Webb Foundation Adult Education
Islamic Law, Omer Mozaffar, Oct. 2, 2011-10-03
Class is based on analysis of the text “Living Islam with a Purpose,” by Umar Faruq Abd-Allah, Ph.D.

#1 Point:  Islamic Law is about priorities
#2.Answers –  depend on


Zaman – Era in time


Makan – Location

#3  Taklif – moral responsibility
“Islam with a Purpose” written for an American context.  Focus is on relevance.


You can practice in a manner that is consistent with the time and place you are 


living in.

Re-capping last class:


We have an innate value – as humans, creations of Allah, Muslims.


In terms of human nature – Muslim tradition says we are inherently good.  

But is the world inherently good or bad?  Discussion and debate ensued – answers on all sides – good, bad and neutral.  But in our [Islamic] paradigm, the world is inherently good – stable, and seeks stability.

What about when we mix humans and nature?  Culture – includes nature, the process of seeking – is inherently good.

Human nature - 
Good / Precious

World - 

Good / Precious

Culture - 

Good / Precious

There is spirituality in culture.  

Muslims in America are inherently valuable, precious in the sense of our place in the world.

Dr. Umar writes “The need for deeper understanding of Islam for personal and community growth is not lost on most American Muslims, nor do they lack the will to gain it.  What seems to be missing is an operational framework to facilitate the acquisition of deeper understanding and put it to use.”

The “five operating principles” provide such a framework:


1- Trusting Reason



Why so important?


2 - Respecting Dissent

U.S. Constitution has separation of powers to ensure respect of dissent.

Who is the authority in the Muslim community?  The community itself.

3- Stressing Societal Obligations


4- Setting Priorities


5- Embracing Maxims

These principles are all inherent in the tradion.

Each of the principles is firmly based on the Qur’an and Sunna and 

supported by the general consensus of traditional Islamic scholarship.  

Principle One:  Trusting Reason


A stereotype that we have in the community is that people who are trained in the Islamic tradition (i.e., in madrasas) [vs. those who study in universities]  don’t use their minds.  In fact they are trained to think and reason.  

Omar – “I would argue that there is far more respect for dissent – even in conservative circles – than we would imagine.  But there is a profound lack of communication.  [The lack of tolerance] comes more from the people that follow these people than from the scholars themselves….The rigidness that we assume in the people of the tradition is also present in the people of the university.”

The increasing fragmentation in the community is also due to university curricula being different from traditional curricula.  This has also happened in the Jewish community –  and led to Orthodox vs. Reformed Judaism.

Also happening in the Muslim community - 

The “Deobandi” bubble – an Islamic group growing rapidly as a spokesman of conservatism in Chicagoland.  
We also have a responsibility to reach across those bubbles.


The rational order of the universe makes it accessible to human reason and transforms it from a world of random phenomena into a marvelous sign of God and an object of speculation and scientific investigation.

As our time and place changes, so does our consciousness about that time and place.

The protection, preservation, and cultivation of the power to reason count among the major objectives and greatest societal obligation of Islamic law.

Islamic law is about the removal of harm.  Ours is a tradition of reason, not of dogma.  

Moral responsibility (taklif) is the first prerequisite for obligatory Islamic practice and never has validity in the absence of the faculty of reason.
If you don’t understand what you’re doing, you can’t be held accountable.

The following verses teach that reason leads to well-being and eternal felicity, while turning one’s back on reason leads to calamity and loss:  
‘In this manner, God makes His signs clear for you that, perhaps, you may reason’ (Qur’an, 2:242).
‘God is the one who gives life and death and to God belong the alteration of the night and the day.  Do human beings not reason?’  (Qur’an, 23:80).
‘God will put a loathsome chastisement upon those who do not use their reason’ (Qur’an 10:100).

I might have other motivations for my actions – reason will keep them in check – a system of checks and balances.

What is constant in these ayahs?  God; that your mind is a pathway to connect to Allah.  That you have to trust your reason – “aql”; that using your reason will strengthen your faith.  

From Imam al-Ghazali:

‘Know that the question of reason’s preeminence is something that does not require much trouble to clarify, especially since the eminence of knowledge itself only become clear by virtue of reason.  Reason is the source of knowledge, the place where it first manifests itself, and the foundation upon which it stands.  Knowledge flows from reason like fruit from a tree, like light from the sun, and sight from the eye.  And how could something like this not have preeminence when it is also the means to felicity in this world and the next?  How could there be any doubt about this?’
In the Islamic tradition, religion without reason is a disaster and listening to the voice of reason is imperative…. Al-Raghib al-Isfahani stated ‘Never be satisfied with a person’s Islam until you have tested his reason.’  Islamic ethics designates reason as the first necessary element of moral character.
Our society is strong on reason, but seems to be collapsing on character.  

The authority of reason forms the foundation of Islamic theological and legal thought.  Until recently, most Western academics wrongly looked upon the Mu’tazili school of thought as the sole example of Islamic rationalism.  In reality, its rivals, the Ash’ari and Maturidi schools, which make up the mainstream of Sunni orthodoxy, are no less rationalistic, and their speculations consistently demonstrate originality and intellectual depth.  Pragmatic reason is central to the Islamic legal tradition.
The question of whether the Qur’an was created or not (stemming from Christianity’s debate about Jesus) dominated the debate of scholars in the early centuries of Islam, and is irrelevant today.  Questions that are evident: the existence of evil – evolution.

The schools that are most prominent in our Islamic tradition are the ones that are the most relevant.

Two major schools of theology –


1/  Kalam – dialectical theology – questions related to ‘the nature of things’


2/  Usul al-Din - synthetic theology – questions related to how everything works

The ‘mainstream of Sunni orthodoxy’ 
Sectarian movements – 

· Sunni – approximately 80%
· Shi’a – approximately 10%
· Ibadi – very small
· Heterodox movements – always present
Sources of our tradition:

· Qur’an

· Prophet, pbuh

· Intellectual history

· Ummah

· Self

The goal of the schools is to give us consistency over arbitrariness, to create cohesion in the tradition.  

What is emphasized is the methodologies.  

Different times and places will give different answers, but the methodologies are consistent.
Law – conduct – the external side
Tazkia (purification) – character – the internal side

