
CHAPTER TWO

EXPANDING OUR UNDERSTANDING OF ISLAM

We are not changing the religion of Islam; we are only changing our
understanding of how to apply lslam to a Wester society with different
culture and different needs from a typical Eastemn society with traditional
lslamic culture.

People confuse tradition and culture with religion. They believe that
what they found their fathers doing to be the correct way and only way.
Anyone that differs with what they know and comfortable with become
suspect. The Our'an explains their reasoning:

٢٢٢ الزخرف:» ثهخذون :اترهم علن قإئًا أتز غلن :ابأ:ا وجذنا إنًا قالوا وبل

"Nay! they say.: "Wefound ourfathers ollowing a certain religion,
and we do guide ourselves by theirfootsteps" (Az-Zukhr/43.:22)

 :ابأ:تا وجذتا إًا مترفوهاً فال إلا نذير ين قزية فى قبلك ين أتتلنا ما «وكذابك

٢٢٣ الزخرف:» ±، ثفنذو :اثرهم عن وإًن أئة عن

"Just in the same way, whenever We sent a Warner before thee to
any people, the wealthy ones among them said: "We found our
fathers following a certain religion, and we will certainly follow in
theirfootsteps. " (Az-Zukhrff43 .:23)

 يم أتمد ينا إأ قالوا :انأ:$ غلتيه قخدخ بثا بأفذى جنتكم أوكز وقل
٢٢٤ [الزخرف: لا±/» كفرون

١7



He said; "What! even ifI brought you better guidance than that
which ye found your fathers following?" They said: "For us, we
deny that ye (prophets) are sent (on a mission at all)"

(Az-Zukhruff43 : 24)

Allah's prophets found resistance from those in power. The rich and
powerful wanted to protect their self interests, and were afraid of any
social change that would threaten their power. Similarly certain Muslims
today are afraid of change, because they are secure and feel safe and
content in what they believe in. Change threatens to shake and destroy
this foundation. They are not willing to listen to reason if it is contrary to
what they hold as "sacred" and what they are comfortable with. They are
opposed to new ideas because it threatens their beliefs, and they cite the
Prophet's saying:

(Every innovation is misguidance; and anything that misguides is in
Hell Fire).

Narrated by [bn Majia

INNOVATION

In their own minds any new idea is a "Bid'a" (bad innovation) that
changes fundamental concepts of belief or religion. They are not willing
to listen, examine or reason with anything new. They are willing to close
their minds to innovation. They may be doctors, engineers, teachers, or
others who have studied math and science but when it comes to religious
matters they revert to old dogma and behave in a non-scientific manner
and refuse any change.

There is nothing in the Our'an or Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH) that forbids considering new ideas. What the Prophet (PBUH)
meant was that Bid'a can be wrong or innovations are bad that change the
fundamental principles of Islam. But peripheral issues that scholars have
argued about, or new ideas trying to solve problems that did not exist
before cannot be considered Bid'a. Rather it is an attempt to come up
with answers to problems that face Muslims today in a changing world,
where old solutions no longer suffice.
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Why are some Muslims afraid of change? Does change threaten their
deeply held beliefs? Or is it they do not want to consider new ideas
because they rather follow than think for themselves. May be they want
to absolve themselves of personal responsibility, and feel more
comfortable in following the Fatwa (legal opinion) of a scholar. Have
they considered the fact that following someone else does not relieve
them of their accountability to Allah, if they followed wrong advice!

lt is tnue that the Our'an was revealed to guide all mankind and for all
times and places. Though some verses of the Our'an may have been
revealed in response or in association with a certain incident, but the
meaning and implication of the Our'anic teaching and order is more
general and transcends that incident. The moral is not confined to Arabia
or the environment that the Prophet lived in. Our understanding of the
Our'an should lead us to consider how we can apply its guidelines in our
life today and how best we can use its teachings to become better human
beings.

THE PROPHET'S SAYINGS ARE MISINTERPRETED

The same principle applies to the sayings of Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH), though it may be more difficult to see how we can generalize his
teachings and the wisdom behind his sayings that apply to our life today.
Afier all he was from a different time and a specific environment talking
to people with cerain traditions and culture. His time and the culture of
his people are different from ours today. But the morals and wisdom of
his teachings is relevant to our lives if we pay attention to the more
general meaning and not get stuck on the literal words. To some people
this is not easy to do, since they want to regard the Prophet sayings as
divinely inspired and as such every word must be looked upon as such.

What the prophet told his companions as divine order obviously must
be obeyed and regarded as a divine order. But if we find that such an
order was meant for a specific occasion or a certain reason that no longer
exists, then we are not obligated to apply that order or be faithful to its
spirit. We will give an example to illustrate this point: Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) said:
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(I am free of any Muslim who resides with idolaters, for they are
different from each other) Abou Dawood & Termedhi

Does this Hadeeth (saying of the prophet) state that any Muslim living
among non-Muslims deserve the curse of prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
who has nothing to say about him except that the prophet dissociates
himself from such a Muslim? If that is the meaning or implication of the
Hadeeth, then Muslims are not allowed to coexist or hive among non­
Muslims, and their stay in non-Muslim land is forbidden. But many
Muslims live nowadays with Christians and Jews both in America and
Europe. Does that subject those millions of Muslims to the Prophet's
wrath? Or is it possible that the Hadeeth applied only to a specific
situation that existed at the time of Prophet Muhammad, and he said
those words in response to that incident, and his saying is not applicable
to Muslims living in Westem countries today! Those who researched this
Hadeeth say that it applied to a group of Muslims who preferred not to
migrate to Madinah and join the Muslim community there, but stayed
among Mushrekeen ( idolaters ) and thought they were safe. It tured out
they were not safe and were killed. The prophet ( PBUH) was saying
that he does not carry the blame for their death, because they had a
choice to make and preferred to stay where they were. If we extrapolate
this hadeeth to Muslims living in the west we can say that as long as they
feel safe, and are able to practice their Islam freely with no oppression
and apply the rituals of Islam, and their persons, families and possessions
are safe, then this Hadeeth does not apply to them. It applies if they were
oppressed and preferred to live under oppression rather than move to a
safe place, as the Our'an tells us:

 منتضغفعق كا فاثرا كنز" يم فالوا أنفيهم غايى المليكة تزفهم أيين «إن
 خنز ماويهم فأولهك فهاً جزوا قتها زيغة ألله أنن تن أتم فالزً ألأزر ق

]٩٧ [النساء: لآت(» مصيرا وساءت و،± --د

"When angels take the souls of those who die in sin against their
souls, they say: "I what (plight) were ye?" They reply. "Weak and
oppressed were we in the earth." They say.: "Was not the earth of
Allah spacious enough for you to move yourselves away (from
evil)?" Such men willfnd their abode in Hell, what an evil refuge!"

(An-Nesa'a 4.:97)
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Another example in misunderstanding the Prophet's sayings is the
hadeeth implying that anything below the ankle is in Hell Fire. Therefore
if we as Muslims apply the Hadeeth literally, then otr clothes must be
short and cannot be below the ankle level. That applies to both men and
women, so our pants must be short and the dress cannot be too long. But
the Prophet (PBUH) did not mean that, and we should not take his words
literally. Once he saw a man walking arrogantly and his robe was on the
floor, then he said these remarks to imply that being too pleased with
ourselves and too arrogant and showing ofT is hated by Allah. What the
Prophet (PBUH) was encouraging Muslims to do is be humble and not
elevate themselves over others or show off, It has nothing to do with how
long our clothes are or how short they are. But those stuck on applying
the literal words overlook the spinit and meaning of the Prophet's saying
which then leads to wrong conclusions.

ln the same theme some misunderstand the saying of the Prophet:
(O Allah let me live as a Miskeen (needy person) and die as a Miskeen

and resurrect among those who are Masakeen (needy)
narrated by lbn Majja

The Prophet (PBUH) was consoling those who are poor and needy
and encouraging them to bear what Allah ordained for them with faith
and patient perseverance and not give up hope. He wanted to associate
himself with those who have very little to show his support. The Hadeeth
does not mean that we as Muslims should wish to be poor or dependent
on others, for this is not what lslam calls for. lslam tells us to work hard
and eam a living and become self-sufficient and not dependant on the
generosity or mercy of others. Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) said:

(The upper hand is better than the lower hand; and start by supporting
those whom you are responsible for)

Bokhari & Muslim

Another Hadeeth explains that "the upper hand" is the hand that gives
in charity and supports the poor and needy; and the "lower hand" is the
hand that receives (the charity).

Also Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) always in his Du'a prayer to Allah
sought divine protection from poverty and from debt and from being
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under pressure of want or the need to ask others (Bokhari). So how can
he ask Allah to make him poor or needy! Obviously the prophet did not
wish for poverty or becoming dependant on others, for he said that he
and his family do not accept charity from others. Rather he was
sympathetic to the plight of the needy and poor and giving them moral
support. After all, the Our'an in enumerating Allah's blessing over
Allah's messenger mentions that Allah provided for him when he was in
want and needy:

]٦ [الضحى:4422 فتاقى يتيما وأتخجذق

"Did He notfind thee an orphan and give thee shelter (and care)?"
(Ad-Duha' 93.:6)

]٧ الضحى:445 لا فهدئ ضالأ «ووجدك

"And Hefound thee wandering, and He gave thee guidance"
(Ad-Duha' 93.:7)

\٨ [الضى: ج» قأغتق غبلا «ووجدك

" And Hefound thee in need, and made thee independent"
(Ad-Duha' 93.:8)

We learn from these two examples that some of the Prophet's sayings
are not meant literally, rather we should understand the situation and time
to truly appreciate the spirit and implication of the Hadeeth.

At other times, the Hadeeth is very clear and its message is universal
and its application is universal and does not change from one place to
another, or one society .to another society. An example of such
fundamental and basic principles is the relationship between people who
submit to Cod and believe in being accountable to Him:

(The Muslim is the brother to another Muslim: he does not wrong
him, nor leaves him alone unsupported. Whoever was helping his
brother, Allah will be helping him and continue to help him. Whoever
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shields and covers another Muslim, Allah will shield him and cover him
on the Day of Judgment)

Muslim

These moral values transcend time and place and are valid till the Day
of Judgment. It does not change regardless of how advanced our
civilization becomes. Such moral values of:

• Justice
• Helping those who need our help

Shielding and covering othersه 

These values are timeless and can be applied at all times and should
be cherished and encouraged, because it shows the kindness and genuine
nature of a human being. The Prophet (PBUH) as Allah's messenger is
emphasizing these basic principles of human behavior. No one can
change these moral values. To be unjust and wrong others is immoral and
wrong in any society. Not to help those who need our help is wrong in
any culture or any community that values human rights and have not lost
its humanity. lt also illustrates that people understand that they are
accountable to a higher power and that one day they must answer for
their wrong behavior. If we tnuly believe in God and understand that He
controls our destiny, we realize that we could at one time or another
become poor and needy and need someone to help us, shield us and look
after us. Then it is our obligation to help those who require our help, for
it is our call and our obligation. If we fail to do so, then we do not serve
God and faith has not settled in our heants. We are then only paying lip
service when we say "We believe".

At the time of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) there were no banks and
no monetary notes. There were few coins of gold and silver and most
trade was bartering. What was important was to establish nules that
safeguarded the rights of individuals and prevented wrong-doing. The
rich should not be allowed to enslave or control the destiny of the poor,
and the might and influence of the powerful must be tempered to prevent
injustice and tyranny. At his time Usury was common. People lent money
at exuberant rates, and when the person in debt was unable to pay the
lender would give him more time but charge even more exuberant rates.
The end result is the person in debt would loose everything and the
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person lending the money would get richer and now own the house of
another person or his land or even his daughter. Therefore Usury or ""
Reba " was proNounced as unlawful and a shameful act and threatened
with punishment from Allah and His messenger:

@» مؤييية كثه إن آلزيزا ين يفن ما تذئوأ أكه أثثوا :اتلوا أي ويائها
]٢٧٨ [البقرة:

"0 ye who believe! Fear Allah, and give wp what remains ofyour
demandfor uswry, ifye are indeed believers. " (A/-Bagara 2.278)

 ز:ومن قلكم ثبثة قإن" وتشوله، آتله ين بخزر فأذكوا تقغلرة لم قرن«

٢٢٧٩ البقر:: اليه» ثفلئو ولا تظلفور لا أمزيكم
"Ifye do it not, take notice ofwarfrom Allah and His Messenger.
But ifye turn back, ye shall have your capital sums; deal not
wnjustly, andye shall not be dealt with uniustly."

(Al-Bagara 2.279)

And.:

 ين القنكن يقختلة ألف يفرم كما إلأ تفوشو لا الزيؤا تأكلون «ألني
 ففن أكزيزأ نخزة البع أقة واخن اتزتزأ يخن التع رئتا قالوا بائهم ذيق النن
 تأزلتبق عاة ذمرن أتة إى وأمز: تلت ما فلة، فانتهى كنوء ين مؤعظة جأ::

٢٢٧ البقرة:1 دي» خلذوت فها مخ الكار أضخا
" Those who devour wSury will not stand except as stand one whom
the Evil One by his touch hath driven to madness. That is because
they say: "Trade is like wsury, " but Allah has permitted trade and
forbidden wsury. Those who after receiving direction from their
Lord, desist, shall be pardonedfor the past; their case is for Allah
(to udge); but those who repeat (the offence) are Companions of
the Fire; they will abide therein (forever)" (A/-Bagara 2.275)

INTEREST
Nowadays people put their money in the bank and get a retum on their
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investment. ls this retum or "interest" Reba? Or is it a legal retum on
their investent, since the bank uses the deposits and lends it to others
for business and trade, then out of the profit the bank is able to pay its
expenses and give a share of the profit to its share holders. The financial
transaction of this kind of banking activity is difFerent from what
happened at the time of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), so we cannot use
the tems "lnterest" to mean "Reba". When a person is borrowing money
from a bank, the interest rate is regulated by the central bank and is not
exuberant. The bank reuires guarantees before it lends money, and both
parties: the customer and the bank negotiate and agree on the tems of the

. trade or fnancial transaction. Every condition is explained including
penalties before the contract is in efTect.

If people do not invest their money and keep it then the value of their
money will decrease because of inflation. Also money that is not
circulated looses its basic function which is to be spent and to stimulate
the economy and create jobs. That is why the Our'an threatens those who
hoard their gold and silver:

 الناس أنون ننأ#ون والزمان الأخبار ن كبيرا إن :انثوا أثنيهن «ناا
 ولا واليفة الذهب بكروت ولبير ألله نبيل عن تنضذوت بالبطل
٢٣٤ التربة:1» أليرج بعذاب قييزهم آلله سيل ق ثنففوا

"0 ye who believe! There are indeed many among the priests and
anchorites, who in falsehood devour the substance of men and
hinder (them)from the Way ofAllah. And there are those who bury
gold and silver and spend it not in the Way ofAllah.: announce unto
them a most grievous penalty" (At-Tawba 9.:34)

 منذا ؤظهوزمز وجكويجم جباههم يا فتكزك خهئز نار ق غليها لمحتى «يزم
٢٣ ه التوبة:1»a٤ تغزوت فخ ما لأنفيزفذوثوا كزثخ ما

"On the Day when heat will be produced out ofthat (wealth) in the
fire of Hell, and with it will be branded their foreheads, their
flanks, and their backs, "This is the (treasure) which ye buriedfor
yourselves: taste ye, then, the (treasures) ye buried!"

(A-Tawba 9.:35)
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The Our'an also warns Muslims not to abuse their authority and form
circuits or clubs in which the rich and powerful control the destiny of the
poor and weak:

 ولتتقي الفزن وليى زيزشول فيله أيفزن أخل ين تموله، عن أتة أقا: وما
 آل%شون :اتكثم زما ينغز الأغماء بن ذرلة بكرة لا ي الشبل ذت وألنتكن

٢٧ اليقاب»)الشر: فيي أقة أكة"إرة واثثوا فانتهوا غنة بغم زما قخذوة

"What Allah has bestowed on His Messenger (and taken away)
from the people of the townships, belongs to Allah, to His
Messenger and to kindred and orphans, the needy and the
wayfarer; in order that it may not (merely) make a circuit between
the wealthy among you. So take what the Messenger assigns to you,
and deny yourselves that which he withholds from you. And fear
Allah,: for Allah is strict in Punishment" (Al-Hashr 59.7)

What Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) said about cursing those engaged
in Reba (Usury) and the Our'an forbidding such action cannot equate
with banking transactions nowadays. But there are those who equate
Reba and interest and immediately outlaw such financial transaction.
Most of them have no knowledge of banking or finance or economics,
but they give themselves the right to say "This is lawful and this is
unlawfiR". They are not willing to examine new ideas or look at the
issues with an open mind and consider that conditions have changed.
Others are not rigid in their thinking and are willing to understand that
the spirit of the divine order must be obeyed, but that our understanding
and application changes according to our differing needs and
circumstances. The legal entity in Egypt responsible for giving Fatwa
"legal rlings" said that deposing one's money in the bank and getting a
retumn on the investment is allowed in lslam. This nuling was met by
strong resistance from hard liners among Muslims. The decision to issue
this Fatwa was only reached after consulting with many experts in the
fields of finance, banking and economics. It was done after serious study
and it did require great courage to g0 against time honored and deeply
held beliefs.
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