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Imamate has long been a focal point for all Islamic schools of
thought and scholars, investigated through various methodologies
and perspectives. Due to the diverse approaches of thinkers, this
pivotal concept has been presented in multiple forms. For instance, the
Traditionists of Qom elucidated Imamate through titles such as Proof
(Hujjah), Successor (Khalifah), and Godly Scholar (‘Alim Rabbani),
while the Theologians (mutakallimiin) defined it as General Leadership
(Riyasah ‘Ammah). These varied expressions demonstrate that there is
no singular lens for understanding and explaining Imamate; rather, it
can be explicated according to the exigencies of time, place, audience,
objectives, and the prevailing conditions of society. Consequently, the
question arises: can Imamate be elucidated through a different lens,
and is there a concept suitable for the current era and contemporary
audience to explain the reality of Imamate?

Religious Authority (al-Marja‘iyyah al-Diniyyah) is a concept rooted
in the Qur'anic verses and narrations that has always existed within
the thought of Shi‘a scholars, even if it was not explicitly categorized
under this specific title. Based on emerging research, this title provides
a more comprehensive framework for explaining Imamate than other
traditional descriptors. While "Religious Authority" is a relatively
modern term in the field of Imamate studies and has not been explicitly
defined in the classical lexicons of great scholars, its conceptual
essence can be derived from Qur'anic and tradition-based evidence.
The Station and Nature of Religious Authority

Religious Authority is considered a "rank" (sha’n) of the Prophets and
Messengers. Due to their relationship with God Almighty and Divine
Religion, they serve as the point of recourse for the people to receive
religious knowledge. The Imam, as the Successor (Khalifah) of the
Messenger of Allah (s), possesses this station because a successor
shares all the stations of the one he represents (mustakhlaf-‘anh),
except for specific exclusions (such as receiving primary revelation).
According to this station, the Prophet, and subsequently the Imam,
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are the Clarifiers (Mubayyin) and Authorities (Sahib al-Amr) of religion; the
truth of religion emanates from their speech and action.

The verses and narrations indicate that religion is dependent upon elucidation,
explanation, and guardianship. Religion relies on the one to whom God has
entrusted it, whom He has made the possessor of authority (wilayah), and
whose words and deeds He has introduced as the source of religion and the
fountainhead of rulings:

“Furthermore, I inform you that the religion and the root of religion is a 'Man';
that Man is Certainty (Yaqin), he is Faith (Iman), and he is the Imam of his
Ummah and the people of his time. Whoever recognizes him has recognized
Allah, and whoever denies him has denied Allah and His religion.” (Saffar,
1404 AH: 505).

Therefore, to understand and recognize religion, one must refer only to the
Imam or those designated by him. It appears that "Religious Authority" can be
identified by four primary indicators:

1. The Necessity of Acquisition and Emulation: The obligation to take religious
knowledge from the source.

2. Exclusivity: This authority belongs uniquely to the divinely appointed.

3. Independence: The authority is intrinsic and independent (istiqlalt).

4. Addressing Essential Gaps: Fulfilling the fundamental needs within the sphere
of religion.

Distinguishing Religious Authority from Intellectual/Scientific Authority
It is self-evidently clear that Religious Authority (al-Marja‘iyyah al-Diniyyah)
differs from Intellectual or Scientific Authority (Marja‘iyyah ‘Ilmiyyah), a term
that has been used for years in the literature regarding Shi‘a-Sunni unity (taqrib).
"Scientific Authority" refers specifically to the station of receiving the sciences
of religion from the Imams. Based on the Hadith al-Thaqalayn and similar
traditions, the Ahl al-Bayt (a) possess the authority of speech, action, and tacit
approval (taqrir) and are regarded as the source for receiving knowledge. This
title serves as a point of rapprochement between sects because both groups,
based on the aforementioned narrations, consider the Sunnah of the Ahl al-Bayt
(a) to be a proof and issue opinions or fatwas based upon it.

The consequence of the "Scientific Authority" theory is that the Ahl al-Bayt
(a) are a source for acquiring religious sciences, but not necessarily the origin/
legislative source (masdar) of religion itself. In contrast, Religious Authority
implies the absolute sovereignty and guardianship over the essence of religion.
In this view, the word of the religious authority is an independent proof, not
merely a medium for transmitting the Prophetic Sunnah. The one who is the
Religious Authority does not need to attribute his words to the Qur’an or the
Prophetic Sunnah for them to be valid; rather, every word and action emanating
from him is considered the "Text" of religion itself.

Qur’anic and Rational Foundations

Numerous proofs from the Holy Qur’an can be established regarding the necessity
of a Divine Authority for the realization of religion, demonstrating that Divine
Religion is not merely a scripture or a written message. Multiple verses attest
to the dependence of religion upon a Religious Authority. Accordingly, the



determinant and the “clear judgment” (fasl al-khitab) in religious matters is
the person of the Holy Prophet (s). If this is established for the Prophet (s), its
establishment for the Imams and his Ahl al-Bayt (a) is achievable through both
rational and textual evidence.

Reason dictates that the need for Religious Authority continues after the Prophet
(s); this need must be addressed by God after his departure. Furthermore, by
virtue of the verses and narrations that define the stations of the Ahl al-Bayt
(a) as identical to those of the Prophet (s), this station is proven for the Imams.
In the era of every Prophet, the axis of the people's religiosity was the Prophet
himself, and the Heavenly Book stood alongside him as a charter for guiding
humanity toward religious truths. Similarly, after the Messenger of Allah (s),
the axis of guidance lies with the personality who possesses all the sciences
of the Qur’an and fulfills the role of the Prophet (s) in all aspects except for
the mediation of divine revelation. Consequently, the Holy Qur’an directs the
secker toward the person of the Imam.

Overview of the Dossier Articles

This dossier is an effort to explicate this subject and unveil its various dimensions:
Article 1: Elucidates the Religious Authority of the Ahl al-Bayt (a), distinguishing
it from other approaches and introducing it as a modern lens for Imamate research.
Article 2: Demonstrates the Religious Authority of the "Chosen Human" from
the perspective of Qur’anic verses, arguing that the Qur’an necessitates a specific
authority with particular attributes in every age.

Article 3: Addresses the keywords of Religious Authority in the Prophetic
Sunnah, utilizing narrations agreed upon by both schools of thought.
Article 4: Explicates the necessity and continuity of Religious Authority based
on the Qur’an and the Ahl al-Bayt's (a) role in fulfilling this after the Prophet (s).
Article 5: Explains the facets of the need for a Religious Authority based on
the traditions of the Ahl al-Bayt (a), divided into the needs of religion itself
and the needs of humanity.

Article 6: Examines this title from the perspective of Sheikh al-Kulayni. Although
Kulayni elucidated Imamate in al-KafT using the term al-Hujjah, the arrangement
of his chapters and narrations reveals that his understanding of "The Proof" was,
in essence, Religious Authority.
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