foreigners’ 
Affairs and Integration. The new organization, Committee for the Rela-
tions between Muslim Organizations and Government (CMO), said to 
represent about  percent of Muslims living in the Netherlands. Subse-
quently, an additional body, the CGI (Contact Group Islam) representing 
the Twelver Shīcīs, Alevites, Ahmadiyya and a council of Sunnīs who were 
willing to work with all Muslim sects including the Ahmadiyya (contrary 
to CMO) was also recognized as a partner for discussion and consultation 
with the government on January , .
 On the same day, the CGI declared that they do not want to import 
imams from foreign countries any more. Imams working in the Nether-
lands should also be trained in the Netherlands. On January , , 
the CMO declared its desire to realise, in the near future, an imam train-
ing programme.

 Practical Steps and Three New Programmes

After all these incidents, the Dutch government started to speed up the 
establishment of Dutch imam training programmes. First, the Second 
Chamber expressed their intention in December  to close the Dutch 
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borders to the imported imams starting from . As a consequence, 
the Second Chamber pushed for a Dutch imam training programme and 
asked the government to come up with speedy solutions.

 The academic year - was proposed by the government to be 
the starting-date of this programme, to be financed by the Dutch gov-
ernment, but on the basis of initiatives from Muslim organizations and 
from educational institutions. In December  the Dutch Ministry 
of Education and Science invited proposals for a national imam educa-
tion from exist ing institutions. In January , four universities, Leiden 
University, Groningen University, the Vrije Universiteit (VU) in Amster-
dam and the Humanistic University in Utrecht submitted their plans for 
the prospective imam-training programme. Further developments, to be 
discussed below, led to three new programmes, two on the university level 
at the VU and at Leiden University and one on the level of Higher Voca-
tional Education (HBO) at Inholland.

 Vrije Universiteit (VU) in Amsterdam

VU’s Theological Faculty, founded in  within the framework of the 
aforementioned simplex-ordo, was the first to start a Master’s programme 
for training imams. Being the pioneer in this respect, the VU became the 
target of a lot of criticism. The immediate response from the CMO and 
the CGI was negative saying that it was not possible to train imams in 
two or three years with adequate skills in Arabic and Islamic sciences. 
This would take much longer, maybe six or ten years, and the imams to be 
educated by the VU would never be accepted by the Muslim communities. 
They might have a uni versity degree in Islamic Theology but they would 
never be able to hold authority in a mosque.

 The university received a governmental subsidy of . million Euros for 
a six-year period. The programme-coordinator is Prof. Dr. Henk Vroom, 
specialist in the Philosophy of Religion.

Simplex-ordo

The simplex-ordo, where confessionalism is a legitimate part of the aca-
demic sphere, was seen by the VU staff as one of its main strengths for a 
Dutch Islamic education. According to Vroom, the approaches opera-
tive at Faculty of Theology for  years now are equally valid for the 
Muslim community. In this vein, the courses aim to both provide knowl-
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edge about Islam and to make this knowledge ethically and spiritu ally 
relevant in the current setting. It is therefore crucial that a spiritual and 
moral commitment from the stu dents is an integral part of the study. 

Through this approach, which could be termed as ‘com mitted or engaged’ 
as opposed to ‘neutral’, VU staff are assuring that they are able to provide 
an education in chaplaincy which can be perceived as legitimate among 
Muslims.

 Despite its merits in this sense, confessionality gives rise to potential 
critiques. For instance, there would be no room for differences of opin-
ion, as it promotes a certain truth-claim. In response, the VU staff as-
sured that this programme is not promoting a certain school of law or a 
certain tradition of interpretation of Islam and thereby annihilating parts 
of the Muslim com munities. The fear was also expressed that academic 
freedom of thought and speech would be threatened by the confessional 
approach, both in the form of individual adherence to absolutist forms of 
argumentation, and in the form of certain groups, institutions or organi-
sations influencing the work of the university. However, the focus on the 
academic standards of the teaching methods was presented to assume 
that this would not happen at the VU.

Programme

The programme consists of a three-year Bachelor and a one-year Master. 
Integrating this programme as a sub-section of the main programme Re-
ligion and Philosophy of Life (Religie en levensbeschouwing), saved the VU 
the official accreditation process. The Master is officially called Religion 
and Philosophy of Life: Islamic Spiritual Advisor (Islamitische Geestelijke 

Verzorger).

Bachelor

The Bachelor’s programme (total  ECTS), called Religion and Philoso-
phy, specialisation Islam, consists of three parts: Arabic language (total 
 ECTS), Islamic Theology (total  ECTS) and Religious Studies (total 
 ECTS).
 Islamic Theology is composed of fifteen courses; the history of Islam ( 
ECTS), Islamic history till  ( ECTS), an introduction to the Quran 
and Hadīth I ( ECTS)& II ( ECTS), Islamic ethics I ( ECTS) & II ( 
ECTS), Islamic theology ( ECTS), Usūl al-Fiqh ( ECTS), Usūl at-Tafsīr I 
( ECTS) & II ( ECTS), Islamic philosophy ( ECTS), and Islam and Eu-
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ropean culture ( ECTS). Finally, two courses are dedicated for preparing 
and writing the bachelor thesis ( ECTS).
 Religious Studies include also fifteen courses; history of philosophy ( 
ECTS), Hinduism ( ECTS), Christianity ( ECTS), Judaism ( ECTS), 
Encyclopaedia of Science of Religion A ( ECTS)& B ( ECTS), Phenom-
enology I ( ECTS)& II (), Philosophy of Religion ( ECTS), Secular Phi-
losophy and Sense-Giving ( ECTS), Ethical Theories/Ethics ( ECTS), 
Philosophy of Religion: Advanced ( ECTS), Public Theology I ( ECTS) 
& II ( ECTS) and Introduction to the Social Sciences ( ECTS).

Master

The Master’s programme, Religion and Philosophy: Islamic Spiritual Advi-
sor (Islamitische Geestelijke Verzorger), is available in full-time (one year) 
and part-time (two years). The programme demands a basic knowledge 
of the Islamic sciences and Arabic and focuses more on the practical ap-
plication of Islam in the social context of pastoral care than on providing 
basic knowledge about Islam. This programme has three main variations 
with  ECTS for each programme: a) Islamic spiritual care, b) deepening 
Islam and c) preparing imam (ISN).
 Islamic spiritual care (total  ECTS) is divided into a) compulsory 
courses ( ECTS) and b) optional courses ( ECTS). Compulsory cours-
es are Islamic Theology with Relevance to Spiritual Care ( ECTS), Is-
lamic Ethics and Fiqh I ( ECTS), Psychology ( ECTS) and the writing of 
the Master’s Thesis ( ECTS). Optional courses are Training/Research ( 
ECTS), Islamic Ethics and Fiqh II ( ECTS), Contemporary Islamic The-
ology ( ECTS), Deepening Islamic Spiritual Care ( ECTS), as well as 
Theory of Spiritual Care ( ECTS).

 The second specialisation, Deepening Islam, is only available via a 
distance learning system because the teacher, Prof. Dr. P.A. van Doorn 
Harder, resides abroad. This programme is also composed of compulsory 
( ECTS) and optional courses ( ECTS). The compulsory courses are 
Master College I ( ECTS), Faculty Module ( ECTS), Islamic Philosophy 
( ECTS), and Master’s Thesis ( ECTS). The optional courses are Islam 
in Europe ( ECTS), Quran Explanation and Jurisprudence ( ECTS), and 
Advanced Specialisations I ( ECTS) and II ( ECTS).

 On the website of the Faculty of Theology, a link refers to a third spe-
cialisation, preparing imam for (ISN) Islamitische Stichting Nederland 

(Islamic Foundation Netherlands). However, there is no further informa-
tion available yet.
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 In June , it was declared that the VU concluded an agreement with 
ISN, the organisation managing Turkish mosques in the Netherlands. ISN 
imports the imams from the Turkish Ministry of Religious Affairs (Di-

yanet). According to the agreement, the graduates of the new specialisa-
tion in the Master’s programme would be qualified to follow a two-year 
imam training programme in Turkey. This agreement raised doubts about 
a possible Turkish intervention in the VU programme. The Ministry of 
Education accepted the agreement provided that no more than  percent 
of the VU programme would be changed; otherwise the VU has to submit 
a new request to be approved by the ministry. The VU informed that it 
would remain within these borders. This specialisation will entail adapt-
ing the study programme and enlarging the teaching staff. However, fur-
ther details are still dependent on further negotiations.

 Leiden University

Leiden University, established in , is the oldest university in the Neth-
erlands. Five main arguments were mentioned to support the eligibility 
of Leiden University for this new programme. First, Leiden University has 
a long tradition of Islamic Studies tracing back to the sixteenth century, 
including, for instance, the production of the various editions of The En-

cyclopaedia of Islam. This unique experience was also conceded by the 
international accreditation committee. Second, the programme empha-
sizes modern issues, especially related to Islam in the European context. 
Third, intra-Islamic pluralism represented by the different schools of Is-
lamic thought, including the Sunnīs and the Shīcīs, are represented in the 
various seminars of the programme. Fourth, the presence of a highly qual-
ified and renowned staff graduated from reputable Muslim and European 
academic institutions. Finally, Leiden University Library contains one of 
the best collections of Islamic printed books and manuscripts in the West, 
attracting many research scholars from all over the world.

Islamic Theology

After being criticized for choosing the VU proposal, the State Secretary 
of Education decided, in April , to organize a second round to give 
the other universities an opportunity to submit new proposals. In this 
new round the Leiden University proposal was chosen to be funded by 
the government as declared in January . The university received . 

Muslim Clergy.indd   382 3-12-2007   16:05:52



THE ACADEMIC TRAINING OF IMAMS IN THE NETHERLANDS

million Euros for the period - to set-up a four-year programme 
consisting of a Bachelor’s and Master’s degree. The coordinator of the 
programme is Prof. Dr. P.S. van Koningsveld, Professor of Islamic studies 
since  and specialist in the history of Islam in Europe.

Duplex-ordo

Unlike the VU, teaching in Leiden University is based on the aforemen-
tioned system of duplex-ordo. Making use of this system, the Leiden pro-
posal distinguished two parts of this programme, a) Scientific and b) Con-
fessional.
 The first part, funded and run by the university would focus on the 
scientific and academic approach of education whereas the second part 
would give space for Muslim organizations to set up their own supple-
mentary confessional training programme. This two-fold system had al-
ready been realized for the training of ministers of religion since , as 
described before.

 The academic part (both the first year of the Bachelor and the Master) 
started in September . The confessional part, however, is still wait-
ing for the conclusion of agreements with the Muslim organizations con-
cerned.

Accreditation

* e scientifi c part underwent a process of accreditation by an international 
committee of well-known Islamologists in Europe. * at is because Islam-
ic * eology was set up as an independent programme and not as a variation 
or sub-section of an existing programme. * e committee concluded that 
‘the ‘Islamic * eology’ programme of Leiden University is unique in Europe 
and one of the earliest of this sort. * ere are already other comparable ini-
tiatives in Europe and the Netherlands but none of them off ers a complete 
Bachelor-Master accompanied with an imam training programme.’

 The academic part of the programme is divided into a three-year Bach-
elor and one-year Master.

Bachelor

Keeping in mind the centrality of the Arabic language in this programme, 
a large part of the first year is dedicated to an extensive study of the Arabic 
language.
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 During the second and the third years, attention is paid to studying the 
classical disciplines of Islam with the help of Arabic sources and texts. 
The main focus of the second year is the classical period of Islam whereas 
the modern time is the focus of the third year.

 The three-year Bachelor’s programme has a total of  ECTS, with 
 ECTS per year. The programme falls in three main parts: Arabic ( 
ECTS), Islamic Theology (total  ECTS) and Religious Studies (to-
tal ). There are two slots for optional courses (total  ECTS) in the 
second year ( ECTS) and  ECTS in the third year. Optional courses 
are meant to give space for following courses that would deepen one’s 
knowledge about any relevant field or to create future work-opportuni-
ties.

 The first part consists of eleven courses: Outlines of the History of 
Islam ( ECTS), Modern Trends in Islam  ( ECTS) &  ( ECTS), Is-
lamic Sources  ( ECTS),  ( ECTS) &  ( ECTS), Classic Sources ( 
ECTS), Religious Law and Ethics  ( ECTS),  ( ECTS)&  ( ECTS), 
Modern Islamic Theology ( ECTS) and Bachelor’s Thesis ( ECTS).
 The second part consists of seven courses: an Introduction to the Sci-
ence of Religion ( ECTS), History of Christianity ( ECTS), Philosophy 
of Religion ( ECTS), Introduction to Judaism ( ECTS), Comparative Re-
ligioous Science ( ECTS), Psychology of Religion ( ECTS) and Sociology 
of Religion ( ECTS).

Master

The Master’s programme (total  ECTS) places strong emphasis on the 
study of contemporary Islam, focusing particularly on Islam in the Eu-
ropean context, as well as the study of the primary sources of Islam. The 
programme is available in full-time (one year) and part-time (one and a 
half years).
 Students follow four seminars ( ECTS for each), three of which are 
obligatory: Approaches in the Modern Study of the Quran and Hadīth, 
Empirical Study of Islam in Europe and the Significance of Fatwā Litera-
ture with Relevance to Islamic-Western Relations. The student is free to 
choose a fourth seminar within or outside the Faculty of Theology. The 
obligatory MA thesis ( ECTS) will focus on Islam within the European 
context.
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 Inholland

Unlike the VU and Leiden University, Inholland is a Higher Vocational 
School (HBO) and thus provides a profession-oriented education. Inhol-
land claims in this regard to be the first to start a profession-oriented 
programme for the training of imams in Europe. Inholland is not with-
out experience in this field. In , Inholland started an HBO-Islam pro-
gramme for preparing teachers to teach the course ‘religion’ at second-
ary schools. This programme is still continuing. At the time, there were 
already discussions on an imam training programme. Inholland did not 
claim that this training programme for Islam teachers was meant for cre-
ating imams but said it can be a good basis for those who want to become 
imams. At the time, Muslim organizations were not inclined to cooperate 
with Inholland in this direction.

Imam/Islamic Spiritual Care Counsellor

After the government decision to choose the Free University to start the 
imam-training programme, CMO decided not to cooperate with it.

 In April , , Euros were earmarked by the Ministry of Inte-
gration for a joint imam training programme between Muslim organisa-
tions and a recognized educational institution.

 On  November , , five members of CMO, not including the 
Turkish Institution Netherlands (ISN), signed a contract with Inholland 
to start the imam training programme in September . The pro-
gramme started as a sub-section of ‘Religion and Pastoral Work’, be-
cause the official accreditation was still in process and has not yet fin-
ished.

 There are two main project-leaders of this programme: Mrs. Rimke 
van der Veer from Inholland and Mr. Rasit Bal from CMO. Mrs. van der 
Veer told me that four other teachers are also involved, namely, Mar-
zouk Aulad Abdellah, Stella van de Wetering, Mohamed Tahier Wagid 
Hosain and Mucahid Sagsu.
 The four-year programme includes courses like theoretical and prac-
tical theology, Arabic, sociology of religion and work-field orientation 
where students work on a regular basis at their potential workplace (a 
mosque, prison or hospital).

 What is available currently is an overview of the courses of each year. 

These are divided under three main headings, namely: a) Knowledge and 
Concepts, b) Insight and Application and c) Skills and Reflection.
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 The first division includes written sources, studying sources, history of 
the religion, science of religion and gender-studies. Courses of the second 
division are sociology; empirical field orientation, pedagogical instru-
ments, ethics within philosophical contexts and belief. The last division 
includes practical theology and liturgical rituals, Arabic I & II, and career-
study supervision.
 After the first year, students can choose one of three possible specializa-
tions: a) imam, b) Islamic spiritual counsellor and c) pedagogical worker. 
Diversity of Islamic trends including the conservative and the liberal are 
also well considered in the programme. The graduates will be officially-
certified imams, but this does not mean that a mosque will be obliged to 
accept them. According to Rasit Bal, in order to guarantee work oppor-
tunities for the graduates, one has to ensure that they are well-qualified. 
They then will be able to find a job.

 Non-Recognized Muslim Initiatives

In , the first Islamic University, known as the Islamic University of 
Rotterdam (IUR) was founded as a result of initiatives taken by Muslims 
living in the Netherlands. In , the IUR was split into two universi-
ties, the IUR and the Islamic University of Europe (IUE).

 None of the two universities is recognized as an educational institution. 
However, they have always been involved in the discussions on training 
imams and they see themselves fit for training imams in the Netherlands, 
sometimes even more fit than the aforementioned Dutch universities.

The Islamic University in Rotterdam (IUR)

Besides the Faculty of Islamic Sciences, there are two other faculties, the 
Faculty of Languages and Civilization and Faculty of Islamic Arts, which 
are still in an initial stage. The Faculty of Islamic Sciences has three depart-
ments: Imam Training, Spiritual Care Counsellor and Scholarly Research 
of Islam. Each of the three programmes includes a three-year Bachelor’s 
and a one-year Master’s.

The Islamic University of Europe (IUE)

IUE does not see itself as a secession of the old IUR but, on the contrary, 
as a legitimate continuation. It claims that a large part of the IUR teaching 

Muslim Clergy.indd   386 3-12-2007   16:05:52



THE ACADEMIC TRAINING OF IMAMS IN THE NETHERLANDS

staff and students moved to IUE. That was because of the authoritarian 
administration, the absence of financial transparency, and the over-con-
cern paid to educational models of the countries of origin such as Turkey 
and Morocco at the expense of the Dutch dimensions, etc.

 Waiting for further developments in the Master’s programme, the 
Bachelor’s programme is the current main focus of the IUE. The chair-
man of the IUE foundation explains the main lines of the programme as 
follows: ‘The programme is a combination of the best and most relevant 
elements of the Islamic religious sciences, as developed in the Muslim 
world, and the Western academic tradition.’
 In a response to a question about imam training, the chairman ex-
plained: ‘Training imams could be one of the targets but not the sole one. 
First of all, being an imam is not a well-paid job here in the Netherlands. 
In this regard we focus more on the field of spiritual care in prisons and 
hospitals, which is better paid. Moreover, our graduates would be well-
trained to fulfil leading and advisory functions in various public and pri-
vate institutions and organizations. Spiritual care and many other profes-
sions also offer labour perspectives for female graduates.’

 Concluding Remarks

Creating an educational programme for training imams in the Nether-
lands went through a very complicated process of discussions and nego-
tiations for almost a quarter of a century.
 The two fundamental rights of academic freedom and religious free-
dom witnessed different forms and phases of tensions and compromises. 
In the end, three new programmes were realized and it seems that Mus-
lim organizations are going to cooperate with these programmes in one 
way or another. Muslims are already participating in these programmes as 
teachers and students. The main questions to be raised in this regard are: 
will these already existing programmes achieve their main targets; will 
they create imams or Islam specialists who would meet the aspirations of 
the Dutch government and the Muslim community as well? For the time 
being these remain open questions which are to be answered only in rela-
tion to further developments in Dutch society, and it would be no surprise 
if the answers take more than the previous twenty-five year period that 
was needed to create such programmes in the first place.
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, . My deep gratitude goes to P.S. van Koningsveld, Leiden University, 

for the relevant important information and the documents he provided me 

with and also for his insightful remarks on the first draft. Other colleagues 
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submit my sincere thanks to them all. To mention the most important, Umar 

Ryad (Leiden University), Fatih Okumus, M.A. Abdella (Free University, Am-

sterdam) and Firdaous Oueslati (International Institute for the Study of Islam 

in the Modern World, Leiden). 
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ger onderwijs) comprising higher professional education (HBO) and univer-

sity education (WO). This last level is the focus of our paper. For an overview 

of the Dutch educational system, see Education System in the Netherlands. 

 For a general overview of developments in this respect, see A.H. de Groot 

and R. Bakker, Haalbaarheidsonderzoek; advies van de onderwijsraad, Lei-

den, ; N. Landman, Imamopleiding in Nederland, Den Haag, , pp. 

-, -. 
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, pp. -, -; N. Landman, Imamopleiding, op. cit., p. . 
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telijke bedienaren, Den Haag, , p. . 
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rticle&sid= 
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 Brigitte S. Johansen, Islam at the European Universities, op. cit., p. , quot-

ing from Hendrik M. Vroom, ‘Theology and Religious Studies’ in: M.E. Brink-

man e.a. (eds.) Theology Between Church, University and Society, Vol. , As-

sen , p. .

 Ibid.

 Jan M. Bremmer, ‘Confessional Theology and Academic Freedom’ in: M.E. 

Brinkman e.a. (eds.), op. cit., p. , quoted by Brigitte S. Johansen, Islam at 
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Political Communication, no. , , p. , quoted by Brigitte S. Johansen, 

Islam at the European Universities, op. cit., p. 
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, p. .

 See Paul Statham & Ruud Koopmans, ‘Problems of Cohesion?’, op. cit., p. , quo-
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Muslim Clergy.indd   389 3-12-2007   16:05:53



 PART  – THE ACADEMIC TRAINING OF MUSLIM CLERGY IN EUROPE

did, Prof. Dr. P.S. van Koningsveld, Prof. Dr. Herman Beck and Dr. Abdelilah 

Ljamai. For the first two, see W.A. Shadid and P.S. van Koningsveld, ‘Beeld-
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 Non-Formal Islamic Higher Education in the Netherlands:

 With Some Comparative Notes on France and the United 

Kingdom

Firdaous Oueslati, PhD candidate, International Institute 
for the Study of Islam in the Modern World (ISIM)

Ever since the first droplets of Muslim migration started seeping into 
Western Europe from the second half of the twentieth century on, Mus-
lims have been setting up facilities that formed the basis of their own 
social infrastructure. Every host country of course had its own story of 
receiving different groups of Muslim migrants, and rules and regulations 
varied from country to country, but we can still discern the following gen-
eral trend in the development of Muslim social structures. One of the 
first issues that were addressed upon arrival in Western Europe was the 
establishment of places of worship where congregational prayers could be 
performed. Shortly after this the supply of halāl meat was taken care of, 
and with this, the first Islamic butcheries appeared. After satisfying the 
primary needs of worship and nourishment, development of Muslim edu-
cation became the next issue to be dealt with. In the field of education we 
find that after a process of arranging for primary and secondary education 
for Muslim children – both in the form of formal schools and as educa-
tional programmes in weekend classes – we now see the emerging trend 
of forming Islamic institutions of higher education. These institutions 
fulfil the needs of Muslims who want to deepen their knowledge of their 
own religion, and at the same time they cater for religiously well-trained 
minds living in a Western context, which might facilitate the development 
of religious thought and tradition in this same context.
 This article provides a brief sketch of the situation of institutions of 
Islamic higher education in the following Western European countries: 
France, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands. I will start with high-
lighting two examples of non-formal Islamic higher education in the 
Netherlands, namely the Islamic University of Rotterdam and Dar al-Ilm. 
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