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• Marriage: Forbidden for marriage — not all ‘uncles and nieces’ XE "Marriage\: Forbidden for marriage — not all ‘uncles and nieces’" 
As we live in the same house with my father’s sister and her husband, may I ask whether I have to cover my hair in front of him?

When there is a possibility of marriage with someone, then a woman should maintain her Islamic dress in front of that person. A woman may not be married to the same man to whom her sister or aunt, paternal or maternal, or her niece is married. But should the man’s wife die or be divorced, the man may marry her sister, niece or aunt.

Therefore, a Muslim woman must maintain her normal Islamic dress, covering all her body with the exception of her face and hands, in front of him. The wisdom of this ruling is not difficult to appreciate, because if such near relatives do not maintain propriety in front of the husbands of their close relatives, there is a chance of a man wanting to marry his wife’s sister or close relative at the same time, or he may divorce his wife in order to marry a relative of hers. In order to reduce the chance of such an unwelcome situation, Islam requires Muslim women to maintain their propriety in front of the husbands of their close relatives.

[The Qur’anic injunction on relatives forbidden for marriage is contained in Surah 2 Verses 22-24

“And do not marry at all those women whom your father had married — though what has happened in the past is excepted. This is an indecent and abominable thing and an evil practice.

“Forbidden to you are your mothers, daughters, sisters, paternal aunts, maternal aunts, brother's daughters, sister's daughters, your foster mothers who have given a suckle to you, your foster sisters, who have taken suckle with you, the mothers of your wives, the daughters of your wives whom you have brought up, the daughters of those wives with whom you have conjugal relations, but not of those wives with whom you have had no conjugal relations, and it is not sinful for you to marry their daughters (after you have divorced them); — and also forbidden to you are the wives of your sons who are from your loins, and it is unlawful for you to keep two sisters as wives at one and the same time, though what happened in the past is excepted, for Allah is indeed Forgiving, Merciful.

“And forbidden to you are the wedded wives of other people except who have fallen in your hands (as prisoners of war): this is the Law of Allah that has been prescribed for you. With the exception of the above, it has been made lawful for you to seek in marriage with your wealth any other woman provided that you keep them in honest wedlock and not debauchery. Then you should pay them their dowries as an obligation for the enjoyment of conjugal relations with them. However, there is no harm if a compromise is made in the dower by mutual consent after an agreement about it; Allah is All-Knowing, All-Wise.”]

• Marriage: Hanging in the balance XE "Marriage: Hanging in the balance" 
The marriage contract of a 17 year old girl was arranged a few years ago. Her husband was working abroad and a delay in the consummation of marriage took place. Later, the man and his family moved to a foreign country, without even communicating to the girl's family of their intentions. There have been many indications that the man's family have actually ignored the girl and do not seem keen that the marriage should go through. The man does not answer the letters sent by the girl or her father. Now she says she is not prepared to go ahead with the marriage, even if the man wants to. Could you please explain if there is a way out for the girl. On the other hand, can the man compel her to go and live with him after she has come to hate him and his family for their lack of care for her. If she gets divorced, does she have to observe a waiting period, considering that the marriage has not been consummated?

There is certainly a way out for the girl, if her feelings are truly as you describe. This is known in Islam as Khula' which may be resorted to by the girl, whether the marriage has been consummated or not.

In the circumstances that you have related, it is perfectly understandable that this girl should desire an end of her marriage to a man who totally neglects her. What she should do is to go to an Islamic court and apply for the nullification of her marriage. The judge will listen to her case and when he realizes the seriousness of her application, he should grant it. When she has made such an application, the judge must make a ruling before he would even consider any counter application by the husband for the marriage to be consummated, or for the girl to go and live with him Needless to say, she should pay back to the man any dower or mahr she has received from him and preferably any gifts he had given her.

It has been observed that judges in your part of the world are reluctant to grant applications of Khula'. If this girl meets such an outcome, she should make her application to another judge, trying to identify one who is both broad-minded and well read. I should perhaps explain that the judge who orders a nullification of the marriage, does not pronounce the divorce on behalf of the man. If the woman later marries again, her marriage is considered to be a second marriage, although she may still be a virgin. Since the marriage has not been consummated, the woman need not observe any waiting period after the nullification of her marriage.

From the Islamic point of view, marriage is a contractual agreement between two parties. If either party wants to withdraw from that contractual agreement, there are rules and procedures for such a withdrawal. In the case of the woman, the method of Khula' is the way out.

• Marriage: In a simple manner XE "Marriage: In a simple manner" 
I intend to get married and my parents are trying to arrange that for me. My desire is to have my marriage conducted in the simple Islamic way. How should I go about it?

It is highly commendable that you wish your marriage to be free from all the customs which have been introduced in order to maintain appearances and try to preserve the position of the two families in the society. That is certainly not one of the purposes of marriage according to Islam.

The marriage contract is made simply by a commitment and an acceptance. The guardian of the bride commits himself to marrying her to the bridegroom if the agreed conditions are met, and the bridegroom accepts that commitment which means that he is prepared to honor those conditions. A certain amount of dower is fixed between the two parties and this becomes payable at the moment when the contract is made. If both parties agree, payment of the whole amount or any part of it can be deferred.

When that has taken place, the marriage is made. The wedding can take place at any time, and indeed the bride and the bridegroom can join together in their new family home without a wedding party, if they so wish. The contract, which is witnessed at least by two persons, is sufficient. However, publicity of the marriage is desirable. This is the purpose of the wedding party which can be as simple as one chooses. 

What is recommended for the bridegroom is to arrange a dinner party for relatives, neighbors and friends. Again, this need not be a grand affair. A simple one is preferable. The idea is to allow neighbors and relatives to share in the happy occasion. Apart from this, nothing is required.

• Marriage: In secret XE "Marriage: In secret" 
When I was on my home leave last year, I ran away with a woman and arranged for our marriage to be performed in a friend's house, who acted as her guardian. What prompted us to do so was that she was being forced by her parents to marry someone she did not want to marry. Our marriage could not be consummated because of her illness at the time. However, we went back to her family, but her parents refused to recognize the marriage. They claimed that we cannot be considered as man and wife because they had not consented to this marriage in the first place, and because she is staying with her parents and supported by them. Perhaps I should add here that she only returned to her family's home after her parents agreed initially to celebrate our marriage. Could you please let me know whether our marriage is valid or not.

To start with, you should not have taken that woman away from her parents in order to marry her. Marriage is a relationship which starts a family. It must, therefore, remain a family affair from the start to the finish. When a woman is living with her parents, she may not just go out and get married without their consent. She must have a guardian who acts for her in conducting her marriage. When her father is present, no one may have guardianship other than him. Moreover, the Prophet says, "No marriage may be contracted without the presence of a guardian and two witnesses."

It is true that according to the Hanafi school of thought, the marriage may be valid. However, in the face of this clear and authentic Hadith, the opinion of any scholar which clashes with it is not to be taken. Sometimes scholars may take a weaker opinion in preference to a better supported one because the circumstances of the case make the application of such an opinion likely to serve a more important purpose. A case like yours where the marriage was carried out without the consent of the woman's parents may be given a ruling of valid marriage, adopting the opinion of Imam Abu Hanifah, if the circumstances required that. Suppose that the marriage has been in effect for several years and several children were born into that marriage. The wife's parents may have already relented and accepted the marriage as an accomplished fact. When such a case is put to a scholar, he has a very strong reason to let things stand as they are, taking into consideration the interests of the young children as something of paramount importance. Any scholar who opts for this opinion will be looking at the fact that the Hanafi school of thought was implemented in the Muslim state for several hundred years.

Having said that, I must add that in your particular case the same cannot be applied. Your marriage has not been consummated and your lady is still living with her parents. Why should we overlook the express Hadith in favor of a ruling by a scholar, eminent as he certainly was. No man's opinion may be taken in preference to a clear and authentic Hadith.

You say that your friend acted as your lady's guardian. What right has he got to do so? A woman may ask someone whom she trusts to act for her in her marriage contract only if she has no Muslim relative who may undertake the task. But to ask someone to be a guardian only because he is willing to oblige in a situation which is kept secret from the woman's family is unacceptable. The case would have been different if the woman was living in a place very far from the rest of her family and she went to the judge of her locality and explained matters to him, and he consented to her request to be her guardian. Such an arrangement would have been acceptable. But in your case, the situation is simply a marriage undertaken without the consent of the woman's father. Therefore, its validity is strongly suspect.

Having said that, I must add that since the woman's parents promised you and their daughter to make the necessary arrangements to sanction your marriage, they should honor their promise. To start with, they should not have tried to force their daughter to marry someone she did not want. If she wanted someone else and he is acceptable on account of his faith and honesty, they should not withhold their consent. The Prophet tells all parents: "If you have a proposal by someone whose faith and honesty you find acceptable, then sanction his marriage. If you do not do so, chaos and much corruption will be the result."

What I would advise you is to adopt a wise and understanding approach to the matter. You should go to the woman's parents and try to arrive at a clear understanding with them. Try to show them that if they consent your marriage with their daughter, things will be better all round. They may find it difficult to consent to the marriage as something imposed on them. Try to give them the feeling that they consent to it as a matter of choice. Perhaps you can seek the help of someone who has influence in their family, such as an uncle of the father or a brother. Perhaps they need time to demonstrate that they are not acting under pressure from you or from their daughter. If so, you should be understanding. From your letter, they appear to be rather amenable. Try not to deal with them as if you were in confrontation, but rather you understand their attitude and you want a solution which satisfies everyone. In this way, you may achieve your purpose without allowing friction to creep into the family.

• Marriage: Inter-faith — complications in XE "Marriage: Inter-faith — complications in" 
Some eight years ago I married a Christian woman who declared before our marriage that she has become a Muslim. Now she wants to return to her original religion. She did not at all pray according to Islamic way after our marriage. I always tried to see her as a Muslim woman, but she seems intent on reverting to Christianity. What effect would that have on our marriage? We have no children.

It is permissible for a Muslim man to marry a Christian or a Jewish woman. This means that your wife need not have changed her religion in order for your marriage to go through. She could have remained a Christian and your marriage would have been valid. 

Perhaps I should add here that although an inter-faith marriage of this type is allowed, it is by no means encouraged, because inter-faith marriages often run into difficulties.

When a person, whether a man or a woman, renounces Islam, his or her marriage is automatically rendered invalid, because of the apostasy involved. In a situation like yours, where the wife became a Muslim, her apostasy invalidates your marriage and you may not be reunited in marriage any longer. It is different from a straightforward divorce which can be revoked and the marriage reinstated. Moreover, that woman is not permissible for any Muslim man to marry. She is not treated like an ordinary Christian. She is treated as an apostate. Therefore, if your wife decides to revert to Christianity, you consider your marriage at an end. However, you may have to comply with certain requirements of the law of your country, such as the registration of divorce. 

But then, may I ask you whether your wife was ever a Muslim? Is it you who can answer this question. She may have declared that she has converted to Islam, but how far was this genuine? Did she ever believe in the message of Prophet Muhammad and consider the Qur'an as the Divine Book which should be implemented at least in your family life? If the answer is in the negative, then the whole affair of her conversion to Islam was a joke. No one is allowed to take Islam other than seriously. If you are living in a Muslim country and your case comes before an Islamic Court and she states that she was not serious when she declared that she was a Muslim, the court will take that statement as an offense against Islam.

You should explain all this to your wife and let her decide for herself. Islam does not believe in compulsion in matters of religion. If she says that she wants to go back to Christianity, you tell her that your marriage is automatically nullified. You should leave her immediately in that case. If, after being told of the implications, she decides to remain a Muslim, you have to take positive steps in order to educate her in the principles of Islam and explain to her what duties Islam expects her to fulfill. You should try to encourage her to adopt gradually an Islamic way of life. As she gets to know more and more about Islam, I am sure she will be more and more convinced of its truth.

• Marriage: Inter-faith — Conversion to Islam as a convenience

May I ask whether Christianity and Judaism are the only religions with which inter-faith marriage is allowed in Islam? In India there are many religions, and because of proximity, many young Muslims find it sometimes suitable to marry women who may belong to these faiths. They arrange that the girl converts to Islam for the marriage. It is often the case that the girl does not know anything about Islam, and she only converts nominally to get married.

It is permissible for a Muslim man to marry a Christian or a Jewish woman without need for the woman to convert to Islam at any time. Although that is permissible, it is not to be encouraged because inter-faith marriages are likely to run into problems. A Muslim woman may not marry anyone other than a Muslim. As for other religions, it is not permissible for a Muslim man or woman to marry their followers. This applies to all religions of the Indian sub-continent.

If a follower of such religion wants to marry a Muslim, he or she must become a Muslim first. I understand that this condition is what causes women who get to know Muslim men and want to marry them to convert to Islam.

They may think that conversion to Islam is easy since it involves only the declaration that one believes in the Oneness of God and that Muhammad is His messenger. They utter this declaration without even thinking about its meaning. Such an action is not a conversion to Islam. It is mere expedience. It does not make the woman concerned a Muslim. Nor does it make her a lawfully married wife to a Muslim. She needs to understand Islam and its principles. If she is convinced that it is the religion of the truth, and she declares her belief in it, she is a Muslim. In this case, she may be married to a Muslim.

If she merely utters the declaration without conviction, she is technically a Muslim, and we must accept her word. But that does not make her a Muslim in God’s sight. Her husband should know her real attitude and determine his position accordingly.

• Marriage: Inter-faith — matter of a Christian wife XE "Marriage: Inter-faith — matter of a Christian wife" 
I was born in a Hindu family and I married a Christian girl. Sometime after my marriage, I embraced Islam, but my wife did not. My Muslim friends advised me that my marriage was invalid. I, therefore, married a Muslim girl and I have a son by her. I did not have any children by my first wife. Recently, I saw your answer to a question in which you confirmed that a Muslim may marry a Christian or a Jewish girl. I have not had any rela​tionship with my first wife for the last ten years, except writing letters and sending money to her. Should I rejoin her? Or does financial help consti​tute my only responsibility? Is it necessary to have a new marriage con​tract or is our marriage still valid?

Sometimes I feel very upset at what happens to well-meaning Muslim people as a result of ignorance of the correct Islamic view. It only requires that a person goes to a well-read scholar and puts his question to him in order to determine the right course of action. People may suffer a great deal as a result of ignorance. Take for example the first wife of this reader. She has been divorced or separated from her husband for ten years unnec​essarily. Another woman has been involved as a result of the second marriage. Much of this suffering could have been spared had the correct information been sought.

I am not clear what happened to your first wife. Did you divorce her upon the advice of your friends? Or were you simply separated and living apart? If you were separated without you divorcing her, then your marriage is still valid. You need only speak to her and explain the situation. You then consult with her on what course of action you wish to take. If the two of you agree to rejoin each other, then there is nothing to stop you. Obviously, this step will affect your second wife. Perhaps when you tell her the position, she will be understanding. I hope the three of you can sort out an amicable arrangement.

If you have divorced your first wife, then perhaps the best course of action is to leave things as they are. She has been divorced and she has no claim on you. The fact that you have been helping her financially is more than what could be expected of you in such a case. You have no liability towards her if you are divorced. It goes without saying that if you are still married, though separated, you continue to be responsible for her maintenance. You have been helping her financially and that is good. From now on, you have to give her adequate maintenance or let her rejoin you. If she does, then you have to treat your two wives equally, dividing your nights between them on equal basis and providing them with the same standard of living. If you have not been divorced, you need not have a new marriage contract. The first marriage contract is still valid.

• Marriage: Inter-faith — Muslim man, non-Muslim woman XE "Marriage: Inter-faith — Muslim man, non-Muslim woman" 
Marriages between a Muslim man and a Christian or Jewish woman is allowed but not recommended. If nevertheless a Muslim man wants to marry a Christian or a Jewish woman, how is this marriage solemnized?

You have adequately expressed my view on inter-faith marriages. Perhaps it is useful to say that when a Muslim man marries a Christian or a Jewish woman, he does not commit a sin. However, it is strongly discouraged. This is certainly stating the general rule. Individual cases must be considered on their own merits. It is possible that Muslim man finds himself in a situation when marriage with a non-Muslim woman is desirable, perhaps because he has very little choice. 

I know one man who had to leave his home country and live in a Western European country, where Muslims were a small minority. He spent the best of three years to marry a Muslim woman from any Muslim country. All his attempts failed. Eventually, he had no choice but to marry a woman from the place in which he lived. It is well known that of all other religions, we are allowed to marry women of the Christian or Jewish faiths.

If one finds himself in a situation where he has to marry a follower of either of these two religions, his marriage ceremony is conducted in the same way as a marriage with a Muslim woman. Why should it be otherwise? What is required in such a marriage is the same as a marriage between a Muslim man and a Muslim woman: An offer of marriage made by the woman's father or guardian and an acceptance made by the man in the presence of two Muslim witnesses. The dower, which is a sum of money, in cash or kind, must be specified as being given by the bridegroom to his bride.

The question is whether the woman's father, who is a Christian or a Jew, may act for her in such a marriage. The answer is in the affirmative, because she is not a Muslim. But the witnesses should be Muslims because their role is different from that of the bride's father. They may be required to confirm the actual marriage in front of a judge. 

In order that their testimony be binding on a Muslim party, the husband in this case, they must be Muslims. The bride's father is acting for her and since both are non-Muslims, there is no objection to him doing what a father should do for his daughter when she is married. She is entitled to receive a dower in the same way as a Muslim woman enjoys that right.

• Marriage: Inter-faith — Muslim woman, non-Muslim man XE "Marriage: Inter-faith — Muslim woman, non-Muslim man" 
A marriage was formed between a Muslim woman and a Hindu man. Neither of them changed faith. At present they have children. What faith should the children follow? How is that women to be buried after her death? If this marriage is not valid, what will happen to her children? Can they be considered legitimate at all?

That marriage is simply not valid from the Islamic point of view. The woman may be a Muslim but, by accepting to be married to a Hindu, she has violated the teachings of Islam on marriage. She accepted to be wed to a man who is not lawful for her. Therefore, the marriage is null and void. In other words, her relationship with him is illegal.

As for the faith of her children, perhaps it is more pertinent to ask about her faith. The fact that she has gone ahead with this arrangement and has been maintaining it for several years, having become the mother of more than one child, suggests that she does not have much regard to Islamic teachings. Otherwise, she would have taken the necessary steps to determine whether her marriage would be legal or not. Having failed to do so, and continued with this arrangement is a strong indication that she may not really care about what Islam says. Hence the question whether she is truly a Muslim or not.

I do not suggest that by marrying this man she is to be considered a disbeliever. I am only saying that she does not seem to care whether her marriage is valid or not. If a Muslim woman goes through the process of marriage with a non-Muslim, no matter what religion he follows, she remains a Muslim although her marriage is invalid. 

Her relationship with her man is one of adultery, not marriage. Her children are illegitimate in the sense that they are born outside wedlock. However, they bear no blame for the actions of their parents. They should be considered Muslims if their mother is truly a Muslim. If it is doubtful that she will be helping them grow as Muslims, someone else from her family should meet that end. When she dies, she may be buried in a graveyard of Muslims, because her action does not constitute apostasy.

• Marriage: Inter-faith — permissible though not advisable XE "Marriage: Inter-faith — permissible though not advisable" 
You have said in the past that a Muslim may marry a Christian or a Jewish woman. However, we read in the Qur'an the following instructions: "Do not marry unbelieving women until they have believed: a slave woman who believes is better than an unbelieving woman" (2;221).  Please comment.

It is not I who say that; it is the Islamic ruling. I have on several occasions pointed out that for a Muslim to marry a Christian woman is permissible. However, I repeated on every occasion that although such an interfaith marriage is permissible, it is inadvisable.

The apparent contradiction between the ruling and the verse you quoted is due partly to the translation you have quoted. It is a little inaccurate. There is no contradiction, because the Qur'anic verse speaks of "women who associate partners with Allah." It is more accurately translated as "Do not marry polytheist women until they have believed. A slave woman who believes is better than a polytheist woman even though you may find her desirable." All Muslim scholars are unanimous in their view that to marry a woman who follows any faith other than Islam, Christianity or Judaism, is forbidden. The concession in the case of Christian and Jewish woman is made on account that there remains a common area between Islam and these two religions which allows the children to be brought up as believers.

• Marriage: Just before [or during] Ramadhan XE  "Marriage: Just before [or during] Ramadhan" 
I have been working here for several years without having been able to take any leave. Last year, I managed to take leave and go home before my parents arranged my marriage. Circumstances were such that the marriage had to take place a couple of days before the start of Ramadhan. As a result I was unable to observe the fast while I was on leave. The same was the case with my wife. Since I came back I have been feeling so bad at what had happened. Could you please explain what is my position?

You should have known better than to arrange your wedding a couple of days before Ramadhan. This is like putting yourself unnecessarily to severe test, without even the satisfaction of having a sense of achievement if you pass that test. You might have felt that you should take the chance of having your leave when offered, because you have not been able to take leave for a very long time. Still, you should have tried to arrange leave for after Ramadhan, since you intended to get married. Moreover, employers should be more considerate to the circumstances of their employees and give their accrued leave when they need it. Some accommodation between the needs of the employer and the employee is necessary, which should not be too difficult.

What happened is very serious indeed. To give a good idea of the seriousness of the offense committed, may I relate a Hadith which reports that a man came to the Prophet, peace be upon him, and said: “Messenger of God, I am ruined.” The Prophet, peace be upon him, asked what was the cause of his ruin, and the man said: “I have had intercourse with my wife while fasting.” The Prophet, peace be upon him, asked him whether he had a slave to set free in compensation, but the man did not. The Prophet, peace be upon him, asked him whether he could do the alternative type of compensation which was to fast for two consecutive months, but the man answered that he did not have the ability to do that. The Prophet, peace be upon him, then told him to feed sixty poor people, but the man was too poor to do that, and he sat down attending the Prophet, peace be upon him. The Prophet, peace be upon him, then received a container full of dates and he gave it to the man to donate it to the poor.

These three actions are the penalty for having intercourse with one’s wife during a day of fasting. They are to be taken in that order, not as three alternatives to choose from. This means that the compensation is to free a slave.

If one does not have a slave, like our situation today with slaving having been finally eradicated by the grace of God, then the penalty is to fast for two consecutive months, without breaking the continuity of fasting for any reason. Or when the man is too weak or ill to fast that the alternative of feeding sixty people is considered. This compensation is required for every day of fasting one spoils by having intercourse with one’s wife.

This is not too severe, because God has allowed sexual intercourse with one’s wife during the night of fasting. It is only when one does it during the day, spoiling his fast, that this tough punishment is required. If our reader was guilty of this offense, then he knows what the penalty is.

It is also important to mention that the penalty applies to the man only, unless the woman has taken the initial step of persuading her husband to have intercourse with her during the fasting time. If he is the one to initiate the offense, she needs only to compensate for the spoiling of her fast by fasting a day instead of the spoiled day.

Such is the penalty for spoiling a fasting day in Ramadhan by having sexual intercourse with one’s wife.

However, in the case of our reader, there may be a cause for treating the whole matter in a different light. Our reader says that he has been working here for several years without taking any holiday or vacation for more than three years. Does he consider himself as having established home in Saudi Arabia? We are not concerned here with things such as stay permits, but we ask whether he wants to stay here as long as circumstances permit. When he goes home to visit his parents, does he consider himself merely a visitor?

If so, then he is resident in Kingdom, and when he goes home to visit parents, he is a traveler who may exercise the concession of travelers with regard to his prayers and fasting. In this case, he is not required to fast during travel, as God says in the Qur’an: “Whoever is sick or traveling may fast (the same) number of days (later).” In this case, our reader will be required only to fast the number of days which he did not fast while he was on leave, having his marriage.

Having said that, I wish to emphasize that it remains an unwise choice to have one’s wedding a couple of days before Ramadhan starts, or in Ramadhan, unless one takes sufficient measures to ensure that one will be able to observe the fast properly. For example, he should find something to do out doors during the day, and come home only at the time of Maghrib, or if he is at home, he should be with other people along with is newly married wife. May God forgive us all.

• Marriage: Kidney transplant and an unusual trade-in XE  "Marriage: Kidney transplant and an unusual trade-in" 
I wish to donate one of my kidneys to a Muslim brother who is in bad need of a kidney transplant. However, his family insists on giving me their daughter to marry without a dower. Am I permitted to marry her on this condition?

There are several points involved in this question. I will start with the most important, which is the marriage of the man to the girl the family wants to give him in marriage, in appreciation of what he wants to do. The reader appears to be willing to undertake a great sacrifice to help an ill person, and his action will not go unrewarded. However, he does not ask for anything in return. Yet the family wants that he should marry their daughter. This may be the family’s way of saying ‘thank you,’ to him, making him feel that he now belongs to their family. All this may be commendable, but what about the girl herself? Is she willing to marry you? Is her willingness genuine, or she feels to be under much pressure because of what you are going to give in sacrifice to help her sick brother?

The pressure may be silent in this case. No words may be said in persuasion, but the girl may feel that she cannot say ‘no’ when the thought of marrying her to you is mentioned. She may feel that if she declines, she would appear ungrateful, and her family may think her selfish. If something happens and the prospect of donating a kidney to the patient goes wrong, then she would be blamed for it on account of her refusal to marry you. That is a very weighty pressure indeed, and it should be removed before asking her whether she consents to this marriage. I suggest that my reader should seek to speak to the girl alone [without intervening by a third person], preferably on the telephone, before doing anything concerning the marriage. He should tell her that he wants her to feel free and decide what she likes concerning the proposed marriage. He should also say that he appreciates the delicacy of the situation.

Therefore, she must speak to him frankly about her feelings in this whole affair. If she shows even a slight reluctance, or expresses fears about the marriage, then he should do the honorable thing and tell the family that he is not donating his kidney for the marriage. He is donating it because he wants to help the patient.

He will, therefore, go ahead with the donation, but he does not wish to marry their daughter. He should give some plausible excuse, such as asserting to them that he is happily married and does not want to marry again [or for reasons of compatibility. ] Let him give the family the impression that the withdrawal from the marriage is his fault and not their daughter’s.

On the other hand, if he feels that the girl is genuinely willing to marry him, then he may go ahead with the marriage in the proper way. He should give her some dower, even a nominal one, as one riyal, provided that she accepts such an amount as her dower. Alternatively, he may offer a larger dower, and the girl then forgoes it as a personal gesture which she herself is willing to make [which shall not be a precondition.]

As for donating kidney, that is also an intricate subject. We have to consider several factors. These include the patient’s need to have a kidney transplant, and how much the donor’s body can tolerate the removal of one kidney. Is he likely to lead a physically normal life after the donation? Furthermore, there should be a clear medical decision that the patient’s body is highly unlikely to reject the transplanted kidney. 

This is very important, because if the transplant operation takes place and the patent’s body rejects the new kidney, the patient will remain in the same position as before the transplant and the donor will have to live with one kidney.

I know a case where a patient with complete kidney failure was given a kidney by his own brother. The transplant was successful at first, but within two weeks, the body rejected the transplanted kidney. Although this operation was carried out in one of the leading hospitals in London, by one of the best surgeons in the field, all attempts by the doctors to save the kidney and to make the body accept it failed. The patient died a few months later. I am not aware of what happened to the donor. This shows the need to be extra careful in these cases. If all these factors are positive and encourage the transplant, then the donation may be acceptable. If the case carries a substantial degree of doubt, then it is better abandoned.

Having said that, I should add that this is all different from the situation where the transplant kidney is donated after the death of the donor. In this latter case, the transplant is permissible.

• Marriage: Late age risks in pregnancy and abortion

We got married when both of us were over 40. We have not had any children yet. Doctors have informed us that they can help us have a child, but there is a risk that the child may be mentally handicapped. Should a pregnancy take place, and test be taken within 16 weeks of conception confirm that the child is to be mentally handicapped, would it be permissible to terminate the pregnancy?

Why do you need to put yourself in such a situation in the first place? It was your choice to marry a woman who is past the age of safe pregnancy. Since she has had no children, that makes conception at this late period difficult. But you are trying to overcome this with medical help. This means you are inviting the risk of unsafe pregnancy. Not only so, but once a pregnancy takes place, you will be going through a traumatic time, until you are certain that the fetus is healthy. That is going to cause you a great deal of worry. Should the tests confirm otherwise, you put yourselves in the position of deciding whether to have an abortion.

To my mind, that is all unnecessary. I realize that you very much love to have a child. But any couple may be without children. The Prophet, peace be upon him, has given us a very sound advise when he said: “Be satisfied with what God has assigned to you and you will be richest of people.” This does not apply only to monetary matters. It applies to everything in life. If you are satisfied with your lot, you will not worry about what you have missed. This is the true meaning of self-sufficiency, which is the basis of wealth. A person may have enormous wealth, but he will not feel truly wealthy unless he is satisfied with what he has.

If you and your wife resign yourself to the fact that having married late, you may not have a child; you will be able to deal with this question in a much more satisfactory way. You can then remind yourselves that it is God only who decides what children a couple should have. You can then request Him in your supplication to give you a healthy child, if He knows that having such a child will add to your happiness in life.

Once you put the matter back to God to determine for you what He knows to be best for you, you will have a better view of the whole matter and you will be happy whether you have a child or not. You need to remind yourselves that since you have assigned the choice in the matter to God, He will give you what is best.

Abortion in the confirmed cases of serious health risks, physical or mental, should be determined individually on the merits of each particular case. I cannot give a general ruling. In your case, it is better not to invite what can only be a very difficult situation that presents you with a serious dilemma. Leave matters entirely in God’s hand.

• Marriage: Legal recognition XE  "Marriage: Legal recognition" 
While in Turkey, my friend got married through the Mufti's office. After living with his wife for a short while, he was informed that marriages contracted through mufti's office are not recognized, Turkey being a secular state. Hence no country would recognize such a marriage. Is his marriage valid, or is it null and void, as he was informed by the Turkish officials? What should he do?
For a marriage to be legal and valid from the Islamic point of view, the conditions that are clearly stated by Islam must be fulfilled. These are a commitment and acceptance by the two parties, the presence of woman's guardian and two witnesses, and the payment of dower [or an agreement on such payment] by the husband. Since the marriage contract was made in the mufti's office, and that office pronounced it as valid and legal, then it certainly is.
That the government in Turkey does not recognize such type of marriage is something organizational. It is up to a government to issue orders that are meant to organize certain types of activities or events in a certain manner, if it deems that to be useful to that community, provided that such organization does not contravene any Islamic law or principle.
When such an order is made, it is the duty of Muslims to act in accordance with its provisions. Thus it is open to the government of Turkey to decide that marriage contracts should be conducted in a certain way, or at a certain office or registering marriages, births and deaths. If the order does not contravene any Islamic law, then it is valid.
Suppose a government issues an order making one witness sufficient for the validity of marriage contracts. In this case, the order should not be obeyed. In any marriage contract the two parties should ensure that another witness is present for the validity of the marriage. They should, however, get the marriage validated by the state registry office, perhaps by repeating the marriage there, to avoid any problems in future.
When such conditions are introduced, they are either short of Islamic requirements or they add something extra to these. If they add something extra, then they do no harm. If they fall short of Islamic requirements, then the two parties should ensure that they comply with Islamic regulations. In a secular state, the presence of the woman's guardian may not be necessary for marriage to become valid. In this case, the woman should ask her father or guardian to attend the marriage ceremony and act for her, so that the marriage is correct and valid from the Islamic point of view.
Having said that, I would like to confirm that your friend's marriage is valid. What he should do now is to have the marriage contract repeated in the government office which is responsible for making marriage contracts.
That is very easy to do. The fact that he is already married is not affected by the new contract. It is done merely to complete formalities and ensure that the marriage is endorsed by the official authority.

• Marriage: Marrying a divorcee XE "Marriage: Marrying a divorcee" 
Could you please explain what is necessary when marrying a divorced woman. If I want to keep this marriage a secret from my parents, would it be permissible?

Marrying a divorced woman is effected in the same way as all other marriages. You must make sure, however, that the woman has actually been divorced by her husband and that she has completed her waiting period. The waiting period of a divorcee lasts until she has completed three periods of menstruation or three periods of cleanliness from menstruation. If she is too young or too old to have the period, then she waits for three months. If she is pregnant at the time of divorce, her waiting period lasts until she has delivered or the pregnancy is terminated.

The marriage contract consist of a commitment by the woman's parents or guardian and acceptance by the man. This must be done in the presence of two witnesses. A dower is payable to the woman by her husband. The amount is agreed between the two of them and the money becomes the property of the wife. She has sole discretion over its use, since it is hers. It is strongly recommended that after the marriage takes place, the husband invites relatives and neighbors to a meal. This serves as part of the publicity which is essential in marriage.

When we say that publicity is essential, the first to know normally are the families of the two marriage partners. Hence, keeping the marriage secret from your own parents is unbecoming. If you feel that telling your parents about your impending marriage would create unnecessary problems, it is permissible to hold the news for sometime. However, in fairness to your wife and your parents, you should try to normalize your relations as soon as possible by taking your parents into confidence and telling them about your marriage.

• Marriage: More beneficial use of the money spent XE "Marriage: More beneficial use of the money spent" 
For decades, Muslims in my region have been observing traditions and customs in marriage and weddings which are totally unnecessary and which have adversely affected their social and economic status. As I am preparing to get married soon, I feel that I should put the money to better use. Instead of spending lavishly on my marriage, I am thinking of buying an ambulance or building a school for needy Muslims in memory of my father. Similarly, I am thinking of using the traditional walima as a charity dinner when a collection from guests can be made to finance a similar project. Could you please comment on these thoughts from the Islamic point of view?

You ought to be congratulated on your thoughts which center around a more beneficial use of money which may be spent on weddings and marriage ceremonies. You seem to have the interests of the community at heart. That is highly commendable. Weddings and other celebrations of marriage are the areas where social traditions get mixed up with religious priorities. It is often the case that a particular aspect which is encouraged by religion acquires traditional elements that change its character and make it an action which is frowned, rather than smiled upon by religion. Take the "walima" for example. It is a dinner which the bridegroom gives within a few days of his wedding. He invites relatives and neighbors to make of his wedding a community event which spreads joy and happiness. In addition to this community feeling, it serves as a good publicity of the marriage. The walima is a Sunnah recommended by the Prophet.

Yet the Prophet emphasized that the walima should remain a simple affair. It should not be over wrought with luxurious aspects which turn into an event where personal and family pride is emphasized. Nevertheless, in certain societies, people spend so lavishly on their walima that there is much wastage of food and utter loss of the Islamic purpose.

What we should all do is to encourage one another to put back Islamic traditions in weddings and other areas in their simple, Islamic form. In this way, we earn reward from Allah for following the Sunnah of the Prophet and we achieve the beneficial purpose that Islam encourages through these traditions. We should not try to start new traditions, but reform the old ones and give them their original religious form.

I am not sure what sort of traditions and customs prevail in your community at the time of marriage. However, from what you say, I can imagine that large sums of money are spent unnecessarily. If you want to dispense with such traditions, you must continue to observe the Islamic requirements of marriage. If you do not want to have a luxurious wedding, you are perfectly entitled to do so. However, you must try to publicize your marriage as widely as you can. If you start a school or buy an ambulance to put in the service of the community with what you may save of marriage expenses, you certainly do well. May Allah reward you for that. You should try, however, to purge your action of any trace of pride or self-congratulatory elements. Thus, I would encourage you do not dedicate the school you build or the ambulance you buy to the name of your father. Instead make it a charitable donation, i.e. sadaqah on behalf of your father. You would earn him generous reward from Allah for such a benevolent action. Your own reward would be enhanced by the fact that you have used your money for a much more beneficial purpose.

It is needless to say that if you dispense with your wedding as an act of celebrating your marriage, you need to fulfill the Islamic requirements of marriage. You need to have a marriage contract made properly in the presence of witnesses and the bride's guardian and with the payment of her dower. You then need to add more publicity perhaps through the "walima," which as I have suggested, should be kept simple. However, changing it into a charity dinner is rather dubious. Although you will inform your guests in advance of your intention, and they will come prepared for your fund raising exercise, I can tell you that such a public generosity is not what Islam encourages. In charity dinners, people compete for the limelight and the interest generated by larger and larger contributions. There is thus the marked element of pride involved. Islam is keen to stamp it out from all charitable actions. May I remind you here of the Qur'anic injunction which states: "If you do deeds of charity publicly, it is well: but if you bestow it upon the needy in secret, it will be even better for you and it will atone for some of your bad deeds. Allah is aware of all that you do." (2:271)  You should, therefore, aim for what is better. Perhaps you can organize a private collection, when the contribution of each one of your guests is kept secret. The total amount raised may be publicized and a vote of thanks is made to all those who have contributed without mentioning names or amounts donated. In this way, you maintain anonymity which Islam encourages, and combine it with the fulfillment of the purpose you have in mind. Whatever you do, may I wish you a happy marriage and well thought out arrangements which bring benefit to your community and earn you reward from Allah.

• Marriage: Need for observing the legal formalities XE "Marriage: Need for observing the legal formalities" 
What I would like to know is whether I am married to my man, although we have not signed any marriage contract. Our "marriage" took place in an office when I was in one room and everyone else was in another because they were all men. We had witnesses who, as they came out at the end of the "ceremony", offered congratulations to me. Since I do not have any relatives to celebrate the marriage, we simply set out together, just the two of us. Because I feel I am not properly wed, I have asked him on two separate occasions whether we are married and he answered in the affirmative. Yet no one in his family knows about our marriage. I live with them in the same house but in separate flats. As I have become a Muslim with full conviction, I want to be sure. Can you help?

I wish you could have given me more details about what happened at the time when your marriage took place. You realize that a marriage is a contract between two parties, a man and a woman, made in the presence of witnesses as well as the woman's guardian. It also involves the payment of a dower, the amount of which is agreed between the two parties and become payable by the husband at the time when the contract is made [though the payment may be deferred by mutual consent]. A marriage contract does not need to be written down in order to be valid. But the documentation is important, particularly these days in order to ensure that all future formalities are properly made. What I am saying here is that you may have a verbal marriage contract which is completely valid, but you need to have it registered with the civil authorities so that you do not run into problems in future, particularly when you have children.

Like every contract, marriage can only be entered into by agreement of both sides. It cannot be taken care of only by one party. While you might have had to be in a separate room, your express consent should have been sought and given properly for the marriage contract to go ahead. In many Muslim marriages, the wife may not be present when the actual contract is made. However, her father or guardian comes to her with two witnesses and asks her whether she gives him the [verbal] power of attorney [in presence of the two witnesses] to act for her in marrying her to the man concerned and whether she agrees to the amount of dower to be paid to her. When she has given him the power of attorney, he proceeds to complete the marriage contract. Did you give the power of attorney to anyone to act for you? If not, did the witnesses ask you before the marriage contract whether you were willing to proceed with this marriage? If not, then what sort of contract was this? What was your part in it?

If you did give power of attorney to someone and he acted for you, and since you say that you have no relatives, then the marriage contract would be valid. If not, then there was no marriage contract because you did not take any part in it either in person or by appointing someone to act for you. It is not sufficient that the witnesses congratulate you or that your man says that you are married. You say that no one in his family knows about your marriage. Do you mean that he is married to another one? Or do you mean that his parents do not know about this? If it is the latter, then you are entitled to be recognized as his wife. In any case, you should have your marriage properly registered. What you should do is to insist that your marriage is properly registered with the civil authorities. Your husband cannot deny you that because you are only asking him to document a legal relationship. Perhaps the best way is to arrange for the marriage to be properly made at an Islamic court. Once this is done, your position is clear. But you should stop any marital relationship with him unless you are sure, in the light of what I have said, that the marriage that took place is a proper and valid one. This means that you have given power of attorney to someone to act for you and he acted according to the mandate you have given him. If not, you must do it now. You must not lose any time.

• Marriage: Nothing forbidden can invalidate something lawful XE "Marriage: Nothing forbidden can invalidate something lawful" 
We would be grateful for your comments on a ruling given in "The Majlis", a newspaper published in Port Elizabeth, South Africa. The lady who put the question was told that her marriage is no longer valid, and it is forbidden for her to live with her "former" husband. Remarriage between them is impossible. That is because the woman's father-in-law sexually assaulted her when they were alone.

I am grateful to you for sending me a copy of the paper to give the details of the ruling in question. The first point I would like to make is that since the very early days of Islam, Muslim scholars have been very careful in their ruling on matrimonial matters. 

Their cautious attitude is the most appropriate one indeed, because it is very easy to ruin a marriage and cause a family lasting distress on the basis of a wrong ruling. When we speak of the early days of Islam, we are talking of great scholars who learned about what is permissible and what is forbidden from the Prophet himself. We are speaking of men like Umar ibn Al-Khattab, Abdullah ibn Abbas, Abu Moosa Al-Ashari, Abdullah ibn Massoud, Abdullah ibn Umar and also of Lady Aisha, the mother of believers. Everyone of them and indeed later scholars and the founders of the schools of thought felt it far more appropriate to refrain from giving a ruling on a problematic matter rather than jump to a conclusion that may possibly be wrong.

What has upset me about this ruling is its outright "finality". There is no hesitation, no attention to details, no questioning of the victim's position when this "vile deed", as she describes it, took place. There is no inquiry on how far did the offending father-in-law go. All these considerations are overlooked and the woman is told that her marriage is destroyed and she can no longer have any relationship with her husband.

Yet, what we have here is a case of assault by a promiscuous person on his daughter-in-law. For all we know, the woman might have been in a state of shock to find her father-in-law doing what he did. Some women find it so difficult to respond to a situation of attempted rape they simply freeze and cannot do anything to repel their attackers. That gives the attacker a chance to do whatever he wants, facing little or no resistance.

I have recently read a case of a British woman police officer raped by her colleague in the dormitory attached to a police establishment. She simply froze when the attack took place. No law would make that woman police officer guilty or impose on her a penalty for being so attacked. Islamic law makes the establishment of justice its top priority. Yet, here we are told that the victim of an assault is to be penalized by a final and irrevocable termination of her marriage! That seems exceedingly odd.

Moreover, we are talking about a marriage that is already in existence. We are told that the father-in-law has committed an act which has the effect of aiming a gun at that marriage and shooting it in the heart so that the marriage is immediately dead and there is no way to save it whatsoever. I know only of three ways to terminate a marriage: the first is by the death of either spouse which is an act of God; secondly, by divorce which is an act of the husband; and thirdly by a termination order given by a judge either on the application of the wife or because he finds something wrong with the marriage itself. For an outsider to terminate the marriage of a couple, no matter what relationship he has with them, is simply unheard of.

Let me make it very clear that the ruling given in that newspaper, telling the women that her marriage is no longer in existence is a wrong ruling. I say this on the basis of a well-known rule which Imam Al-Shaf'ie has established and which is taken up by scholars ever since. That rule says: "Nothing forbidden can invalidate something lawful." When we apply it to the case in hand, we realize that the marriage between this woman and her husband is the lawful situation. The "fondling" of the woman by her father-in-law is the act that is forbidden. Hence, it cannot invalidate the marriage. In the case of this particular lady, she is the victim of an assault. But if we take a different situation in which the woman is willing and she responds to the advances of her father-in-law, she would be committing a very vile crime, but the crime itself does not invalidate her marriage.

This is based on the same rule that Imam Al-Shaf'ie has formulated. What God has forbidden in connection with a woman and her father-in-law is that the two should never get married. That is not possible at all. It is a permanent prohibition which does not allow a man to marry a woman who had been married by his son. Once she has been married to his son, the prohibition for her to marry the father is permanent. Hence, her relationship with her father-in-law is that with a "mahrem".

It is true that some people have a loose standard of morality, and they may be guilty of actions of the nature which the man in this case has committed. But that does not impose a general restriction on Muslim men and women, as the South African newspaper tries to make out. There are people who do not hesitate to commit incest with their daughters. Are we to impose a restrictive relationship between men and their daughters because some perverted persons commit incest?

The woman need not tell her husband about what happened between her and his father, if she feels that by telling him she could cause a problem in the family. However, it is her duty to avoid her father-in-law and to make sure that she would never be alone with him again. That is all that may be required of her.

• Marriage: Nullified automatically XE "Marriage: Nullified automatically" 
I have been married for five years, but recently my wife's conduct toward me has changed dramatically. She always quarrels with me for the most trivial things. Recently, I saw a photograph of her taken in a restaurant with a man sitting with her over a cup of coffee. Since then, I have been thinking certainly about divorce. May I seek your advice and also ask what should be a man's attitude in such a situation.

The first part of this question is better referred to a marriage counselor rather than to a person like myself who looks at problems purely from the Islamic angle. It is not for me to pinpoint the causes for a change of behavior between married partners. What I can say, however, is that both man and wife must always be kind to each other and respect the rights of the other spouse, trying always to consolidate their relationship on the basis of mutual care and compassion. I can advise my reader, however, that he should try to determine the causes which have brought about the change in his wife's behavior and try to remedy those causes. I can also tell him that Allah has permitted divorce as a means to solve intractable marital problems. If he feels that his marriage has run into such a problem, then divorce is an option which he may consider. In divorce, the rights of the other party must always be respected and the duties of each of them should be honored.

The second part of the question asks about different possibilities when a man finds his wife in an uncompromising situation. The answer is that he should try not to lose control of himself. 

Islam has provided a method to deal with such situations which gives everyone his or her dues. If a man accuses his wife of adultery and he can produce no witnesses to corroborate his claim, he is required to testify under oath five times that his accusation is true, adding in the fifth that he invokes Allah's curse on himself if he is lying. The wife will receive no punishment if she repels that charge with a testimony of her own. She has to swear five times by Allah that his charge is false, calling down Allah's wrath upon herself if it is true. If both man and wife go through this process of testifying under oath, and the man accuses his wife and she denies the charge, each of them swearing five time to assert his or her position, their marriage is automatically nullified and they cannot be remarried under any circumstances, whatsoever.

• Marriage: One that cannot be sanctioned XE "Marriage: One that cannot be sanctioned" 
As my parents refuse to sanction my brother's marriage to a girl who follows the Muhavira faith, the two of them have been living together for sometime. We have been trying hard to persuade the girl just to say the kalimah, so that she becomes a Muslim and the marriage can go ahead, but she refuses saying that she does not want to cheat us. The two of them maintain that they will continue to live together until we are ready to get them married. This has caused much bitterness in our family and my parents feel guilty as a result of what my brother is doing. Is there any possible solution to this problem? Should we boycott our brother and his friend.

One thing to be said for the girl is that she is honest. She does not want to indulge in an exercise of self-deception, appearing as a Muslim when she is not. You and your brother have been trying to make things appear so easy for her that if only she would say the declaration which is known as the kalimah, everything could go ahead. I am afraid that your attitude is wrong, while hers is at least honest.

A person does not become a Muslim as a result of making a simple verbal statement. That is not how beliefs are found. A person becomes a Muslim only when he is convinced of the basic principle of Islam, then he makes a declaration of his conviction, stating that he believes in the Oneness of Allah and that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, is Allah's last messenger. Conviction comes first. It is then followed by the verbal statement which describes an existing situation. Obviously the girl is not convinced of the truth of Islam. Therefore, even if she makes the declaration, she is not a Muslim. In this case, you may technically assume that she is, since she has made the declaration, but it is your brother's responsibility to make sure that she is a Muslim before he marries her.

Obviously, your brother does not care much about all this. This is the core of the problem. He does not seem to have had enough religious education to persuade him to live as a Muslim. Your repeated attempts to make him bring his action in line with Islamic teachings have proven futile. It is the hard fact that he values his relationship with this girl as more important than observing Islamic teachings. Well, your brother may know enough about Islam but, deep at heart, he does not believe in it. In this case, you are wasting your time when you quarrel with him over his relationship with his girlfriend. On the other hand, he may be a person who hardly knows anything about Islam, he cannot see much wrong with his action, because he has not learned enough about the Islamic faith to make him follow its teachings as every Muslim should. 

In this case your attitude towards him should be a gentle one. You should try to explain to him the basic principle of Islam and how, as a Muslim, he must try hard not to deviate from the Islamic code of living. At the same time, you must make it absolutely clear to him that his present attitude is totally rejected by you and your family. You should give him a period of time to formulate an adequate understanding of Islam. Perhaps in this process of re-education  you should resort to someone who is well versed in Islamic principles and who is broad-minded enough not to condemn your brother at the outset. While your brother's attitude cannot be sanctioned, a polarization of the situation is not the appropriate method to deal with it. However, if he persists in his attitude, rejecting everything you say and insisting on his attitude of disobedience to Allah, you should think very seriously about boycotting him. That is the last resort. May be, when he sees that he is boycotted by his family, he would start thinking seriously about what he is doing is wrong.

You ask whether there is any possibility of his getting married in an Islamically approved manner. This answer is in the negative. There is no person or institution which is empowered to give exemption from Islamic rulings or to modify these rulings according to individual cases or situations. According to Islam, a Muslim may not marry any woman who is not a follower of Islam, Christianity or Judaism. Since this girl follows the Muhavira faith, she is not lawful as a wife to a Muslim. The only way this marriage can go through is for her to become a true Muslim, fully convinced of Islam as the true faith.

Your parents should not feel guilty, because they are not responsible for the actions of their adult son. Everyone bears the burden of one's own deeds.

• Marriage: Parental compulsion XE  "Marriage: Parental compulsion" 
My parents are trying to force me to marry a man of their choice, and they have refused the one I have chosen. May I ask whether it is forbidden for a girl to choose her husband? Please advise.

In Muslim communities normally the authority of the parents is recognized and respected. But also Muslim communities require parents to take good care of their children, particularly their daughters. It is the responsibility of the parents not to force any husband on their daughters, and to try to ensure that when a daughter is married, her husband is the sort of man who would make her happy.

These are basic rights which must always be observed and respected. Parents must not treat the marriage of their daughters as something which they know best how to handle in which their daughters have no say. If they do, then they would not be following the Islamic way. According to Islam, a father is required to approve only a marriage which will establish a happy family and in which his daughter is satisfied with her husband. Therefore, he may not force her to marry a man whom she does not find suitable.

A woman came to the Prophet and complained that her father had married her to a cousin of his seeking to improve his own social standing by this marriage. The Prophet ordered the marriage to be nullified. She then declared: "Now I agree to what my father has done. I only wanted to make it clear to all women that men have no say in their marriage."

Islam does not object to a woman choosing her husband. What it objects to is for a relationship between a man and a woman to be carried without being legalized by marriage. So, if the man you have chosen is of good character and satisfactory prospects, he should introduce himself to your parents at the appropriate time, and make his proposal.  They should then inquire about his character and background. If that goes well, then your marriage to him can go through. What is important in all this is that you should not put yourself in a position of confrontation with your parents.

• Marriage: Parental consent for marriage XE "Marriage: Parental consent for marriage" 
I know a non-Muslim girl who is ready to accept Islam and whom I wish to marry. My parents disagree with me and say that I should not marry her. Would I be 'not dutiful' to my parents if I go ahead and marry her?

Being dutiful to parents requires you to be kind to them and re​spectful of their wishes. This does not mean that you have to obey them in every single case. It is often the case that you can de​termine what serves your interests better than your parents who may not be as experienced in your affairs as you yourself are. Part of being kind to parents is not to show them that you do not think highly of their opinion. It is always possible to persuade parents to change their opinion on many matters, if one is able to show them that a different course of action serves the best interests of their son.

However, it is often the case that parents can see certain things which their son or daughter are unable to see, because of their immediate involvement in a certain situation. When a son or daugh​ter defers to his parents' opinion, praying Allah to guide him to what is in his own benefit, he is likely to be more successful, because Allah rewards him for being so dutiful to his parents and guides his footsteps to what is beneficial and proper.

I cannot give you any concrete advice on whether you should marry this girl or not. I realize that there is mutual agreement between the two of you to get married. Both of you think that your mar​riage will be very successful. It may be so, but it is often pos​sible to be rash in such situations. Therefore, it is always wise to be extra-cautious.

You should ask yourself whether the readiness which your friend shows to embrace Islam is a genuine desire motivated by an appro​priate understanding of Islam or is it simply a step she is ready to take in order to secure that she is married to you? This makes a great deal of difference. If it is the latter, then you should listen to your parents and abandon the idea of marrying her alto​gether. On the other hand, if this woman has made a good study of Islam and is ready to become a Muslim, then she may be a very good wife to you. [If the lady has made a conscious decision to embrace Islam, she would not then relate it to her marriage to you. She would embrace Islam, regardless of whether or not this marriage were to take place.] What you should do [in such a case] is to try to make your parents see her virtues so that they consent to your marriage and all is well within the family. If they, nevertheless, continue to object, you will not be doing something forbidden if you go ahead and marry her, realizing that she is a good Muslim.

• Marriage: Partners are chosen by Allah or by our will? XE "Marriage: Partners are chosen by Allah or by our will?" 
People say that our names together with the names of our marriage part​ners have been written down long before we are born. How much of this is true? Is every one's marriage partner chosen by Allah's will or do people's efforts play any part in that?

People are often confused with regard to the meaning of predetermination of Allah's will and His prior knowledge of matters. Sometimes they think that no matter how they behave in particular circumstances, what is preordained will come to pass. This may lead some people to say that there is no need to work hard in order to earn their living and to be able to look after their families because they will only get what Allah has predeter​mined, whether they work or not. If we were to take this simple view, a fundamental ques​tion arises which must be answered: Why does Allah hold us to account for our deeds? Before we answer this question, let us define some essential terms.

Predetermination means that something has been fixed in advance by Allah and man cannot change it in any way and by whatever means he employs, unless Allah Himself wishes to change it. Examples of these are the times when the person dies or when he is born, the fact that human beings are subject to the laws of nature which Allah has operated in the universe, and on earth in particular.

Allah's knowledge is absolute and free of the restrictions of time and place. This means that this knowledge has always been with Him. Nothing is added to it and nothing is deleted or omitted. In other words, it is not possible to imagine a point in time when Allah did not know something or when a particular piece of information has been added to His knowledge.

Time is the result of the succession of day and night according to the 24-hour cycle. Since the succession of day and night occurs as a result of the movement of the earth, it applies to earth only. Our days, weeks, months and years are only relevant to this planet on which we live. Other planets have their own years and days according to their position in relation to the sun.

On the basis of these definitions, Allah has always known long before He created man, how many human beings would be on the face of the earth at any particular moment in time, their ages, names, living places, work, families, etc. As far as your question is con​cerned, Allah certainly knew before you were born at what point in time you will get mar​ried and to whom you will be married and how long your marriage would last and how many children would be born to you and what names you will give them, etc. As I have already mentioned, nothing is added to Allah's knowledge as a result of any particular incident or development.

Does this mean that the marriage of a particular person is preordained in this sense that the choice is made for him or her by Allah? The answer is no. The marriage of a person takes place as the culmination of efforts which have been made by him or his family or his friends, etc. We look at it in the same way as we look at any event in our life. Allah has set certain laws which operate in human life and these affect marriages as they do affect other matters in our lives. There is a basic law which applies to all things in our lives, namely, the law of cause and effect. You may take a decision today to travel from the city in which you live to another. That decision is taken freely by you at your own behest, for a particular purpose. When you have arrived in the city, suppose you meet a person who learns that you are skillful in a particular field. He happens to know someone who is keen to find a person with your skills. He makes the introduction and you enter into a contract by which you pledge to do a certain service to the other person in return for an agreed fee. If you did not go to that city, or if you did not meet that person, the whole thing would not have taken place. Here we have the law of cause and effect operating. Now Allah has known long before you or the other person were born that this will take place. Does it mean that you moved toward it blindly without any choice on your part? If you look at the circum​stance, you will answer in the negative because you felt the terms offered were tempting or reasonable or whatever. The same applies to marriage and to all other activities in human life. Allah knows those activities before they take place, but that does not mean that we are simply moved along like pawns. Allah has given us our free will and the ability to choose between alternatives. It is Allah's will that we make use of what He has given us of ability to choose and freedom of choice. It is also His will that we are affected by the choice we make.

• Marriage: Payment in cash or kind to bridegroom's family XE "Marriage: Payment in cash or kind to bridegroom's family" 
In my home country, a girl is married only if her parents are able to pay an amount of money in cash or kind to the bridegroom's family. Without such payment, marriage does not take place. In some cases, you find people going from house to house like customers shopping around. What does Islam say about this?

This method of marriage is the exact opposite of the Islamic method. In Islam, the bridegroom is the one who pays to his wife, at the time the marriage contract is made, an amount of money or gives her some property which becomes absolutely hers, in return of her agreeing to marry him. The point is that marriage creates certain rights and privileges, much of which are given by the wife. Hence, she is entitled to have something in return. What the bridegroom gives is called the dower, and its amount is agreed upon by himself and the bride's guardian. It is important to mention that the amount cannot be decided by the woman's guardian arbitrarily. He has to refer to the bride and to obtain her consent. If she does not agree to it, he cannot accept it on her behalf.

When this system is reversed so as to make the bridegroom the beneficiary of such payment, the bride is deprived of something which Allah has assigned to her by right. The problem is bypassed in most cases with a nominal agreement between the two families that the bridegroom will pay a specified or a nominal amount to his wife. On the night of the wedding, the bride is instructed by her family to tell her husband that she forgoes the amount of the dower agreed between them. This is certainly a traversal of the Islamic system. However, as human beings, we cannot do much more than to explain to the people that what they are doing is wrong. The point is that the technicalities of marriage are well taken care of. A dower is specified and a gift made of it to the bridegroom, seemingly voluntarily. How can a judge, or a scholar, or indeed anyone else describe this as invalid when the bride herself is saying to her husband that she is willingly gifting her dower to him? Hence, we have to say that the marriage is valid but, at the same time, we must describe what actually takes place as a traversal of the Islamic system. Scholars in your part of the world have an important task to fulfill, namely, to educate people in Islamic laws and traditions. They have to explain to fathers of young girls that they must observe the Islamic system, not borrow an alien system of marriage from an alien faith and an alien civilization. Moreover, young girls must be informed of their rights. Some way should be devised so that at the time when a marriage contract is made, the girl is informed of her rights, prior to proceeding with the contract. If this is done, often enough in front of guests and witnesses, people will soon come to realize that their practices are in conflict with Islamic teachings. A process may then be started to reverse this trend.

• Marriage: Personal choice or pleasing parents XE "Marriage: Personal choice or pleasing parents" 
My parents disagreed on the choice of the girl whom I should marry. My father wanted me to marry his sister's daughter, while my mother was determined that such a marriage does not take place. Later my father died with the dispute still going on between them. I did not marry because I wanted to please both. After my father's death, my mother continued with her opposition, but I was under pressure from other relatives to marry my cousin; they said that the only way to be dutiful to my father was to do what he wished. Later I proposed to someone else, but this pleased no one. Eventually my mother agreed reluctantly to my choice. Will I be committing a sin if I marry this girl?

No, you are not deliberately disobeying your parents over a matter that concerns them. Marriage concerns you in the first place. Their wishes are to be treated as a recommendation, not an order. Since they could not agree between them on the same choice, then you are not at fault for holding back.

Now even if they agreed and you did not like the girl they chose for you, then you are still not obliged to marry the girl they chose, because marriage is a bond for life and your opinion is the one to be taken first and foremost.

Now that your father has passed away, his wish with regard to your marriage is merely a wish which has to be balanced against your views on whether the marriage he proposed for you would be successful, happy or otherwise. He might have thought of other considerations which may not be of importance to you. This matter is yours. Since you say that your mother is willing to accept her; there is no disobedience to her on this count. As for your other relatives, you are free whether to take their advice or not. The Prophet has outlined the criteria for selecting a good wife. He says "A woman may be sought in marriage for any of the four things: Her wealth, beauty, family ties and religious standards. Choose the one with a firm faith so that you may be successful." 

With such a clear advice from the Prophet, who needs more?

• Marriage: Prayer recommended XE  "Marriage: Prayer recommended" 
On the day of my marriage a friend told me to offer two rak'ahs with my wife when we are left alone. We did not manage to do that. Now we have been married for more than five years without having any children. Doctors have told us that there is no medical reason to prevent our having children. We sometimes think that the cause may be our failure to offer these two rak'ahs on our wedding night. What should we do now.

The advice given to you by your friend was sound. He pointed out to you a Sunnah which you would have been well advised to follow. You would have followed that prayer with a supplication to God to bless your marriage and make it a happy one. However, the omission of this Sunnah has nothing to do with the fact that you have no children. God does not punish anyone for omitting a Sunnah, because by definition a Sunnah is not obligatory. Therefore, omitting it does not constitute an offense. If no offense has been committed, how could punishment be inflicted? It certainly would have been better for you to have done the Sunnah, but you have not broken any rules by omitting it. The first thing I would advise you to do is to remove from your mind any thought that the omission of this Sunnah is responsible for your having had no children so far.

Secondly, being childless is no punishment to anyone. It is God who decides whom to give boys and whom to give daughters, and to whom He gives children of both sexes and who to leave without children. He does that as part of the test to which everyone of us is exposed in this life. Some are happy because they have children, and some have their greatest trouble in life resulting from having children, while others prefer life without a child. There is no fixed rule for this. How do you know that if you have a child tomorrow you will be happier?

My advice to you is that you may continue to seek medical help. If it does not work, then the best course for you is to resign yourself to accepting God's decision and realize that it is best for you.

• Marriage: Purpose of marriage XE  "Marriage: Purpose of marriage" 
Elders say that the sole purpose of marriage is to have children. Physical enjoyment and satisfaction is totally discounted. If that is so, then the permission to have more than one wife should not apply to a man who has children through his first marriage. Please comment.

To say that the only purpose of marriage is to have children is certainly mistaken. Islam has a comprehensive view of all matters which relate to human life. As you are aware, man's deeds, desires, actions and goals are complicated, interdependent and mutually complimentary. Therefore, when we view any human activity or need from a single, narrow angle, we are liable to make great mistakes and we are bound to come out with erroneous conclusions. We will explain this as it applies to the question of marriage which you have cited.

Man shares with animals a number of desires, needs and activities. But the basic and far-reaching difference between man and animals, with regard to these common needs and activities, is that man has a sophisticated approach to the satisfaction of his needs and desires. If we take eating as an example, we find that its prime objective is self-preservation. 

However, an animal approaches this task in a simple manner and eats a certain type of food, in a particular manner which never changes. It never overeats or tries to change the type of food it eats. Although self-preservation is the goal which man tries to achieve through eating, man's approach to the satisfaction of this desire is highly refined. Man has established a set of well-defined values and has adopted certain manners, varying as they may be in different societies, which are closely associated with eating. Moreover, he has associated this activity with various other considerations and situations, such as hospitality, celebration of certain occasions, etc. Furthermore, man's taste is highly refined when it comes to eating. He continues to develop that taste and always tries new types of food. If you pursue this line a little further, you come with a long list of aspects which differentiate man's eating with that of animals.

The same line of difference applies to all other desires which are common to man and animals. Perhaps the most important one of these, next to eating, is sex. The reason is that eating is a desire which ensures self-preservation, while sex ensures the preservation of kind and species. The sexual desire is the second strongest of all human desires.

Since the purpose of sexual desire is to ensure the continuity of human life, by bringing in one generation after another, then procreation must be the main objective of marriage, through which Islam allows the fulfillment of this desire.

Having said that, however, I must emphasize that Islam does not limit the purpose of marriage or the sexual activity to production. Had this been the case, it would have created too many restrictions. A married couple would not have been allowed to have sexual intercourse during pregnancy, once it has been confirmed. Similarly, sex would not have been permitted between a married couple once the woman is past child-bearing age. But there are no such restrictions. A married couple is allowed to have sex at any time except when the woman is in her menstruation or postnatal periods. That is because it is unhealthy to have sex during this period.

The entire question is closely related to the Islamic view of man and human life. Islam legislates human life, taking man as he is, recognizing his needs and desires, and seeking to fulfill them in a clean, healthy way which ensures that no adverse effects are suffered by individual human being or communities. Islam does not suppress any natural human feeling or desire. It only regulates it and allows its satisfaction in a disciplined way which is worthy of the humanity of man.

What this boils down to, in effect, is that Islam provides for man a natural, clean and respectable way of satisfying his sexual desire. That method is marriage. Therefore, it is wrong to assume that the only purpose of marriage is to beget children. That is certainly an important purpose, but equally important is the provision of a legitimate, disciplined, clean way for the fulfillment of a natural need. Sex within marriage is permitted, provided that it is practiced the natural way and abstained from during periods when it becomes rather unclean. What Islam does not allow is promiscuity and perverse practices. When these are avoided, then sex, within marriage, is not merely permitted, but even rewarded. The Prophet, peace be upon him, once said to his companions that they are rewarded when they have sex with their wives. Amazed, they asked: "Are we rewarded for satisfying our lust?" The Prophet, peace be upon him, answered: "Is it not true that when any of you satisfies that lust in an illegitimate way, he is punished?" They answered in the affirmative. The Prophet, peace be upon him, rejoined: "Similarly, when a man seeks such fulfillment in a legitimate way, he is rewarded."

As you see, there is no taboo with regard to sex. There is only a disciplined regulation of its fulfillment. That comes through marriage. Therefore, to try to limit the purpose of marriage to procreation is to overlook man's physical needs. This is contrary to Islamic method. In every case, Islam allows a legitimate way of fulfilling man's needs and forbids what is harmful to individuals or communities. In the case of satisfying man's hunger, Islam puts no arbitrary restrictions. It requires man to obtain his food in a legitimate way and leaves him to choose what to eat and how to prepare it and what manner to establish and observe. Similarly, in sex, it establishes its regulations, allowing man a wide area of fulfillment, provided that it is approached legitimately, i.e. through marriage. Once this is established, there are no arbitrary restrictions such as the one you have mentioned. This is a middle-of-the-road approach, which is typical of Islam.

• Marriage: Put off for financial reasons XE "Marriage: Put off for financial reasons" 
As the only breadwinner in my family, I feel it is my obligation to repay the huge amount of debt my father incurred to bring me up as well as my brothers and sisters. If I am to get married, I am bound to increase my liabilities and expenses. This has caused me to consider staying a bachelor. Is this appropriate?

It is very good of you to consider the repayment of your father's loan as your most immediate obligation. You should certainly do this as fast as you can. It certainly takes top priority. Also if you help your brothers and sisters complete their education, you are doing something highly beneficial for which you may expect generous reward from God.

It is true that marriage is a Sunnah which the Prophet has emphasized as very important. A Muslim should always keep it in mind that he will get married as soon as that is feasible. If your circumstances make it difficult for you to get married at present, then a delay of the marriage is reasonable. This should not be the reason for you to take a decision that you will never get married. What you should keep in mind is that once circumstances allow, you will get married. You need to fulfill your immediate duties first.

Suppose, however, that the possibility of marriage presents itself without your incurring much expenses. In this case, you may go ahead and get married. You may also try to delay having children until you are in better circumstances. There is nothing wrong with using a safe contraceptive method to delay having children. What you should guard against is a decision not to get married either in defiance of the Prophet's teachings or in an attempt to devote more time to worship. In either of these cases, you are actually defying the Prophet's recommendations. That is not acceptable from a Muslim.

• Marriage: Recommended practices XE "Marriage: Recommended practices" 
I am about to be married. Will you please tell me what is recommended of practices connected with marriage. What about the party and its timings?

It is strongly recommended that a person who has made up his mind to propose to a family to get married to its daughter should see the girl. Jabir ibn Abdullah quotes the Prophet as saying: "If anyone of you intends to propose to a woman and he can see of her what encourages him to marry her, he should do so." Jabir acted on this Hadith as he reports: "I proposed to a woman from the clan of Salamah and I used to hide in some places where I knew she would be passing until I saw of her what encouraged me to go ahead with the marriage."

Al-Mugheerah ibn Shu'bah, a companion of the Prophet, proposed to a woman and informed the Prophet of that. He asked him: "Have you seen her?" When Al-Mugheerah answered in the negative, the Prophet said: "Go and see her because that makes a more successful marriage."

Many scholars have pointed out that this concession is granted to a person who wants to propose to a woman and that he may see her when she wears the clothes she ordinarily wears in front of her father or brothers.

At the time of making the marriage contract, the person who is drawing the contract is recommended to start with a short speech pointing out the advantages of marriage and praying for the couple and those who are present. After the contract is made, supplication for blessing the marriage is recommended. It is also recommended to publicize the marriage. Lady Aisha quotes the Prophet as saying: "Publicize the marriage and make it in mosques and play the tambourine" (Related by Ahmad and Al-Tirmithi). It is perfectly in order to have some singing as well. There are several Hadiths that point out that the Prophet has encouraged this. Lady Aisha went with a young bride to her husband's home. The Prophet told her: "Aisha you did not have any singers with you. The Ansar like that." (Related by Al-Bukhari and Ahmad). Some reports of this Hadith quote the Prophet as saying: "Why have you not sent with her a girl to play to the tambourine, and sing" Lady Aisha asked the Prophet what should that singing girl say and he said three lines of simple poetry which is suitable for singing. Obviously, such poetry should be free from any obscenity.

It is strongly recommended, according to the majority of scholars to have a party and invite relatives, neighbors and friends. The timing of this party is shortly after making the marriage contract or at the wedding or shortly afterwards, as is the prevailing custom in one's community. Al-Bukhari mentions that the Prophet gave this party after he had consummated his marriage with Zainab. Any one who is invited to this party should attend, unless he has a compelling reason for not attending. This is due to the fact that the party is meant to add to the publicity of the marriage and to make the local community share in the happiness of one of it members.

• Marriage: Remarriage after divorce XE "Marriage: Remarriage after divorce" 
My friend's sister was divorced two years ago by her husband and received everything that was due to her. Two years later, she was reunited with her former husband in marriage, but without marrying another man in between divorce and remarriage. This is contrary to the teachings of Hanafi school of thought. How far is it important to restrict oneself to the teachings of a particular school of thought?

It is by no means obligatory to follow strictly one school of thought in every ruling it makes. It is true that some students of Islamic scholarship may say that one should adhere to one school of thought, but that is neither possible nor practical. Within the same school of thought, you have different opinions. It is well know that Imam Al Shaf'ie himself changed many of his rulings after he settled in Egypt during the last five years of his life. Similarly, Imam Ahmed ibn Hanbal, is quite often quoted to have expressed two views on the same question. Sometimes, one of the pillars among the scholars in a particular school of thought may differ with its founder on a specific issue. Thus you may find Imam Abu Yousuf or Mohammed ibn Al-Hassan differing with Imam Abu Hanifah on a particular issue. Such differences are a mark of the strength of Islamic scholarship and its solid foundation. Rigidity means weakness, while flexibility and progress indicate strength. Islamic scholarship has produced over the centuries a long line of great scholars, each of whom may be considered on the same level with the founders of the four major schools of thought. No one suggests that their opinions and scholarships should be ignored.

Moreover, it is often noted that the particular circumstances of a certain question make the verdict given by a particular school of though more appropriate, although the persons involved in that question belong to a different school.

Furthermore, how does a person who has little knowledge of Islamic teachings choose his school of thought? Is it not true that most of us say that they follow the Hanafi school of thought simply because it is the predominant one in their country of residence, or because they have heard from their parents that they belong to that school? Is this a reason to prevent them from seeking advice by other scholars? Certainly not.

As far as the practical aspect of following a single school of thought, this is impossible in most cases. I should say that it may be possible in a country where the overwhelming majority of scholars belong to a single school of thought, but nowadays when people have the means to go to different scholars, it is not that easy. You can compare seeing the opinion of a scholar to that of consulting a doctor. When you have a patient in the family, you try to take him to a specialist in the particular area of his complaint. You go to the doctor and show him the patient and seek his advice. When he has written you a prescription, you do not ask him at which university he has learned his profession  and in which book he has read that this particular medicine is good for this particular condition and so on.  When you go to a scholar to seek his opinion, or when you write to the religious editor of Arab News, you do not start by asking him to which school of thought he belongs. You simple state the case and seek advice.

On the particular question you have asked, there is a simple answer. I guess from  the way you phrased your question that the woman's husband pronounced the word of divorce "I divorce you", three times in succession. He may have done this because he has learned, (from hearsay I should say), that this is the proper way to divorce one's wife. Let me say it clearly that this is the improper way. It is indeed forbidden to repeat the words of divorce three times in succession. Once only is the correct way.

These three times are considered by substantial number of scholars as one time divorce. Therefore, the divorce is revocable and a remarriage between the man and his former wife is possible without the intervention of another marriage. Let me say clearly that to make special arrangements with another man to marry a woman who has been divorced three times, just for one night, or one week or indeed for any length of time, in order to make it possible for her to return to her husband is absolutely forbidden. Furthermore, it does not make her lawful to be reunited in marriage with her former husband.

However, such intervention was not made in the case of this woman.  Therefore, her reunion with her former husband is acceptable. Let them be careful that should a divorce take place in the family again, the word of divorce must be said once only.

• Marriage: Remarriage of a Christian couple becoming Muslim XE "Marriage: Remarriage upon a Christian couple becoming Muslim" 
If a Christian couple become Muslim, do they have to be married anew under Islamic law?

At the time of Prophet, people embraced Islam either as individuals or as married couples. The Prophet never asked anyone of them to have a fresh marriage contract, even when there was a gap of time between their embracing Islam. In other words, even when a man or a woman became a Muslim and his or her marriage partner had not, the marriage was left in abeyance. When the partner became Muslim, he or she was united with his or her spouse with a new marriage contract. Therefore, if a married couple who do not belong to any faith become Muslims, their marriage is considered valid from the Islamic point of view, unless the marriage itself cannot be sanctioned by Islam. This proviso applies in the case of the marriage of brothers and sisters, uncles and nieces, etc. which may be acceptable in certain societies. In such cases, the marriage is nullified. If only one spouse becomes a Muslim, the marriage is considered to be suspended for the duration of a waiting period. If the other becomes a Muslim in that period, the marriage is considered to be still in force. If the waiting period lapses, then the marriage is nullified if it is the woman who has become a Muslim, or if the man becomes a Muslim and the wife belongs to any religion other than Christianity or Judaism.

• Marriage: Separated family and a girl’s marriage XE  "Marriage: Separated family and a girl’s marriage;" 
Our parents have been separated for a long time. When we were young, our father continued to give our mother a monthly amount of money for our upbringing, but this was never enough to take care of our needs. Our mother, a teacher, used to supplement that with her salary. To look after all five of us, she had to endure much trouble and hard work, while our father stopped his payments after his second marriage when new children were born to him. May I ask what is our obligation toward our father now? Is it obligatory to have his consent when we get married?

It is certainly understandable that you are much closely attached to your mother who undertook your upbringing, with all the trouble she had to endure. However, it does not seem to me that your father reneged on his responsibilities. He continued to support you and pay part of your expenses. What he paid might have not been enough, but it might have been all that he could afford. Without knowing much more details I would not be able to say whether he should have done more toward you or not. 

What is important is that you and your sisters and brothers should not be bitter toward your father. Of course your father is still entitled to receive all the respect due to a father. You should maintain good relationship with him, based on respect from your side and kindness and care from him. When you do that, it speaks for your mother and her good upbringing, evidence of which is clear in your letter. All of you should be dutiful to both your parents. If there is still bitterness in your mother’s relationship with him, you and your brothers and sisters should try to reduce or eliminate that. This can only be done when you accord to him all the good treatment a father is entitled to have.

If you are about to be engaged, you should involve him in the decision whether to accept the proposal or not. Let him be the one who undertakes the study of your suitor’s character, and discuss with you and your mother whether he is likely to make a good husband.

When your marriage contract is being made, he is the one to act as your guardian. Nothing takes off that right from him. It is important that in families where the children are brought up to be religious and God-fearing that the parents’ divorce should be taken as an unfortunate event which should not be allowed to cause long-lasting hatred and bitterness.

• Marriage: Separation prolonged & the marital status XE  "Marriage: Separation prolonged & the marital status" 
I am a Christian married to a Muslim who does not practice his religion. When I asked him to teach me how to become a Muslim, he referred me to his father. I left him to come and work here [in Jeddah] and for several years we were separated. During that time, he did not provide anything for myself or our three children. He married twice, and one of his wives was also a Christian, but she was later divorced. He has had a child by each of his two other wives. During my last home vacation, my children insisted that I return to him, which I did, but I felt uneasy because of the long separation. Does it affect our marriage? Am I still married to him? I have tried to learn about Islam here, and I want to do the pilgrimage. I am rather confused. Please advise.

Since you have not been divorced by your husband and your marriage has not been dissolved or nullified by a court of law, your marriage is still intact and you remain married to your husband.

That he has not provided for you or your children does not affect that situation. He certainly has not fulfilled his duties toward you or his children, but that is no reason to make the marriage less valid, or to render it terminated.

So there is nothing to prevent your return to your husband or to resume your married life with him. In fact this may cause him to re-assume his responsibility toward them. What you have mentioned about his attitude to religious duties suggests that he is not interested at all in religion. He does not merely lack the will to attend to Islamic practices, he seems totally unconcerned. He should have encouraged you to adopt Islam at least for the sake of your children, but he has demonstrated a total lack of concern. One wonders whether he is a Muslim at all. If you really want to become a Muslim, you should first of all try to have a fair idea about Islam and make sure that you are convinced of its truth.

Otherwise, you would be changing religion for personal or family reasons, which should not be the case. You should get yourself some books on introduction to Islam. There are quite a few books, such as “Islam in Focus,” and “Toward Understanding Islam.” You should also read some part of the Qur'an, preferably in a readable translation. I find the Penguin translation, by N. J. Dawood much easier to read than most translations, because it is rendered in idiomatic English, but there are quite a few errors in it. [There is also an English translation by Maulana Maudoodi which provides a running text translation, making the Message easier for new readers to comprehend.] If you get to know a scholar who can explain things personally to you, that would be much better. You may start by asking your employers to put you in touch with one.

They may know the right person. Islam is simple and straightforward. When you feel you have acquired enough knowledge about Islam and wish to embrace it, you can do so very easily. There are no great formalities, but you need to have your adoption of Islam recognized in order to be able to go on pilgrimage. You must not try to do the pilgrimage before you are a Muslim, because non-Muslims are not allowed to enter Makkah or the pilgrimage area.

Whatever you do, you must try to be sure of your action and its implications for you personally, and for your life in general. May God guide your footsteps to what is best for you and your family. 

• Marriage: Status of an imam [or a molvi] for marriage XE "Marriage: Status of an imam [or a molvi] for marriage"  

When I married my wife, she was a Christian. The witness to the marriage were my sister, her husband and the imam who took care of the formal contract of marriage. I did not ask the consent of her parents, since they wanted us to get married in the presence of a priest or a judge, which I declined. Later, my wife became a Muslim. Now we have three children. In view of the requirement of a woman's guardian to be present when the marriage contract is made, I would like to know whether my marriage is valid.

From what I gather from your letter, your wife's parents were willing to attend to your marriage contract, if it was done by a priest or a judge. Perhaps  you would have been well advised to grant their wish and have the marriage officiated by a judge, even if he would not have been a Muslim. If you have enough Muslim witnesses, i.e. a minimum of two, then the marriage would have been perfectly valid. However, you did not wish to do that and wanted an imam to officiate. Let me tell you that in Islam, an imam does not have any particular status, except that given to him by his knowledge of Islam. Therefore, anyone who knows the rules of marriage and how a marriage contract should be done can make the marriage. Indeed, the marriage can be done without the presence of any such person, if the two parties concerned i.e. the husband and the wife's guardian know how to make the commitment and acceptance which are necessary for the marriage contract to be concluded.

I see no point for you to be worried about the validity of your marriage. It is certainly valid, since it has had enough witnesses. The imam himself should be considered your wife's guardian because at that particular time, she could have no guardian. You may be sure that there is no question about the validity of your marriage.

• Marriage: Telephonic marriage — the appropriate procedure XE  "Marriage: Telephonic marriage — the appropriate procedure" 
A friend of mine has been engaged for two years to a young man living in the U.S. His family wants her to make the marriage contract on the telephone, as her fiancé cannot come over because of visa problems. Could you please advise us whether a marriage contract done in this way is valid? What are the right steps to be taken in this situation?

The problem with such a marriage contract comes from the fact that the other party on the telephone does not actually know the identity of the person to whom he is talking. It is not difficult to organize a conference call from America where several people can speak and listen to one another at the same time. But how would anyone on the other side ascertain that the person to whom he is speaking is truly the one he or she claims to be? I suppose that a U.S. official may be on one line to make sure that the two parties express their consent to the marriage. The U.S. official would rely on the girl's fiancé to confirm that the woman who is talking is his fiancee. But can this be absolutely correct? Many relatives sound similar on the telephone. To my mind, this is a risky procedure and cannot be accepted. It is the identification of the people involved that is called into question here. Otherwise, agreement expressed on the telephone is the same as in the presence of other people.

The proper procedure for a valid marriage contract to be made, when the two parties are living apart is for the one of them to give power of attorney to someone at the other end. If the marriage needs to be registered in the USA, then the girl should give power of attorney to a relative of hers, or to a lawyer in the United States, authorizing him to act for her in her marriage. On the other hand, if the marriage contract is to be made in Saudi Arabia, then the man living in the United States should give power of attorney to someone here in Saudi Arabia to go through with this marriage on his behalf.

• Marriage: Tribal mistrust XE  "Marriage: Tribal mistrust"  

A Muslim tribe in our part of the world refuses to marry their women to Muslims from other tribes on grounds that those tribes had allowed some of their women to marry them when following other religions before the latter embraced Islam. They would not even sanction marriage between one of their daughters and a new Muslim out of fear that he may yet change his faith again and revert to his old religion. Please comment.

That people would take extra care with the marriage of their daughters and sisters to ensure that they get married to the best and most God-fearing men is highly commendable. The right marriage is the one which brings happiness to both man and woman. Hence people must be sure of the manners, habits, attitudes and, above all, moral and religious standards of any prospective husband to one of their women.

Yet sometimes people are far too careful, insisting on certain matters which should not be given any importance. In this way they refuse suitable partners for reasons which should not form any grounds for refusal. What people should consider most of all is the qualities of the suitor himself. It is the quality of the man which should be criterion. The Prophet, peace be upon him, says, "If a man who has strength of faith and honesty comes to you with a proposal of marriage, then accept him. If you do not, there will be strife and much corruption in the land." The point the Prophet, peace be upon him, emphasizes here is that if people of high caliber are not accepted as husbands, then people of lesser standard of honesty and religion will be accepted. That does not augur well for the women to be married or for society as a whole.

I understand that a new convert should be considered carefully before he is                                       accepted as a husband. But the basis here is not the fear that he may revert back to his old faith. Anyone whom we know today to be deeply religious may change tomorrow. But the basis should be, like in all cases, how good he is. In addition, we need to look at how well he has understood and accepted Islamic values, standards and practices.

As for refusing suitors from other tribes on account of earlier marriages condoned by those tribes, the matter is rather odd. It is strange that the practice of one or two people should be the criterion for general attitude which applies to all people. Again the question of suitability for marital purposes should be taken on an individual, not collective basis.

• Marriage: Wali — A role that doesn’t exist XE "Marriage\: Wali — A role that doesn’t exist" 
When I married my wife, her cousin acted as her wali, despite the fact that she has three brothers two of who were witnesses to the marriage. A few years after my marriage, one of her brothers said to me that he was to be considered my wife’s wali. When I asked him what he meant, he said that in any disagreement between us, he will be the judge and I would have to defer to his opinion, and that he would monitor our relationship and give advice. I did not bother at the time because my relations with my wife were generally good. Over the last couple of years, there were some disagreements, but we kept these to ourselves and did not involve anyone. However, her younger brother started meddling into our affairs, saying that he was her wali, and started questioning me on matters of personal nature. Later, I felt that things were going wrong and I told my wife not to talk or see her brother. May I ask what is the role of wali after the marriage is done? How is he superior to her husband? If a woman has more than one brother, can any of them declare himself as her wali? Is it right for a husband to suspend relations with his wife’s brother? If he does, should she follow his example?

When a woman gets married, her husband is her guardian and protector. Her relationship with her own family should remain cordial and she should always maintain good relations with them. However, there is no such role as the one her brother has declared for himself, particularly when relations between the two of you did not call for any intervention. May I say that the wali in marriage is the one who acts for her marriage contract. This role is assumed by her father if he is alive and of sound mind. No one else may be her wali, which incidentally means “guardian”, in the presence of her father. If her father is dead or absent, then her grandfather is her guardian, while in his absence, her son is her wali, should he be an adult, then her brother. As your wife’s father is dead, then one of her brothers should have acted for her. As her brothers relinquished that role in favor of their cousin, your marriage is valid.

What her brother said about his role is totally unnecessary. In the case of disagreement between you and your wife, her brother may interfere to achieve reconciliation. His judgment is not an order, which you must follow. His role is that of a mediator, but he should also protect the interest of his sister, if you were ill-treating her.

It is the right of the husband to ban anyone from his house, and his wife should respect his wishes, provided that he does not do that in an arbitrary manner to gain something to which he is not entitled. In your case, if you have felt that the interference of your wife’s brother is going to cause more harm than good, you may tell your wife not to receive him when you are not around. She has to comply, as it is one of the duties of a wife that she should not admit into your house a person whom you do not wish to enter.

However, this should be used very wisely, so that it does not lead to a worsening of the situation. What you could do is to tell your wife’s brother that you have agreed with your wife to resolve your problem without his help, and he is welcome to visit her when you are in, but should not interfere in your affairs. Thus your wife will not have any cause for interference. May God help you and your wife to maintain good relations without interference from anyone. 

• Marriage: Walima — the purpose of XE "Marriage: Walima — the purpose of"  

It is customary in our country to hold a dinner the day following a wedding. However, people believe that this dinner party, to which all relatives and family friends are invited, is treated as permissible, or halal, if the marriage has been consummated, while it is forbidden, or haram, if it has not. Please comment.

The dinner following a wedding is called "walima". It is strongly recommended and indeed some scholars go as far as making it a duty, because the Prophet said to Abdur Rahman ibn Awf, one of his companions, when he told him that he has got married, to organize it and invite people. A person who is invited to a walima should answer it, unless there is a cause which justifies his absence, such as his knowledge that some sins are being committed at the place where the walima is held. Even if a person is fasting, he should go, but he may excuse himself from eating by explaining to his host that he is fasting. If it is voluntary fasting, he may discontinue his fast. 

You are no doubt aware that publicity is an essential part of marriage. Indeed, an essential distinction between what is legitimate and what is illegitimate in relations between a man and a woman is publicity. The more a marriage is publicized, the better. The minimum publicity required by Islam is for two witnesses to be present at the time when a marriage contract is made. But when the wedding takes place, whether it is made a small family affair or a grand one, a walima is recommended to add to its publicity. Another purpose for the walima is to ensure that the local community shares in the happy occasion of the marriage of one of its members. What is important to publicize is the fact of the marriage and not its actual consummation. Therefore, the notion that walima is only lawful if the marriage has been consummated is absurd. No one other than the bride and bridegroom should concern themselves with the actual consummation of the marriage. Local traditions in different communities may have some other requirements, but these are not recommended by Islam.

• Marriage: Wedding ceremony — the significance of  XE  "Marriage: Wedding ceremony — the significance of" 
I have had my marriage contract done, but my wife has not moved in with me in my house, because the wedding has not taken place. However, we started to go out shopping together and at times we have lunch or dinner in a restaurant. People have blamed me for this because they say that one ceremony is still short, and we cannot behave like man and wife until it is done. Please comment.

No, you have not done any wrong in taking your wife out shopping or to dinner. You have had your marriage contract made in the proper way, with witnesses present at the time when the contract was made. You have agreed upon the amount of dower, or mahr, to be paid. So you are legally married. It is true that you have not had a wedding, but a wedding does not have any legal significance. It is a celebration so that relatives, friends and neighbors, may participate in the joyous occasion. It helps to publicize the marriage, and no doubt publicity is required in marriage. But the publicity of the marriage contract is sufficient for the marriage to go through.

Some people decide not to have a wedding, which in some Muslim countries is called rukhsati, for any reason. Some may prefer not to incur the expense, which could be a burden, while others feel that it is better not to publicize one's joy if there has been some sad occasion in the family.

Whatever the reason, the omission of the wedding does not affect the validity of the marriage. So whoever tells you that you have done wrong does not really understand the function of each step in marriage.

• Marriage: When it promises to be unsuccessful XE "Marriage: When it promises to be unsuccessful"  

A marriage was arranged for the sake of good names of the families concerned. The marriage was never consummated due to lack of love and trust. The husband refuses to divorce his wife and continues to provide her needs. She wants to make a fresh start in life. Is it open to her to seek divorce? If she does, will she be considered a sinner as the husband has provided everything? May I also ask whether there was an incident during the lifetime of the Prophet when a woman told him that she did not wish to stay with her husband for reasons known only to her. The Prophet asked the husband to divorce her.

There is an important dimension to marriage which is often overlooked. That is the personal and human dimension. When there are problems within marriage, people tend to concentrate on material aspects. They ask whether the man fulfills his duties of providing food and clothes to his family; is he generous or a miser? Does his wife need to resort to much pressure in order to persuade him to buy herself some clothes? etc. They also ask about his nature: is he hot-tempered? Does he often blow his top? Does he treat his wife with respect or does he insult her when they have a disagreement? But people do not ask about the other sort of fulfillment which is required in marriage. They are somewhat justified not to pry into other people's affairs. But it is important to realize that this is an essential part of marriage. If it is not established on the right basis, it could easily lead to the break-up of the family. Hence, we need to know what Islam says about this aspect.

Apart from the normal duties which both husband and wife have to fulfill in their new relationship, they have another duty which is by no means less important. Each of them has to help the other remain chaste. The sexual desire is a natural urge for both man and woman. Allah has made the satisfaction of that urge permissible only through marriage. When either party violates Islamic teachings and seeks to satisfy sexual urge outside the bond of marriage, he or she commits a very grave sin. There are many sorts of temptations which may lead a person to break Islamic rules and commit a gross indecency. Islam seeks to reduce or indeed nullify these temptations through building a society which combines a serious view of morality with practices which make it much easier for people not to err. One aspect of its overall plan to achieve this result is to encourage marriage and to make it the normal practice for young men and  women . It also requires married people to help each other satisfy their sexual desires. In normal circumstances, it is not only easier but also more satisfying to have such fulfillment only through marriage. Therefore, when this aspect of married life goes wrong, Islam views that situation very seriously.

I must stress that this applies to both man and woman alike. It is often acceptable in any particular society that a man divorces his wife because she is frigid. They recognize that such a woman cannot provide fulfillment. From the Islamic point of view, she does not help her husband properly maintain his chastity. The same applies in the case of woman. If she is neglected by her husband, this may weigh down heavily on her and a sense of being unwanted may be too troublesome to her. Why should she be exposed to such feelings day after day of her life?

In the example given by the reader, the marriage has been arranged for family considerations. In other words, the partners themselves may not have been consulted. They were put together where at least one of them did not wish to be married to the other. This is an arrangement which is not acceptable from the Islamic point of view. Be that as it may, once the marriage has been concluded, the couple were faced with a choice of trying to make a success of it or abandoning the arrangement altogether. I do not know enough of the circumstances of the case to make a judgment on who is right and who is wrong. However, the fact that the marriage remained unconsummated means that the husband at least does not view this relationship as permanent. He has apparently tried to fulfill his other obligations by looking after his wife and supporting her. However, he has left her with a sense of being unwanted or unloved. Such a feeling may sometimes be very hard for a woman to bear. It is only natural for a woman to feel that she is wanted, loved and cared for. If she does not find that with her husband, her marital life may be in jeopardy. She may want to finish with the whole arrangement. That is often the case although both husband and wife have a normal sexual relationship. But when that relationship does not exist, its absence serves as a continuous reminder to the wife that she has either failed to make an impression on her husband or that he rejects her outright. Many a woman feel it impossible to continue with such a relationship.

If a woman in this situation applies for a divorce, an Islamic court is very likely to grant it. There is a serious breach of this marital relationship and it may appear to be irredeemable. The woman is certainly not a sinner. The husband may claim to have provided her with everything. He has certainly left something wanting in her. He has rather failed in his duty to help her remain chaste.

The incident to which you have referred is correct. The wife of one of the companions of the Prophet, Thabit ibn Qais, come to the Prophet and said: "I have nothing to say against the manners and treatment I receive from my husband, nor do I have anything against the strength of his faith. Nevertheless I dislike to continue to live with him as his wife." In her appeal to the Prophet to help her, she used an expression which indicated that she genuinely and seriously was unhappy with her marriage. Her mind was made up. She did not want to continue. The Prophet did not argue with her and did not try to persuade her to stay with her husband. He went to the husband, Thabit ibn Qais, and told him that his wife wanted a divorce. The man said that he had given her a good dower, and he was prepared to divorce her if she returned that to him. When the Prophet asked her whether she was prepared to do that, she said that she was willing to give him more. The Prophet then told Thabit to divorce her once and take back only the dower he had paid.

At no time did the Prophet rebuke the woman or her husband for the failure of their marriage. He recognized that its continuation was unhealthy. Therefore, he went ahead with arranging a divorce.

If the lady in the present case wishes to leave her husband, she is fully entitled to do so. She only has to apply to an Islamic court to nullify her marriage. She has good grounds for having her application granted.

• Marriage: When one of the spouses converts to Islam XE  "Marriage: When one of the spouses converts to Islam" 
1. Having lived and worked in Muslim countries for many years, I am thinking of becoming a Muslim. May I ask what will happen to my marriage with my present Christian wife as a result of such a step? What is the position with regard to any dowry paid by her family to me? Will my wife have to become a Muslim for us to remain married? Do we have to have a new marriage under Islamic law? What about the upbringing of our children? Suppose that I decide to marry a Muslim woman, will I have to divorce my present Christian wife? At present I have some investments in joint partnership with my wife. Will I have to have the same value of investment for the second wife?

2. I embraced Islam over two years ago, and now I wish to divorce my Christian husband. Do I incur a sin if I accept an offer of marriage from a Muslim man without even informing my husband?

1. You may well be aware that Islam approves of marriages between Muslim men and women who are Christian or Jewish. If this applies in the case of a man who is born Muslim, so to speak, it applies even more so in a case like yours, when the man is married to a follower of either one of these two religions before he decides to adopt the Islamic faith. In short, your marriage to your present Christian wife will not be affected as a result of your becoming a Muslim. 

Your wife does not need to take the step of adopting Islam if she is not convinced of its truth. Nor would you need to go through a new marriage ceremony or make a new marriage contract. Your marriage will remain in force and will not be affected in any way. The dowry you received remains yours on the basis that it is a transaction done on a certain basis and there is no need to change that in any way.

Your children must be brought up as Muslims, because of a rule in Islam which states that in inter-faith marriages, children follow the higher of the religions of their parents. Islam is considered in the first place, followed by Christianity, then Judaism. Hence you must bring up your children as Muslims.

When you are a Muslim, all the provisions of Islamic law apply to you in the same way as they apply to all other Muslims. Since Islam allows that a man may be married to more than one wife, with the upper limit of four at any one time, you may marry a second wife. Again this second wife may be a Muslim or a follower of either Christianity or Judaism.

However, it is far more preferable that Muslims should marry Muslim women. If you decide to marry a Muslim wife, you may do so while you continue to be married to your Christian wife, without any pressure being brought to bear on her. If she thinks of following your example and becoming a Muslim herself, that decision must be her own, and through conviction.

Of course, when you are married to more than one wife, you will be required to treat your wives fairly and maintain such fair treatment in every respect. God makes it a condition for allowing polygamy that husbands maintain justice. He says: "If you fear that you will not maintain fairness, then marry only one wife." So, the mere doubt that one may not be able to be always fair with his wife is enough reason to confine himself to one wife, which is the normal situation anyway.

Fairness applies to treatment and material dealings. It also applies to time spent with each wife and to financial and material privileges. It does not apply to love and emotion. So if you buy one wife an expensive dress, you would also buy the other a similarly expensive one.

As for things you have already done for your present wife, before you even thought of marrying again, these are hers. They are not measured against fairness, because when they were done, you had only one wife. However, you should see to it that your future wife will be treated on an equal basis. May God choose what is best for you and your present wife, who is the mother of your children.

2. The situation is different in the case of a woman deciding to embrace Islam and her husband choosing to follow his own faith, regardless of what that faith is. The difference arises from the fact that Muslim women are allowed to marry only Muslim men. There is no possibility of an inter-faith marriage involving a Muslim woman. What happens in this situation is that the woman should inform her husband of her decision to adopt the Islamic faith. His view on this is of no consequence, since a woman does not need any permission from anyone to believe in God and His messenger. It is also advisable that she should explain the effect of this step on their marriage.

Once she has adopted Islam by declaring that she believes that "there is no deity save God and Muhammad is God's messenger," her marriage becomes invalid, unless the husband decides to become a Muslim likewise. She observes a waiting period like a divorced woman, which means that it is unlawful for her to be in bed with her husband. If her husband becomes a Muslim in the meantime, their marriage is resumed and they need not go through any formalities or to make a new marriage contract. If not, then she is considered unmarried as a result of the invalidation of her marriage by changing her religion. She may marry a Muslim man if she so wishes.

But all this must be done in the open. There should be no secrecy or false pretenses. Every chance should be given to the husband so that he may make an enlightened decision. As you see, there are very serious issues involved which are bound to affect his life.

In your case, you adopted Islam and remained with your husband as if nothing had happened. This is wrong because the relationship between the two of you should have been placed on a new footing the moment you declared your acceptance of the Islamic faith. What you should do now is to speak to your husband about the new situation. You should stop any marital relationship with him immediately and given him a chance to decide whether he wants to become a Muslim or not. If he does not, you may marry a Muslim man after observing a waiting period to make sure that you are not pregnant. But you will be advised to register the nullification of your marriage with an Islamic court before you marry again.

• Marriage: When parents oppose daughter's marriage XE "Marriage: When parents oppose daughter's marriage" 
When the parents of a friend of mine made a proposal on his behalf to the parents of the girl whom he had promised to marry, the proposal was not only rejected, they were also humiliated and the girl concerned was made to suffer beatings. The only reason was that the parents wanted their daughter to marry in her own mother's family in accordance with the tribal traditions. The girl is so unfortunate that should her parents be intent on marrying her to someone whom she does not like, they can do so against her will. It is sufficient that the mother declares her approval of the marriage for it to take place. The girl, however, is determined not to succumb and she is being punished almost daily for her attitude. Since  both parties are living in Saudi Arabia, is it possible for the boy and the girl to get married in an Islamic court in the Kingdom? I should perhaps add that the present situation is causing much difficulty, particularly for the girl. I shall be grateful for your advice.

It is unfortunate that when local traditions are in conflict with Islamic teachings, people, in their ignorance, try to conform to their traditions. They should realize that traditions may have no sound basis, and they may be against the very interests of the people whom they are supposed to serve. Islam is the religion Allah has revealed in order to serve the interests of people. When people implement it in their lives, they soon realize that the benefits which accrue to them as a result of this implementation are immeasurable. On the other hand, it is at their own peril that they abandon Islam. This is a typical case of traditions being given supremacy over Islamic teachings.

Islam teaches us that it is the person who is important when a proposal of marriage is made, not his position, wealth or family connections. The Prophet tells us that when we want to choose a woman to marry, we should look for a woman of good faith. He says: "A woman is sought in marriage for one of four qualities: her beauty, her wealth, her family connections and her faith. Seek, then, the woman of faith if you want to be prosperous." 

On the other hand, the Prophet tells parents and guardians of girls of marriageable age to accept the proposal of a person whose honesty and faith is of good standards. He says: "If someone proposes to you and you find that his honesty and strength of faith are satisfactory then accept his proposal. If you do not, your refusal will lead to corruption on a far-reaching scale." These are the only criteria the Prophet lays down for us when we consider proposals and marriage suits.

Moreover, the Prophet gives us a practical examples of how these principles should be implemented. Julaibeen was a companion of the Prophet who had deserted his own family when they tried to stop him accept Islam. He was a young man of limited means, but his faith was very strong. The Prophet wanted to get him married, but in his situation, few families would have accepted him. Hence, the Prophet took it upon himself to find him a wife. He spoke to the father of a girl who was of marriageable age. The father wrongly understood that the Prophet wanted her to be his own wife. The girl's parents were very happy. When they realized, however, that the Prophet was making the proposal on behalf of Julaibeen, they were disappointed. They sat at home discussing how to tell the Prophet that they did not accept the proposal. Their daughter, however, reminded them that it was their duty to obey the Prophet. She made it clear that she was willing to accept the Prophet's proposal because it was sufficient for her as a recommendation of the bridegroom that the Prophet himself made the offer. The parents soon recognized the validity of her argument and accepted the marriage.

According to Islam, if the proposer is a man of good faith and good manners, then he should be accepted. If he is not accepted then the rejection is deemed unreasonable. This is what is known in Islam as "adhal." Parents are warned against resorting to adhal in order to stop the marriage of their daughters.

Moreover, Islam opens the door for any girl who is a victim of adhal to put her case to a court of Islamic law. In such cases, the Muslim judge will have to decide whether the parents' objection is based on valid reasons or not. If he determines that the rejection is made unreasonably, then the judge can assume guardianship of the girl and give her away in marriage to the person who has proposed to her. If the Islamic court makes such a decision, then it is binding and the marriage is absolutely valid. 

The applicable rule is that the ruler is the guardian of everyone in a Muslim society who has no guardian. By unreasonable rejection, a father relinquishes his guardianship of his own daughter.

We should realize that this is in perfect harmony with the Islamic view of marriage. Every man and woman has the right to be married in order to satisfy their natural desires lawfully. Hence, it is wrong for anyone to try to stop the marriage of a woman in his charge without valid reasons. A guardian must look after the young people in his charge and should not stand in the way of any reasonable marriage.

If the judge decides to take over the parents' authority and allow the girl to be married to the person she wants, despite her parents' refusal, they may object to his decision on the grounds of incompatibility. The burden of proof lies on them in this case. 

Local traditions are not taken as sufficient reasons for rejecting a proposal from a good person. They cannot argue in the court that in their locality the girl must marry in her mother's own family. They have to find fault with the man himself.

To recap, if that girl cannot persuade her parents to change their minds, it is possible for her to put her case to an Islamic court and the judge will have to decide whether her parents have acted unreasonably or not. If the court finds in her favor, the judge can marry her to her suitor.

Having said that, however, I must add that sometimes parents have good reasons for their attitude which may seem from our side to be unreasonable. Perhaps it may be helpful in this case to approach someone who enjoys the respect of the girl's parents to intervene in order to solve this problem amicably. This is a much better approach than going to the court because when it comes to the law, people's attitudes harden. Moreover, parents should normally be obeyed by their children. They should be made to understand that their daughter would not put her case to the court unless other means to reach an amicable solution have failed.

• Marriage: With stepmother's relatives XE "Marriage: With stepmother's relatives" 
Is it permissible for a Muslim to marry the sister of his father's second wife? Needless to say, the man is the son of his father's first wife. May I add that people in our area have spoken much about this proposed marriage with some of them opposing it while oth​ers saying that it is perfectly in order. Please advise.

Any woman who gets married to one's father is forbidden for that person to marry, whether her marriage to his father ends up in divorce or is terminated by his father's death. The pro​hibition on the marriage of a Muslim with his stepmother is permanent. Allah says in the Qur'an: 

"Do not marry women whom your fathers have previously married — although what is passed is passed. Indeed, this is a shameful deed, and a harmful thing, and an evil way." (4:22). 

A stepmother is related to a person by the fact that she gets married to his father. That is sufficient to make her forbidden for him to marry after her marriage to his father is terminated. However, her relatives are not related to him in any way. Therefore, it is perfectly permissible for a Muslim to marry his stepmother's sister or daughter [who is not by your father] or any other relative of hers. [When we talk of a stepmother, we exclude any person who is your aunt prior to her marrying your father.] If you wish to know the women a Muslim is not allowed to marry, you need only refer to Verses 22-24 of Surah 4, entitled "Women". Apart from these, you are not allowed to marry women who are in the same rela​tionship to you as this list, if this relationship is created by your being breast-fed by a woman other than your mother. You may not marry that woman because she is your mother through breast feeding, and similarly her daughters and sisters are your sisters and aunts respectively. You need to extend this relationship to other women and you have a full list of those you may not marry because they relate to you through breast feeding. In addition, a Muslim may not marry a woman whom he had [permanently] divorced three times unless she gets married to someone else in the normal way and her marriage is subse​quently terminated by her husband's death or her being divorced in a perfectly normal way.

• Marriage: Without parental consent — a question of validity XE  "Marriage: Without parental consent — a question of validity" 
A father working away from home receives a letter from his wife informing him that their 17-year-old daughter has married a man who persuaded her that by so doing they can ensure that no one can ever interfere with their marriage. Only one of the man's friends and several women were present. The girl was on her own, without any relative accompanying her. Please advise on the validity or otherwise of this marriage. 

The girl in question has committed a grave mistake by agreeing to go into a marriage contract without the presence of her father or guardian. Islam takes a very serious view of marriage, because it is an alliance that legalizes an intimate relationship between sexes and leads to the establishment of a family and the birth and upbringing of children. In recognition of the woman's position and honor, Islam requires that she be represented by her father or, in his absence, by her guardian, when the marriage contract is made. Most scholars, including the Shaf'ie, Maliki and Hanbali schools of thought consider the presence of the woman's father or guardian to act on her behalf as essential for the validity of the marriage. They say that a woman may not act for herself in marriage contracts. Only the Hanafi school of thought allows a woman to act on her own behalf in marriage. I do not propose to discuss this difference between schools of thought on this point. I will only say that each of the two points of view is based on valid arguments. We cannot dismiss either as mistaken or incorrect. We may take whichever ensures the interest of the individuals and the family in question, approaching the whole matter in the seriousness it deserves. You say that nothing has taken place between the man and the girl since they have taken this step which they hoped to prevent any opposition to their marriage by their respective families.

If the case is so, then no material harm has resulted from their rash action. In this case we take the view of the majority of scholars and consider the marriage to be null and void. In doing so we rely on solid basis, as the Prophet, peace be upon him, says: "No marriage contract may be made without a guardian and two witnesses." However, the girl and the man should be made to understand that what they did is of no consequence and their marriage is of no value.

The girl's father may wish to consider going to court to have an order declaring the marriage as null and void. This may be necessary if the man in question has registered the marriage, or if he may contemplate putting it into effect, particularly if he is in a country where the Hanafi school of thought is predominant. 

At the same time the girl's father will be well advised to take an objective view of the whole matter. The man may have good qualities to make him a good husband. He may have been misguided in this particular situation, but on the whole he may be a good person. Had he chosen the proper way of approaching the girl's family, he might have been accepted as a husband. If so, the girl's father may wish to go ahead and approve the marriage. What he should do in this case is to start at the beginning, considering what his daughter did with this man as not having taken place. 

This means that the marriage arrangements should start anew and a formal marriage contract should be made, with the father acting on behalf of his daughter. On the other hand, if the girl and the man have already given effect to what they had done and consummated their marriage, then we take the view of the Hanafi school of thought.

As I have said, this view also has a valid argument. The practical steps which need to be taken depend on the local conditions and circumstances. However, what we have here is a marriage that was done in private and now needs to be publicized. The father may wish to have the marriage officially registered and perhaps organize a wedding reception for his daughter. What is important to consider here is the interest of the girl, her family and the community as a whole. 

• Martyrs: Basic definition of  XE "Martyrs: Basic definition of" 
Martyrs are only those who are killed when they fight for Allah's cause with pure and total devotion. Such martyrs, as we learn, are alive, enjoying all the characteristics of life. They are "provided for" by their Lord, and they are jubilant at what Allah bestows on them of His bounty, and they rejoice at what they learn of the destiny of the believers they had left behind, and they are aware of the events that take place here in our world. All these are characteristics of the living: enjoyment, jubilation, being concerned, influencing events and being influenced. Why should anyone then grieve for parting with them when they are still alive  and they have their ties with the living and with events?

"Do not think of those who are killed in the cause of Allah as dead. Indeed, they are living in the presence of their Lord and are well provided for. Jubilant are they because of what Allah has bestowed on them of His bounty, and rejoicing at the happy news that those who have not joined them, but are left behind, shall have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve. They rejoice at the glad tiding of Allah's grace and bounty and that Allah will not allow the reward of the believers to be lost. "- The House of Imran, Aal Imran : 3; 169-171 ]

• Masjid-e-Nabvi : Reward for the prayers offered in XE "Masjid-e-Nabvi : Reward for the prayers offered in" 
The prophet has taught us that each prayer offered in his mosque in Madinah is given the reward of one thousand prayers elsewhere with the exception of the Grand Mosque in Makkah. Therefore, if a person is visiting Madinah, he should try to offer as many of his prayers as possible in the Prophet's mosque. An often reported Hadith suggests that of​fering 40 consecutive prayers in the Prophet's mosque is sufficient to redeem any person from hell in the hereafter. This Hadith lacks considerably in authenticity. It is certainly better to offer 41 prayers in the Prophet's mosque than 40. If you spend ten days instead of eight in Madinah, offering every single prayer in the Prophet's mosque, you end up with a greater reward than if you offer only 40 prayers.

• Masjid-e-Nabvi: Visiting — An Obligation or a Sunnah XE " Masjid-e-Nabvi: Visiting — An obligation or a sunnah" 
When one goes to Madinah, is it obligatory that he stays for eight days and offers forty obligatory prayers at the Prophet's Mosque?

Visiting the Prophet's Mosque in Madinah is a sunnah, i.e. recommended. It is neither obligatory not part of the duties of pilgrimage. There is no time restriction attached to such a visit to the Prophet's Mosque. It can be done over a very short period and it can be a very long visit. This depends on personal circumstances. What we know is that a prayer offered in the Prophet's Mosque is rewarded as one thousand prayers elsewhere, with the exception of the Grand Mosque in Makkah. Therefore, to offer forty obligatory prayers in the Prophet's Mosque earns handsome reward. But to offer more earns more reward. Having said that, I would like to reiterate that a short visit is perfectly valid and well rewarded. You can go to Madinah by plane in the morning, offer the Zuhr and Asr prayers and come back later in the day to complete a highly rewarding sunnah. If your circumstances allow you to stay longer, well and good.

• Masjid-ul-Haram : Sacred and forbidden XE "Masjid-ul-Haram : Sacred and forbidden" 
In Islam, forbidden things are called "haram", but the holiest place in Makkah is also called Masjid-ul- Haram. What is the real meaning of the term "haram"?

Arabic dictionaries define haram as the opposite of halal; which [i.e. halal] means permissible. Hence, haram means not allowed, prohibited or forbidden. The Holy Mosque in Makkah is called Al-Masjid Al-Haram, because it is forbidden for non-Muslims to enter. It is a sanctu​ary where people may have refuge. When they are inside it, they enjoy the safety associated with the fact that Allah has forbidden the use of force or violence against anyone in it. Allah states in the Qur'an: "Whoever enters it enjoys security." The fact that certain restrictions apply in the mosque and its surrounding area makes the name "Al-Haram" or Al-Masjid Al-Haram, most appropriate. It is a place where Allah's authority is inviolable. No one may violate it without being punished.

• Medical compensation XE "Medical compensation" 
A relative of mine died as a result of excessive bleeding during childbirth. Is it permissible, from the Islamic point of view, for the relatives to receive compensation from the doctors attending her, who could not save her despite their best efforts?

The most important phrase in the question is that which concerns the doctors doing their best in trying to save their patient. If this is true, then the death was something they could not prevent, and there was no negligence on their part. In this case, compensation would be unfair to ask for and receive.

The case would be different if there was a proven element of negligence on the part of the doctors. Suppose, for example that the bleeding started, say, at two o'clock in the morning and no doctor was available in the hospital to attend to the patient. Suppose also that despite the attempts by the mid-wife to contact doctors in their homes, no one was available until a few hours later. Such a situation would be far less than what is reasonably expected in a maternity hospital. The efforts the doctors would put at such a later stage would arguably be of little effect. Therefore, one can say that there is an element of negligence there, and compensation to the family of the dead patient would be reasonable.

What you have to do now is to determine whether there has been any element of negligence on the part of doctors in the case of your relative's death. If there was negligence, you may ask for compensation.

• Men & Women: Confusion over superiority of men XE "Men & Women: Confusion over superiority of men" 
Could you please explain the meaning of Verse 34 of the fourth surah entitled "Women". Some people state that the Qur'an endorses the notion of man's superiority to woman. I am rather confused. Please comment in detail.

The Qur'anic verse to which you have referred may be rendered in translation as follows: "Men shall take full care of women with the bounties with which Allah has favored some of them in greater measure than others, and with what they may spend of their own wealth. The righteous women are devout, guarding the secret which Allah has willed to be guarded." [4;34]

Although the verse goes on to point out certain rulings in matrimonial relations, the part to which you have referred is the one I have quoted. As it is translated above, the verse gives no suggestion of superiority. Indeed, it relates to the way the family is organized in Islamic society. To explain its meaning and what is really involved in assigning responsibilities to man and woman within the family, there is little that I can do better than quote you at length from the commentary written by the late Sayyid Qutb in his priceless work "In the Shade of the Qur'an".


"The family is the first institution in human life, in the sense that its effect is felt in every stage of human life. It is within the family that man, the most noble of all creatures, according to the Islamic concept of life, is brought up. The running and administration of much inferior institutions, such as those engaged in financial, industrial and commercial affairs, is normally assigned to those who are most qualified for the job by their education, training and natural abilities. It is only logical that the same rule be applied to the family, the institution which looks after the upbringing of the most noble creature in the universe, namely, man.


"The divine code of living takes him and his nature in consideration, as well as the natural abilities given to both man and woman to enable them to discharge the duties assigned to each of them. It maintains justice in the distribution of duties, giving to each of them only the type of duties to which they are suited. It is needless to say that both man and woman are the creation of Allah who does not wish to do injustice to anyone He has created. Indeed He gives each of His creations the abilities and talents which befit the duties assigned to him or her.


"Allah has created human beings as males and females, following the "dual" role which is central to the system of creation. He has given the woman the great tasks of child-bearing, breast-feeding and looking after her children. These are not tasks of the type which may be fulfilled without careful preparation, physically, psychologically and mentally. It is only just, therefore, that the other part, i.e. man, should be assigned the task of providing the essential needs and the protection required for the woman to fulfill her highly important duties. She could not be given all those tasks and be still required to work in order to earn her living and to look after her children at the same time. It is only fair as well that man should be given the physical, mental and psychological qualities which enable him to fulfill his duties in the same way as the woman is given the abilities to help her fulfill her duties. All this is part of the reality of human life, because Allah maintains absolute justice among all.


"Among the qualities the woman has been given are tenderness, good reaction and instinctive response to the needs of childhood without waiting for much deliberation and reflection. The essential human needs even of a single individual are not left for leisurely reflection and planning. Response to them is made instinctively so that they may be met more or less involuntarily. There is no external compulsion in this. It is an impulsive reaction which the woman enjoys, despite the fact that it requires sacrifice from her. This is part of Allah's work which is always perfect.


"These are not superficial qualities. Indeed, they are implanted in the woman's physical, mental and psychological constitution. Some leading scientists believe that they are present in each cell in the woman's constitution because they are rooted in the first cell which multiplies to form the fetus and the child. 


"On the other hand, among the qualities the man is given are toughness, slow reaction and response as well as proper thought and reflection before action. All these functions, ever since he lived on hunting in the early stages, to fighting for the protection of his wife and children, to earning his living in any way, require some deliberation and consideration before taking any decision and implementing it. These qualities are also deeply rooted in the constitution of man.


"It is man's qualities which make him more able and better equipped to take charge of the family. Similarly, his duty of supporting his family as part of the distribution of duties, makes him more suitable to be in charge. That is because earning the living of his family and all its members is part of being in charge. Moreover, looking after the finances of the family is closer to his family duties.


"There are two elements which the Qur'an highlights as it states that in Islamic society, men are required to look after woman. It is an assignment of duties on the basis of natural abilities and fair distribution of responsibilities. Each party is assigned the duties to which he or she is most suited by nature. 


"That man is better equipped to be in charge is part of human nature. He has the proper natural abilities for that role which is essential for the proper progress of human life. It is a simple fact that one party is equipped for this role and assigned the duty to play it while the other is not. Hence, it is totally unfair that the latter should be required in any situation to take up these responsibilities in addition to her own natural duties. If this latter party is given the necessary practical and scientific training to fulfill these duties, her ability to play the other role, i.e. that of motherhood, is undermined. That is a role which requires certain abilities of the type we have mentioned, such as good reaction and immediate response along with the natural physical and mental abilities.


"These are very serious questions which may not be left to human beings to decide at will. Whenever they have been left to human beings to decide, whether in the past or in recent times, the very existence of mankind was threatened and the essential human qualities which distinguish men from other creatures was in danger of extinction.


"There is plenty of evidence which points out that the rules of human nature force themselves on man even when people deny them altogether. One aspect of that is the decline in the quality of human life and the serious danger to which it has been exposed whenever this rule which gives man the task and the authority to look after the family has been violated. Such violation leads to serious repercussions. Another indication is that the woman prefers that man assumes his role of being in charge of the family. Many women experience feelings of worry, dissatisfaction and unhappiness when they live with men who relinquish their role of being in charge for any reason. This is readily admitted by women who try to challenge man's role.


"Another example of the social repercussion of this unnatural family situation, where the father does not play his role either because of his weak character which allows the mother to overshadow or control him, or because of his early death or in one-parent families, is that very often the children suffer instability which may lead to mental perversion and behavioral deviation. 


"These are only a few examples through which nature indicates its presence and the need to organize human life according to its laws. It must be finally stated that the way Islam distributes family responsibilities does not by any means lead to the negation of the woman's character or role in the home and in society at large. Neither does it mean the cancellation of her civil status. It simply defines her role within the family and how it is run. For the family is a very important institution which must be protected and maintained. In any institution, the observance of certain values does not mean the abrogation of the character or the rights of the partners or the workers. Islam defines the role of the man and what his being in charge means as well as his duties as one who takes care of his family, protects it and earns its living."

I trust this lengthy quotation from Sayyid Qutb amply explains the meaning of the verse to which you have referred  and in which there is no suggestion of any superiority given to men.

• Men's dress: Islamic dress code for men XE "Men's dress: Islamic dress code for men" 
Is there any type of clothes or dress that we can describe as Islamic in as far as men are concerned? Is there any harm if a Muslim wears a shirt, tie and a pair of trousers?

All Muslim scholars agree that a Muslim man must always cover the part of his body which is described as "awrah". This term denotes "what is unbecoming, shameful or indecent to reveal." A substantial body of Muslim scholars are of the view that a man's awrah extends from the waistline down to the knees, with the knees not included.

However, other scholars are of the view that a man's awrah is limited to his genitals and back passage. This is perhaps the more accurate view, supported by the stronger evidence. 

Any type of dress which covers the awrah proper and is not seen as something that could lead to indecent behavior and is not an imitation of clothing that is distinctive of non-believers is permissible to wear. Thus there is no harm in wearing the clothes you have described. Some rigid people claim at times that wearing a shirt and tie imitates non-believers. This is not true because such clothes are the normal dress for large communities in the Muslim world. 

Muslims must also guard against wearing anything that is considered a mark of pride or arrogance. Whatever conveys an air of arrogance is forbidden to wear.

• Mental illness, magic, jinn or the evil eye XE "Mental illness, magic, jinn or the evil eye" 
There are references in the Qur'an to madness, magic spells, possession by jinn and to the evil eye. There seems to be some sort of differentiation in the Qur'an between madness and the other three. However, as psychiatrists we tend to treat those who are affected by any of these as psychiatric patients. Could you please throw some light over these matters and give us references from the Qur'an and Hadith to help us study the Islamic point of view in these matters. This will be of immense help to us in understanding our patients and the mentally ill in general.

The first time I read your letter, it came to me as a shock that madness should be grouped with the other three when to someone like me it is totally different. However, I can understand how psychiatrists tend to group these things together. There is nothing in the Qur'an, which suggests that madness can affect a person as a result of a magic spell or an evil spirit. There are references to madness in the Qur'an, but mostly in quoting what disbelievers used to say about prophets, including Prophet Muhammad and Prophet Moses (peace be on them both and all other prophets).

As for black magic, or using a magic spell to influence someone's behavior or his power of thinking, I have [elsewhere] given a detailed answer to questions on this subject. I have explained that according to Islam, magic has no material presence whatsoever. There are references in the Qur'an to magic mostly with regard to the magicians employed by Pharaoh to try to outbid the miracles of Prophet Moses, peace be upon him. But it is clear in the Qur'an that the work of those magicians was nothing more than mental tricks. Magic cannot produce anything whatsoever. The encounter between those magicians and Moses is reported in more than one surah, most notably 7 & 20 "Al Aaraf" and "Taha". In the latter surah, you may refer to Verses 57-76. It is clearly stated by Allah that what the magicians produced, using their ropes and staffs, was mere trickery: Their ropes and staffs so appeared to him, by the force of their magic, as if they were moving. In other words, it was all a mental trick. The staffs and ropes did not move.

As for the evil eye, it is a form of envy. In the penultimate surah of the Qur'an entitled "Al-Falaq" or "The Daybreak", the prophet is instructed to seek refuge with his Lord from the evil of envy. As the surah is short we may quote it in full: "Say: I seek refuge in the Lord of the Daybreak from the evil of what He has created; from the evil of darkness when it gathers; from the evil of conjuring witches; and from the evil of the envious when he envies." In order to explain what the envy may do, it is perhaps useful to quote what the late Sayyid Qutb has written in his priceless work "In the Shade of the Qur'an", when he commented on this surah:


"Envy is the evil begrudging reaction one feels towards another who has received some favors from Allah. It is also accompanied by a very strong desire for the annihilation of such favors. Some harm to the envied may result from such baseless grudges. Now, this may either be the outcome of a direct physical action of the envier or may result from the suppressed feelings alone.


"We should try not to feel uneasy on learning that there is countless number of inexplicable mysteries in life. There are several phenomena for which no account has been offered uptil now. Telepathy and hypnosis are examples of such phenomena.


"Very little is known about the mysteries of envy and the little that is known has often been uncovered by chance and coincidence. In any case there is in envy an evil from which the refuge and protection of Allah must be sought. For He, the Most Generous, the Most Merciful and the One who knows all has directed His messenger and His followers to seek His refuge from this evil. It is unanimously agreed by the Islamic schools of thought that Allah will always protect His servants from such evils, should they seek His protection as He has directed them to do.


"Al-Bukhari related that Aisha said that the Prophet would, when getting into bed to sleep, recite: "Say: He is Allah the One..." and "Say: He is the Lord of the Daybreak, ..." and "Say: I seek refuge in the Lord of men," (i.e. the last three Surahs of the Qur'an) and blow into both hands; starting with his head, face and front part of his body, he would then run his palms over the rest of his body. He did that three times."

That is what Sayyid Qutb has written on envy and I think it gives you a very clear picture of the Islamic attitude to what is known as the evil eye which is a form of envy.

As for the Jinn, the two major references in the Qur'an to which I would like you to refer are those in Verses 29-32 of Surah 72 entitled "Al-Ahqaf" and to Surah 72 entitled "The Jinn." You may also refer, if you will, to Verses 12-14 of Surah 34 entitled "Sabaa", or "Sheba".

From these references, particularly the first two, you will realize that the jinn are another species of Allah's creation. They share with us life on earth and we cannot see them while they can see us. They are required to believe in Islam as they have been previously required to believe in the message of Prophet Moses. Like human beings, most of them do not submit to Allah as a matter of choice. They continue to ignore the call of Prophets and messengers as human beings do. The nature of their creation is different from ours. Prior to the advent of Islam, they were able to climb high in the atmosphere to eavesdrop on angels as they glorified Allah, hoping to hear some news which affected the world. They were prevented from doing so, just before the start of the revelation of the Qur'an. They are accountable for their deeds on the day of judgment. Those of them who have done good in this life will be rewarded by admission into heaven and those who continue to do evil will be thrown in hell.

Apart from these similarities, their world is separate from ours. There is no interchange between them and us. Neither can they accomplish our purposes nor do we know anything about theirs. Allah has not made us subservient to their desires nor has He made them subject to our might. Therefore, the idea of anyone of us, man or woman, being possessed by a jinn and that such possession can affect his mental power and his action or prevent something from being done by him or stop him from his intended action is totally absurd. Unfortunately, such thoughts may find a receptive ear with sections of people. The fact is that there is no truth in them.

I totally agree that when a patient comes to you with a disturbed mind, you treat him as mentally ill person and treat him to the best of your ability. 

• Mercy killing: No killing can be merciful XE "Mercy killing: No killing can be merciful"  

What is your view about euthanasia, or mercy killing? Those who support it say that "modern medical technology can prolong a patient's life only artificially." They also argue that people should have the right to die with dignity and that they should not be made to suffer unbearable pain. Please comment.

The termination of human life is caused by Allah. He alone determines when a person should die. He also determines the cause of his or her death. When people interfere with that process which Allah has determined, they actually kill. It is interesting to note that euthanasia is defined as "mercy killing." That definition acknowledges that it is a killing, and all killing is forbidden in Islam, except as punishment for certain well defined crimes. A person who has not committed any of these crimes should not be killed under any circumstances. Even if he makes it clear that he wishes to die, and even if his wish is the result of suffering a long, incurable illness, terminating his life is forbidden. The reason is that whoever puts him to death actually puts himself in the position of Allah, determining when that person should die. This is an assault on Allah's authority.

The arguments used in justifying euthanasia are far from convincing. People argue that modern medical technology can prolong a patient's life artificially. This calls into question the definition of life and how it is prolonged. If what is meant is that people are put on life-supporting machines, which means that they will die once the machine is switched off, then that is a very special case. What we have to ask here is whether the brain of such a person needing a life-supporting machine has ceased to function. If it has, then the life of that person has ended, even though his heart may continue to beat with the help of that machine. Here we are not speaking about euthanasia, but about the definition of life and whether it exists in such a person. There is no doubt that doctors should use every available means in order to preserve the life of a patient. The use of such life-supporting machines is highly beneficial, if it gives the doctors a breathing space to administer the treatment which ensures that the patient recovers. But when it is clear that the patient's brain has died, then there is no way to bring him back to life. If he is put on a life-supporting machine, there is simply no benefit in that. All that is happening is to cause the patient's heart to continue to beat without any hope of recovery. The patient has actually died except in name. The switching off of the machine does not in this case fall under "euthanasia." It is letting a natural course take its effect.

The notions of the "right to die with dignity" and "sparing the patient unbearable pain" are not acceptable. There is no lack of dignity in a person being ill and needing treatment. If he cannot control his own body function, then he should be helped with these. To terminate his life for that reason is inhumane. To speak of euthanasia in this case is actually suggesting that people are unwilling to help those who are in need of medical and human care. It is a condemnation of modern society that it argues for "mercy killing" in their cases. There is no mercy in such a killing. If people want to be merciful, then they should take good care of such patients. On the other hand, most types of pain can be relieved with appropriate treatment. With the modern advances in medical care, the type of pain which used to be unbearable can easily be reduced or relieved. In case where it cannot be helped, the patient should be reminded of the fact that he will be rewarded for his pain. If he bears it with resignation and accepts what Allah has determined for him, then his reward will be the forgiveness of his sins. A believer will always be willing to accept such pain for the prize of earning forgiveness.

• Message [of Islam]: Conveying and convincing others XE "Message [of Islam]: Conveying and convincing others" 
I recently sent a letter to a radio station, but it turned out to be a Christian preaching station. The person who answered my letter spoke about the enlightened vision of Jesus Christ and suggested that those who do not follow that vision are in total darkness. Could you let me know how to convince him of Islam and to tell him that what he is doing is wrong?

The first thing to remember about this question is that we, as Muslims, are not required to convince anyone of the truth of Islam. Allah will not ask anyone of us: How many people have you convinced or how many have become Muslims as a result of your efforts? Indeed, He has told His messenger: "You certainly cannot guide whomever you please; It is Allah who guides whom He will. He best knows those who accept guidance." (28:56)  What Allah will question us about is whether we have fulfilled the task He has assigned to His messenger and to all Muslims: Namely, conveying the message of Islam to mankind. That is our task: To explain Islam to people and to tell them that Allah requires them to believe in it. If they accept it, they reap the fruits of being rightly guided. If they reject it, we have fulfilled our task.

I hope that I have made the distinction clear between doing our part which is within our power, and the results that our efforts produce. I appreciate your keenness to have this broadcaster see the light of Islam. To do so, you only have to supply him with the relevant information. You may send him a letter or reply, or send him some books relevant to the topic you raised with him, or relevant to his essential beliefs and the basic beliefs of Islam. If you do so, you have done a good service to your faith. Whether he will be convinced is a totally different matter.

You should not be hesitant to send him whatever information is available to you about Islam. Followers of other religions do the same. I continue to receive letters from Christian missionaries and followers of religions. They either reply to some points they have read in Arab News  or speak about their faiths or invite me to follow their own religion. Muslims should not hesitate to present their faith to other people. By doing so, they actually do them a great service, because they explain to them the faith which Allah accepts from human beings.

• Methods of healing — Cupping & Cautery XE "Methods of healing: Cupping & Cautery" 
Could you please explain the Hadith which states that healing of illness can be achieved through three things: Taking honey, cupping and cauterization. Could you explain what 'cupping' is and why the Prophet said: "I forbid my followers to use cauterization". As a specialist in childhood diseases, I come across numerous cases of young children subjected to the ancient form of treatment which relies on burning the skin, i.e. Cautery. What I would like to know is whether there is anything mentioned by the Prophet in favor or against this practice.

The Hadith you have mentioned is an authentic one related by Al-Bukhari on the authority of Abdullah ibn Abbas who quotes the Prophet as saying: "Illnesses are cured by means of three things: a drink of honey, a cut of cupping and cauterization. I, however, advise my followers against the use of cauterization." There is no doubt about the usefulness of honey for curing illness. Allah describes it in the Qur'an as a curative drink. He says: "There issues from within these (bees) a fruit of different colors, in which there is cure for people" (16;69).

The other two methods need a little explanation: Cupping was a method used for letting out blood either from one's hands, legs, head or other spots. It was extensively used, as people found it highly useful. The Prophet himself was cupped and on one occasion that took place while he was fasting. Cauterization, on the other hand, involved the use of a red hot piece of iron to stop the bleeding from a bad cut. If a soldier lost an arm or a foot in battle, the surest way of stopping him bleeding to death was to resort to cauterization. 

There are a couple of points to make here. The statement of the Prophet was not exclusive. He did not say that cure can only be sought in these three methods, to the exclusion of any other. In another Hadith, the Prophet encourages us to seek medical treatment for our illness. He says: "Seek medical treatment, for Allah has not created an illness without creating a cure for it."

Secondly, the Prophet was making a statement on the basis of what was known in his time. These were the three principal methods of treatment. We know that honey is a cure for several illness. Cupping was also approved as a method of treatment, while Cautery could save the life of a badly injured person.

The Prophet discouraged resorting to this last method because of the pain it involves and the unsightly mark it leaves. It is needless to say that the discouragement does not apply to modern methods of Cautery which is done under anesthesia and the use of sophisticated tools and with perfect precision. Resorting to the old method of Cautery in this day and age, when medicine has made such great advances, is a great pity.

• Migration to non-Muslim countries XE  "Immigration: Migration to non-Muslim countries" 
Due to economic reasons, a Muslim decided to migrate to a non-Muslim country. There, he and his family members are mindful of their religious duties. They attend to their prayers, fast in Ramadhan, fulfill their zakah obligations, and are generally abiding by Islamic teachings. Does such an immigration constitute any violation of Islamic teachings?

I fully understand the reasons which may compel a person take a major step of migrating to another country. When one has a family to look after, without any prospect of a real improvement in one's situation, one's burden seems much too heavy. When jobs are scarce in one's own country and one turns around only to find a large number of people without work, the lure of immediate, steady employment abroad seems too great to resist. The decision to migrate does not come easy to anyone. A young man may talk about it, but when it comes to taking the step, the decision is a very difficult one indeed. Unless, the pressure of the family responsibilities are very strong, most people prefer to stay in their own countries, where they have all their relatives and friends.

Islam takes such economic factors into consideration. It appreciates that people can find economic pressures much too severe. Therefore, trying to find a job in some other place is a commendable step, as it shows willingness to share one's responsibilities. Problems arise, however, when the migration is to a non-Muslim country, especially one which does not merely offer a more comfortable living standard but is also highly advanced by modern standards. The fact is that when Muslims from our part of the world migrate to countries of Western Europe, America, Canada or Australia, they expose themselves and their families to a set of pressures which is in no way less powerful than those which have compelled them to migrate. This is only natural when one puts himself in the midst of a totally different culture where he finds himself alone, or a member of a small, alien minority.

Nowhere in the countries to which most people migrate does a Muslim face an attempt to entice him away from his faith. Such crude, futile methods are no longer employed. It is the cultural pressures which I am concerned. These are slow, indirect, continuous. Their effect is varied, cumulative and permanent.

I do not wish to give the wrong impression to anyone. Many Muslims benefit a great deal from staying in American and Western European countries. They learn many good habits and they learn the civilized approach to dealing with people who express views which differ with their own. Moreover, nobody interferes with their religious practices. Indeed, they may find practicing their religion easier than in some Muslim countries.

What I am concerned with here is the long-term effect of living in a non-Muslim country on the children of any immigrant Muslim family. It may be true that the parents will attend regularly to their prayers and other religious duties. They may even have a greater eagerness to fulfill their religious duties because they are conscious of the need to retain their identity. They will try hard to impart this identity to their children. But how successful can they be?

Immigrant communities in Western countries have tried to establish their centers, mosques and schools. The first generation normally starts in a very modest way. It is normally composed of unskilled workers who take up jobs which are low on the scale, and try to establish a decent living. They organize themselves in groups and donate whatever they can in order to buy a rundown house, or a garage, or some other place which they convert into a mosque. They use it also to teach their children about Islam either at weekends or in the evenings. Such small centers and mosques serve as a good beginning. Now we see purpose-built mosques emerging everywhere in Europe and America. We also find afternoon schools more effectively run. What is more, in a number of places we find schools being started, which will teach all subjects as well as Islamic subjects during normal school hours. They provide for the integration of both types of teaching. In London, for example, there is the King Fahd Academy which provides schooling for the children of the Muslim community and the school started by Yousuf Islam. These are the steps in the right direction, but it is not to be expected that two schools will meet the need of the Muslim community in London which is estimated to be in excess of 100,000. The vast majority of Muslim children in these countries go to state schools. There they receive the normal education provided for the children of their host country. There they learn to live in that culture as part of it.

This is a very tricky problem. I am not advocating separate education for the children of immigrant Muslim communities. I am merely speaking of what happens to their children as a result of their own decision to migrate.

We can divide these children into three groups: one which accepts the values taught at home, inherits Islamic traditions and feels the Western culture as nearly alien to it as it was to the first immigrant generation. The second group is the exact opposite: it rejects the "home" values and tries to identify with the culture of the adopted homeland. The third group is one in between: it feels a dichotomy between home and society which affects all aspects of life. None of these groups is very happy. None is looked upon by the host society as belonging to it. There will always remain a sense of being a stranger in an adopted home which is forced upon one. The parents who took the decision to migrate could more easily come to terms with such a sense of being strangers, because it was they who had consciously taken the decision to leave home. Their children had no say in that. On the other hand, they cannot reverse the decision. If any of them were to do the return immigration, they would feel strangers in their father's home country.

Furthermore, it may be extremely difficult for the young generation to learn the Islamic values. The parents may try hard to provide Islamic education, but so far, the education so provided is an imported one. It is mostly provided by teachers who themselves are immigrants. They may not be able to come to terms with life in their host country. Therefore, the education they provide will always fall short of what is required, namely, how to live as Muslims in a non-Muslims' society.

This is a major problem which faces everyone who migrates and at the same time has a family to bring up. I know many people who have wrestled with this problem and eventually chose the only means of escape, by returning home or seeking work in a Muslim country while their children were still young.

There are many advantages which result from the existence of Muslim communities in Western countries. Whether these advantages outweigh the disadvantages or not is a question which takes a great deal of discussion. Perhaps no definite answer can be given for it. However, our accountability is first and foremost on the individual level. Allah will ask each of us about his own action. Whether it is a correct, wise or permissible decision to migrate is a highly personal or individual question. Everyone can judge his own circumstances best. But no person should take a decision without considering carefully the pros and cons, especially with regard to what may happen to his children and their future.

• Mike Tyson, the champion boxer — his conversion to Islam XE  "Mike Tyson, the champion boxer — his conversion to Islam" 
Much publicity surrounded the conversion to Islam of Mike Tyson, the champion boxer. Can professional boxing be considered a suitable career for a Muslim? According to reports, Mr. Tyson did not come to offer the pilgrimage because he was training for a bout. Is this a satisfactory reason? Is such a person to be treated as a role model? As you know, he is a convicted rapist who has served his prison sentence. In our country, rapists normally receive the death penalty.

There are several issues raised in this letter, but the most important one, from my point of view, is that which concerns Mr. Tyson being a role model. Before we answer we should define who would look at him as a role model, and which of his attitudes and practices would they be emulating. There is also an important proviso which should be attached to this answer. We often read in the papers that certain personalities have accepted Islam and we are thrilled by that. Sometime later, we discover that the whole thing is untrue and disappointment replaces our earlier pleasure. Hence we have to assume that what we have read about Mr. Tyson being a Muslim is true. I have not seen anything to confirm either the truth or the falsehood of those reports.

Now let us remember that Mr. Tyson was imprisoned for an offense he committed and he was found guilty in accordance with the provisions of the law in his country. The subsequent events were that he got to reflect on his situation in prison, and he apparently regretted what he had done. He also came to know about Islam and was convinced of its truth. He then declared his acceptance of Islam. If this is what has happened, then certainly he provides a role model for any rational person to examine his behavior and to look for the truth, and to act on his conviction. This is a model not only for offenders and prisoners, but for every one. God has given us our reason so that we may reflect and seek the truth at all times.

Having said that, I would like to add that the present weakness of the Muslims every​where makes them over-enthusiastic whenever a famous personality is said to have embraced Islam. We tend to consider that such a person has done Islam a great favor simply by becoming a Muslim. We tend to forget that Islam does not need anyone, but every human being needs Islam, which embodies divine guidance to all mankind. While Islam is a universal message from God addressed to all human beings, it is the person himself who is the beneficiary of becoming a Muslim. His life will be purged of much of the ills that overburden human life in different societies. He will enjoy the balance that Islamic life provides between the physical and spiritual aspects of humanity. It is time we recognized this and did not make so much fuss at the conversion of any person, famous as he may be.

Whether professional boxing is an appropriate career for a Muslim is totally separate from the case of Mr. Tyson. He has been a professional boxer for a long time. It is not to be expected that he would have a profound insight into all Islamic teachings within a very short period of time. Be that as it may, boxing is not an appropriate profession for anyone, least of all a Muslim. It is an activity, not a sport, which is geared to the infliction of harm on an opponent who has done nothing except agreeing to be at the opposite corner of the ring. It is certainly dangerous, as we hear ever so often that a boxer has been taken to hospital after having gone into coma, or suffering brain damage, or dying. Even Muhammad Ali, who was arguably the finest boxer the world has known, ended up suffering brain damage as a result of the heavy punishment he received in some of his bouts, particularly against Joe Frazier and Ken Norton. Because of this danger involved in boxing I agree with the view which considers boxing to be forbidden as a sport, although Muslims are encouraged to learn it as part of their preparation to strive for the cause of God.

As for his not having performed pilgrimage, many scholars consider pilgrimage a duty which need not be offered immediately, or for the first year a person meets the conditions of ability to undertake it. I am more inclined to the other view which considers pilgrimage to be an immediate duty once these conditions are met. Nevertheless, Mr. Tyson knows his circumstances better, and we are not to judge him on this count. How do you know whether he was aware of the time factor involved in the question of pilgrimage? Perhaps, he had made a commitment and he could not release himself from it.

No one can judge Mr. Tyson on the accusation of rape. He was convicted in accordance with the American law. Islam requires clearer evidence to make any conviction. We do not make a judgment because his conviction was not on the basis of any confession. Indeed he continued to claim innocence to the end. How can we overlook that?

• Military training for women XE "Military training for women" 
There is provision in certain educational institutions in my home country to join a mili​tary training course which lasts a month. This is available for both boys and girls in sec​ondary schools. Completing the course adds 20 marks to the aggregate examination marks of the student. This helps in securing admission to a good college. The training is conducted only by men officers and girls are allowed to have their head covering, al​though this is not required of them. Is it permissible for a girl to join such a course of military training in order to ensure good university education?

This is a case to which a general Islamic rule applies. The rule says that everything is permissible unless it involves something which makes it forbidden. This means that something may be forbidden not because Islam does not approve of it in principle, but because of some other factors or circumstances which are added to it so as to make it unacceptable from the Islamic point of view.

With regard to your question, we can say that for Muslim girls to undertake military training is permissible. However, if the setup or organization involves violating some Islamic teachings or principles, then the ruling of permissibility changes as a result of that.

If those Muslim girls were trained by women instructors in an enclosed setup, that is perfectly acceptable. On the other hand, if they are trained by men in a situation where they are allowed to dress in a way which does not violate Islamic rules and at the same time helps them pursue their training, and if there is no possibility of an instructor being in private seclusion with a woman he trains, the verdict again says that such a training is permissible.

However, a Muslim woman who wants to undertake it should make her intentions clear that she wants to have such military training in order to help in the defense of the Muslim commu​nity, or her family or herself. She should not follow this only to secure admission to a proper college. This is a small reward for her labors. She should seek Allah's pleasure and a good reward from Him by earmarking her effort dedi​cated to a noble purpose.

• Miracles and the present day need for miracles XE "Miracles and the present day need for miracles" 
We do require more miracles these days because Muslims all over the world are in a very critical situation, exposed to many types of danger. Why do not miracles happen these days.

Whether we need miracles these days or not depends on what miracles are for. What is it that makes it necessary for Allah to show people a miracle?

It may be suggested that when people do see a miracle, they are more likely to believe in Allah and worship Him as He should be worshipped. Therefore, a miracle may be the short-cut for making people believe in Allah and implement His law. However, historical facts show otherwise. When miracles were given to earlier prophets, their communities accused them of sorcery and were even more determined to reject the faith preached by those prophets. Thus we have the statement of Pharaoh and his people, reported in the Qur'an, in which they challenged Moses to a match of sorcery. "They said: Moses, have you come to us with your sorcery to drive us out of our land? We will certainly come up with sorcery equal to yours. Fix, then, a date for us to be attended by us and you in a mutually suitable place." In another statement reported by the Qur'an, those people said to Moses: "Whatever sign you bring in order to bewitch us, we shall not believe in you."

So miracles are not the answer for people's rejection of the faith. They can be shown the clearest of signs and miracles and yet they continue to deny Allah and His message. But Allah does not give people the challenge of a miracle out of mercy and grace. He has established a rule which is applicable to all people when they are shown such a miracle. If they continue to disbelieve in Him after He has given them the miracles they ask for, they will be destroyed forthwith. They will not have another chance. That is because they actually condemn themselves to destruction by their continued rejection. Rather than put people to this test, Allah gives them an extended chance to believe in Him. The means to win them over to faith are already in place. He has sent them infallible guidance embodied in the Qur'an. They need only approach the Qur'an with clear minds to accept its argument and believe in its message. At any time in man's life there are moments of clear vision. If a person makes use of such a moment, he is sure to accept Allah's guidance and believes in Him.

Moreover, miracles are present in the world around us at every moment in life. We need only reflect on what takes place in the universe, in human life, and within ourselves. Allah says in the Qur'an: "Surely, in the earth there are signs for people with certainty of faith, and indeed within your own selves. Will you not see?" Look at the birth of every child and reflect on the process of conception, creation and development of a human being from the moment a female egg is fertilized by a male's sperm to the moment of birth and continue your reflection to encompass man's life in this world. The miraculous aspects in all this are so numerous and clear that we have to acknowledge Allah's own works. [Reflect on] how your heart continues to beat all the time, doing a process which is so essential for your life. Reflect also on how your stomach accepts such a great variety of food which you eat at the same time without giving a thought to whether what you are eating can be digested by the same mechanism. Then reflect on how your stomach can make use of it all and transform it into an element of nourishment. Reflect on other aspects of your existence and the existence of the world around you. Reflect on the fine balance which Allah has created to make sure that life continues without one side of it overwhelming the rest. All this is miraculous. Why do we need a material miracle which could signal our own destruction?

• Money Matters: Amassing of wealth XE "Amassing of wealth" 
Surah 'TAUBA' — "As for those who hoard up gold and silver and do not spend the same in the service of Allah's cause, give them the tidings of painful sufferings. A day will certainly come when these shall be heated up in the fire of hell and their foreheads, sides and backs shall be branded with them. They will be told : "This is what you have stored up for yourselves; taste, then, what you have hoarded." (Surah 9; Verses 35-36 ) Commentary by Sayyid Qutb.

There is no doubt that Islam does not like the amassing of wealth or using it solely for one's enjoyment or for leading a luxurious life. Indeed, all Islamic legislation in matters of finance are geared towards a fair distribution of wealth. There is no virtue, from the Islamic point of view, in the amassing of great wealth and passing it on from father to son in order to perpetuate a family's strong financial position in society. In the past, it was traditional in certain societies that the eldest son of a family was the single heir of all its wealth. Other children received only what their father assigned to them, if any. It is still the case in most non-Muslim societies that a man is free to bequeath by will whatever portion of his wealth to whomever he chooses. Islam, on the other hand, has a fine and detailed system of inheritance which ensures the division of the father's wealth fairly among his heirs. None of the heirs may receive anything above the share. 

What the Qur'anic verse speaks about and warns against is the hoarding up of gold and silver, or money in general. Therefore, it is extremely important to know what is meant by "hoarding" in order to avoid the fate of woeful suffering which this verse speaks of. Within this text, the question arises whether being rich is permissible in Islam or not. There is nothing in Qur'anic verse which can be construed as forbidding the ownership of much money, or, more plainly, being rich. Some of the Prophet's companions were rich and we do not find any Hadith which tells them to get rid of their riches. Indeed, the Prophet received donations from such people and thanked them for their generosity. The clearest example is that of Usman who was one of the wealthiest people in Arabia. At the time when the Prophet called on his companions to donate generously for the mobilization of an army to fight Byzantine Empire, Usman came up with a donation which pleased the Prophet immensely. The Prophet was speaking on the pulpit when Usman offered one hundred horses with all the equipment necessary for a horseman to have on such a campaign. The Prophet accepted and prayed for Usman. As the Prophet went one step down, Usman told him that he was donating another one hundred equipped horses. The Prophet again prayed for him and went another step down. At this point, Usman increased his donation to three hundred horses. The Prophet stopped and signed with his finger to the right and left and prayed for Usman and said his famous statement : "Nothing that Usman may do in future will harm him." This means that Usman would be forgiven any slip or mistake that he might do subsequent to such a great donation which amounted to the equipment of full army by the standards of the time. There were other companions of the Prophet who were rich indeed, notably, Abdul Rahman Ibn Auf, who was one of the ten companions of the Prophet given  the happiest news of all : certain admission to heaven.

There is nothing wrong from the Islamic point of view in being rich, provided that one makes the right use of one's riches. Furthermore, to be rich is not synonymous with hoarding up of money, whether it is for the modern currency type or silver and gold. The two are different. What does, then, constitute hoarding? According to eminent scholars and commentators of the Qur'an, the payment of zakah makes all the difference. If one pays the zakah of his wealth on time, this payment serves as purification of the money and ensures that he is not included among those threatened by this verse. Al-Bukhari relates on the authority of Abdullah Ibn Umar that "this warning was applicable before legislation of zakah. When zakah was made a duty, Allah made it serve as purification of money." Abdullah Ibn Umar is further reported to have said : "The wealth from which zakah is paid is not hoarded, even if it is stored under seven layers of earth. What is in a person's hands is hoarded if he does not pay zakah for it." It is certainly the case that zakah is spent to serve the cause of Allah. This is true when zakah is paid to the poor and the needy, or to any other class of beneficiaries, not merely when it is paid to finance a campaign of jihad.

• Money matters: Beesi — Exploitation of the needy participants

Could you please comment on the following process of investment? A number of people, say 10, agree to pay [1,000/- each totaling] 10,000 every month. When the money is paid, they meet and auction the total sum among them. Anyone who is in bad need for money will offer to take a lesser amount that the total. He may accept only 8,000 or 7,500. The lowest bidder will take the money. The residue is divided equally among the members as dividend. Rich members will not participate in this auction. After 10 months they get their money back plus the monthly dividend. Is this scheme permissible in Islam?

This method relies on exploiting the need of those members of the scheme who face emergencies or are otherwise in urgent need for money. When there is 10,000 in the kitty, they offer to take less and contribute 1,000 every month. What they end up with after having paid 10,000 is the amount they landed the auction with in a particular month, and the so-called dividends. But all that will be less than the amounts they pay. On the other hand, those who do not participate in the auction because they face no emergency or because they are rich will get more than the money they paid. This is a scheme that takes from the poor to pay the rich. It would have never been practiced unless there are people who are keen to get an amount of money immediately and pay it back with an increase at a later date. Nobody does this unless he is in very difficult circumstances.

This is sheer exploitation of the need of the poor among the group. The net beneficiary is the right among them who never enter the auction. As such it is totally unacceptable from the Islamic point of view. Moreover, there is an Islamic principle, which forbids buying money with money. This is what is happening in many places. An amount of 10,000 is bought for 7,500. How can that be permissible?

Some people do the same grouping to pay an agreed amount each month. One of them gets the whole amount and by the end of 10 months, each would have had the amount raised monthly once only. Every one would get exactly the same amount they paid in, but the benefit is that they get them at once, to help finance a particular matter. There are no winners or losers, no profit to make.

The order of who gets the money first and who waits till last may be very significant as they agree the order of benefit. But it is all done amicably. As such it is lawful. But what you term as an investment scheme is no more than an exploitation device.

• Money Matters: Blood money for accidental killing XE "Blood money for accidental killing" 
I come from a Muslim country where the Islamic law is not implemented, although we have Islamic courts for personal and family matters. I had a car accident several years ago when my sister and some close friends were passengers in a car I was driving. One of my relatives was taken to hospital, but she later died due to internal bleeding resulting from the accident. Perhaps I should explain that the accident occurred because I was trying to avoid an oncoming truck overtaking another vehicle in the opposite direction. I had to swerve to the side of the road, and in doing so, my car skidded and overturned several times. Recently, I met a friend who told me that I was liable to pay money to the family of my relative who was killed in this accident. After consulting Muslim scholars, I fasted for two consecutive months. I then thought of contacting my relative's next of kin to agree on a sum of money in compensation. However, fearing an excessive demand, I consulted a scholar about the sum payable. He could not advise me because this part of Islamic law has never been in practice in our country. How should I go about this matter in order to fulfill my duty, without being made liable to meet unreasonably excessive demands?

I applaud your keenness to fulfill your Islamic obligations even when you are in a position where the law of the land does not place you under any particular obligation. You have shown an attitude which is the mark of faith. When you learned of a particular responsibility on your part, you were keen to fulfill that responsibility, and consulted scholars with regard to how you should go about it.

Let me tell you at the outset that blood money, or 'diyah', as it is called in Islamic terminology, needs to be paid in accidental or semi-deliberate murder, when the circumstances of the case do not allow a death sentence to be passed on the killer. Allah states in the Qur'an: "A believer may not kill another believer except accidentally; the killer must free from bondage a slave who is a believer and pay blood money to the family of the person killed, unless they forgo it." There are further detailed rules concerning each case and the particular circumstances which may lead to accidental or semi-deliberate killing.

The amount of blood money to be paid in accidental killing has been determined by the Prophet as 100 camels. Scholars say that it can alternatively be 200 cows or 2,000 sheep or 1,000 dinars (the gold currency of the Muslim state), or 12,000 dirhams (the silver currency of the Muslim state). An Islamic court decides the amount of blood money to be paid nowadays as it determines what is the equivalent to any of these guidelines in modern currency. However, it is evident that the blood money is very high and it is often the case that an individual cannot pay it.

Islam makes it clear that blood money is to be paid not only by the killer himself, but also by his immediate relatives on his father's side, including his cousins, nephews, uncles and so on. If anyone wonders why Islam makes it obligatory that people who had nothing to do with the killing should pay the compensation to the family of the person who is killed, the answer is that Islam makes it the responsibility of every community to make sure that its members refrain from doing anything which may lead to accidental killing. Moreover, this is a form of social and mutual security. It is true that this particular part of Islamic law has not been practiced in many Muslim countries for long or short periods. However, it is a rule given by Allah which cannot be overlooked.

Fasting for two consecutive months can be offered in compensation for one's action which results in an accidental killing, only if the killer has no means of paying blood money. Obviously, the freeing of a 'believer slave' is no longer operative since slavery has been abolished.

In your particular case, I am wondering how far you can hold yourself solely responsible for the death of your relative. What about the share of responsibility to be borne by the driver of the truck overtaking another vehicle? It seems to me that the apportioning of the blame cannot be determined by you personally. It has to be determined by a competent court of law. Before I say whether you should pay any compensation, I advise you to consult a learned scholar in this country [Kingdom of Saudi Arabia] who understands road safety and who, preferably, drives. You should fully explain how the accident took place and make sure that he also understands the circumstances before he gives his ruling. You should also explain to him that such blood money is not paid in your country and you have no hope of persuading your cousins and uncles to contribute. You may then follow his advice and seek Allah's forgiveness. [You could work out the amount as an equivalent of the value of 200 cows or 2,000 sheep in your country and ] You pay it to the immediate relative of your killed passenger, without involving them with its legal aspect. You just tell them that you are helping them because you feel so sorry about the accident.

• Money Matters: Buying house on a Mortgage XE  "Mortgage for a house" 
1. I am an American citizen with a moderate income. I cannot purchase a house on cash payment. House rent is very excessive and householders do not like to rent their homes to families with children. Islamic societies in the US denounce the method of purchasing a house on bank loan as it involves interest. How can a family in the low-to-moderate income group have a house for living?

2. We have read your answer stating that the purchase of a house on mortgage is permissible. However, in the UK most scholars say that this is not permissible on grounds that the transaction is interest-based. They advise that a Muslim should live in rented accommodation until such time when he is able to buy a house without resorting to borrowing on interest. We would be grateful if you will discuss the question in detail, as this is a matter, which applies to most Muslim families.

1. There are certain principles which we must keep in mind when we consider a question like this in the conditions that prevail in our world generally, or in a certain area in particular. First of all, we must remember that the purpose of Islamic legislation is to serve the interests of the community. This applies to the whole community of mankind, and to the Muslim community in particular. It is a rule of Islamic law that says: "Whenever people's interest happens to be, God's law will sanction it."
This law is not to be taken as absolute, without any qualification. It is indeed qualified by all clear statements in the Qur'an and the Sunnah which spell out clear orders or define prohibitions. This means that where there is no firm ruling on a particular matter, then what serves the interest of the community is sanctioned and endorsed by God's law.
Another principle is that "essential needs relax prohibitions." This is certainly subject to situations and conditions, but the principle is clear. It applies where the need is basic and cannot be fulfilled without the relaxation of a prohibition. An example is that of a person who is starving, and has no expectation of getting food, except something forbidden, such as pork or carrion. He may eat of that, although it is forbidden, but he takes only what is sufficient for him to stay alive until he is able to get wholesome and permissible food.
A third principle is that the Islamic law seeks to protect in good order five major things in human life, which are: Faith, self, mind, offspring (or family) and property. What is needed to preserve and protect these is essential.
If we bear all that in mind and remember that shelter is basic to human existence, we are bound to consider shelter a human right that society is required to fulfill. In an Islamic society the state is required to make housing a priority area until every one in the community is properly housed.
In view of all this, and since Muslims live in all types of societies, they have to deal with their particular situations in the light of Islamic law, violating none of its principles, except what may be relaxed in an emergency, and trying to satisfy their needs for a comfortable living which enables them to be productive. It is only when they are productive that they fulfill the purpose of their creation in a proper manner.
All the information supplied by my reader about housing in the US are correct. Rent is very high, and it can easily be beyond the means of a family of mid-range income. Prices of property are too high for most people to be able to buy a house and pay in ready cash. On the other hand, it is practically impossible for anyone to have an interest-free loan of an amount sufficient to buy even a single room in a house of modest specifications. Hence we must look at the method of house buying that prevails there and see whether Islam will allow it.
We find that the building society or a bank is willing to advance money for the purchase of a house, provided that the borrower mortgages a house to the bank to secure the loan. It imposes a charge which may be called "service charge", or "commission", or it may be more plainly called "interest." It may be either fixed or variable according to the prevailing interest rate. When the house or apartment is bought, it is registered in the name of the buyer who is able to use it for residence straightway. As long as he pays the monthly installments agreed with the building society, or whoever is the lender, no one can detract from his right of ownership. Should he decide to sell the house before the loan is fully repaid, no one interferes with his decision. He is only required to repay the remainder of his debt immediately on receipt of the price. What happens in practice is that the house would have appreciated in value. The owner who had borrowed a very large part, if not all, of the price takes all the price increase as his own profit. Should he have lived in the house for a few years, what he receives is likely to be higher than the whole amount he had paid for it, including the monthly installments. In addition, he would have lived in a proper house.
If you look at all the aspects of this transaction you find it totally different in nature from a usurious loan which the borrower takes out only because he is in dire need, and the lender exploits that need taking unwarranted profit for no effort he makes. In the house mortgage transaction, the benefit is largely to the borrower, fulfilling one of his essential living needs. As such, we cannot denounce it on the basis of being interest-based. We have to look at its detailed aspect to determine where the benefit lies.
Whenever a scholar visits the United States or Europe, he is frequently asked about this transaction. If the question is made simply as borrowing on interest to buy a house, the answer is most likely to be one of prohibition. What I have found during my long stay in Britain is that whenever the transaction is explained in detail, the scholar is likely to change his view, looking at the fact that it answers an essential need, and the benefit it is certain to give to the house buyer and his family. I personally have discussed this question with a number of scholars from different countries, and most, if not all, had come round to say that a mortgage loan may be obtained for house purchase. Some said that it is totally permissible, while others chose to consider it permissible on the basis of meeting a basic need.

2. Many scholars give a verdict of prohibition on any transaction that involves interest, whether taken or paid. The basis of this ruling is that they equate interest with usury, which is undoubtedly forbidden. Indeed the prohibition of usury is very strict. God threatens those who devour usury with a war launched on them by Himself and His messenger. That is a very stern warning which is sufficient to make anyone with a shred of faith refrain from any usurious practice.

What we have to remember when we speak about usury is that it is a form of ugly exploitation of the need of a poor person in order to deprive him of anything that remains in his possession. The history of moneylenders is filled with ruined families, children thrown on the streets, starving elderly people while the usurer gets richer all the time. To prevent all this sort of exploitation, God has forbidden usurious transactions whatever their nature may be.

When we look at the mortgage transaction we find no such exploitation. Indeed the reverse is true. It is geared to provide a service to families to help them meet one of the essential things in life, namely, a home. What happens in a mortgage transaction is that a building society, or a bank, provides a loan to a family, based on the annual income of the borrowers, and may be as high as 90 percent or more of the price of the house to be bought. The loan could be less than that if the borrower is happy with a lesser portion of the price. When the purchase deal is completed, the building society pays the borrowed amount to the vendor, while the buyer who has borrowed the money takes possession of the house and starts to repay the loan on monthly installments. In most cases, the installments are less than what he would have paid in rent for the same accommodation. He is in full charge of the house. 

If he wants to sell it at any time within the period of the loan, he can do so, but he will have to repay the remaining amount of the loan when he receives the price. If he has sold it at a profit, he retains the whole profit, while the building society gets only its loan back. No portion of the profit is given to the building society. In all this, there is an immediate benefit to the borrower, as he gets the house for his living with his family. The terms of repayment are easy, giving him the benefits of the house without having to pay any rent. When he sells at the end, the likelihood is that he gets back more than what he had paid in interest. Also, he normally gets tax relief on a portion of the loan.

The difference in this type of transaction and usury is multisided. Indeed without it most people would not be able to buy a house for their families to live in. As the benefit is on the side of the borrower, then the transaction is not to be equated with usury which gives nothing to the borrower, but helps the moneylender to get fat profits at the expense of poor people, exploiting their need.

• Money Matters: Charging different customers different prices XE "Charging different customers different prices" 
A shop manager receives all the goods he sells from an establishment which sets prices for all the goods. But the shop manager does not fix any price. He sells his goods after bargaining with every customer. Could you please comment on his action.

You say that the establishment does not have an agreement with the shop managers at its different outlets to sell at the prices it fixes. In other words, there is no binding agreement that these prices must be charged by all shopkeepers to ensure price uniformity. On the contrary, the establishment knows that its goods can be obtained for varying prices, according to the discretion of different shopkeepers. That is perfectly acceptable. There is no obligation on the part of a shopkeeper, from the Islamic point of view, that he should sell to all his customers at the same price. There may be a variety of reasons why the same commodity is sold to different customers at different prices.

Take for example a grocery shop which begins to reduce prices from mid-afternoon onward. The shopkeeper feels that he should reduce prices in order to sell as much of his goods as possible, because he will be getting more items the following morning, when all his customers would feel that the fresh items are the ones to buy. What is left over from the day before will be of little demand. No one can blame such a shopkeeper, because his action is felt to be proper one.

Moreover, bargaining with customers is permissible. It is fair for a shopkeeper to try to get the best margin of profit he can, as it is fair for a customer to try to get the item he wants to buy at the lowest possible price. If it is known that a customer may bargain, then there is no harm in the shopkeeper asking for a higher price and accepting a lower one. It is certainly better if a shopkeeper decides to sell at fixed prices to all customers, but this is a matter that is left to him to decide in accordance with how he sees his business prospects.

The important thing is that the shopkeeper should not try to exploit his customer's ignorance of the market conditions [or resort to untrue statements about his 'inflated' costs or that he is suffering a loss, while he is not]. When a business borders on deception and exploitation, then new issues are involved and those may make it forbidden.

• Money Matters: Charging fees for lectures XE "Charging fees for lectures" 
There is a tradition in our part of the world to organize meetings with the aim of instructing the Muslim community about Islam. Such a meeting may last several days with speeches, lectures and seminars about the Qur'an, the Hadith and other Islamic subjects. It used to be the case that money was collected from the public to meet the expenses of organizing such a meeting. Whatever is left is donated to the local mosque. Nowadays, however, some speakers and teachers only agree to participate in such a meeting after stipulating certain conditions with regard to their accommodation, food and a percentage of the money collected. Is this permissible?

There is no doubt that a scholar who is able to teach people about their faith will earn great reward from Allah if he does not charge any money for his lectures or seminars. To do so, a scholar has to have some sort of income to meet his needs. He will either have some sort of business, or he may be employed either in the government or in a company. In the latter case, he would do the teaching or deliver his lecture in his free time.

If a scholar lacks these means but is an effective speaker and lecturer, he may be in demand in such meetings. If they involve travel, he will have to take time off from his work and family. In such a situation, he does no wrong if he asks to be paid for his effort. Indeed, he will be a better lecturer and instructor if he devoted more time for his research and the preparations of his talks and lessons.

Sometimes we tend to think that everything connected with Islam, and the explanation of its message and teachings, should be done voluntarily, and without remuneration. Now this is a little idealistic. Why is it that a person who is well read in any branch of science or indeed in literature or philosophy should be paid for his lectures while a scholar who has spent many years in learning about Islam is looked upon with disapproval if he charges a fee for his lectures? Moreover, if the same scholar receives royalties on books he publishes, we accept that as appropriate, but we disapprove of his remuneration for talks and seminars. Is it not true that this discrepancy is rather arbitrary?

May I go back and say that when such talks and lectures are given free of charge, they stand to bring the lecturer a generous reward from Allah.

But when a scholar charges a fee for his talks and lectures, he is entitled to do so, even if he is well-off, provided that he does not give a false impression of his position.

• Money Matters: Compensation or an unfair gift XE "Compensation: Fair compensation or an unfair gift" 
May I put to you the case of a family which includes two brothers and three sisters as well as their two parents. Normally, brothers contribute to the finances of the family and meet its commitments. When one brother has a better position and greater income than the other, he is able to contribute more. The father now wishes to give this brother a greater portion of the family property in lieu of his contributions. He would then divide the balance among his other children.

There seems to be an air of justice about this question. We have a father who is keen to return to his son the kind of treatment received from the dutiful one. The son has looked after his family, has been kind to his parents and helped in the marriages of his sisters, etc. Since he has done his bit, it is time to compensate him by transferring to him a part of the family property. The remainder will be divided in accordance with Allah's law of inheritance, but only after this son has received his "fair" compensation. Can anyone raise objection to this?

Nevertheless, the whole matter is totally unfair. In this family, we have two brothers, one of them is in a better position than the other. Both make their contributions to the family finances, but the other with a better income pays more. The question here is whether these payments gave him any privileged position in the family. Every Muslim knows that sons who are able to work may be required to support their parents and sisters as well as their younger or older brothers, if they do not have any other source of income. This requirement is a duty which Allah has imposed. If there are more than one son in the family, each must contribute to the family finances and their contributions may vary according to their means. We cannot expect a person who earns 2,000 per month to pay the same amount as one who earns 15,000 per month. Nor is it expected that two brothers who have the same income should make the same contributions, if one has a family of his own to support while the other is still unmarried.

What I am trying to explain is that two brothers may make widely different contributions to the finances of their family, but the one who pays more may not be able to claim any favor for his larger contribution. The circumstances of each may dictate the level of his contribution. If both are doing their duty, which Allah has imposed on them, then they must expect their reward from Allah. They must not look for some compensation from their father or anyone else, particularly when that compensation may constitute unfairness to a third party. If one of the sons is rich or has an income which is far in excess of what he needs, his contribution must be greater in amount than his brother's who is less fortunate or who has more commitments. Here we are looking at absolute fairness, not mere equality of sums paid and help given.

If we look at this case more closely, we find that now that the three sisters have been married off, the father wants to assign some of his property to the brother who has made more contribution. I would have thought an assignment in favor of the less affluent son would be more logical [though not appropriate]. The father would then be doing something to improve the lot of his less fortunate son. The other has a better income and can look after his family well. Instead of this, we find the father trying to add to the wealth of the richer of his two sons. Maybe the father wants him to feel that he has a continuous duty to look after his brother and three sisters, even though everyone of them is married. But the father should have more foresight than this. By making his rich son even richer, he creates a feeling of unease among the rest of his children. That unease could give rise to jealousy and what could be even worse, as the rest of the family becomes envious of their more fortunate brother. The father should guard against creating such feelings. This is the reason why the Prophet has spoken in very strong terms against favoritism among one's own children. He has given us this general instruction which makes it clear that absolute justice should be maintained between children: "Fear Allah and be fair to all your children." That the Prophet starts his instruction by saying, "Fear Allah", suggests that unfairness among children is something that incurs Allah's anger. Nothing which is permissible leads to this outcome. It must be concluded, therefore, that it is forbidden. 

You speak of a gift as being compensation for what that son has done to the family. It may be so, but his contributions were not made as a loan which would be repaid later. If they were, then the father could pay that loan. Since the contributions were made in fulfillment of the son's duty, no compensation is required. Allah's reward is more than ample compensation.

If I were to speak bluntly, I would say that I detect a desire on the part of the father to keep the wealth of the family from the reach of the husbands of his three daughters. This is a common desire among the people in rural areas, particularly when the wealth of the family includes agricultural land. The family would be keen to keep that land and not to allow their daughters to have portions of it, so that the land is not divided among different families. However, Allah does not approve of this. He has laid down a system of inheritance which we must follow. He has given every daughter her fair share. Perhaps I should remind you that a share of the son is equal to twice the share of the daughter. There are good reasons for this difference in shares. A son has much greater commitments to fulfill. One such duty is to look after his sisters.

• Money Matters: Compensation for moral damages XE "Compensation: For moral damages" 
Please let me know whether according to Islamic laws it is possible to sue someone for moral damages.

The idea of recovering personal or moral damage is valid in Islam. At the time of Umar, one of his governors complained to him about a poet who slandered him and his tribe in a long poem. Umar called in a number of well-known poets and read to them the poem asking their views on what the first poet said. They confirmed that the poem contained strong abuse which was damaging to the reputation of the governor. Umar imprisoned the poet in a well, until he declared his repentance and vowed that he would never speak ill of anyone in his poetry.

• Money Matters: Credit sales — general XE  "Credit sales: General" 
Some companies and business people charge a higher price for goods that are sold by installments or when the payment is delayed. Is it permissible.

If you go to a shop to buy some expensive item and the shopkeeper offers you different methods of payment with an increase in the price of each, then that is acceptable. Let us say that he would sell you the item you desire for, say, SR. 5,000 if you pay immediately. If you choose to pay after six months, then he tells you the price of the same item is SR. 5,500. He may go even higher if you want to pay the amount by installments over a period of one year. Whichever method you agree with him is acceptable. People often equate such arrangements with interest charged on bank loans. The two are different. In term and installment purchase, the buyer asks for the price of an article, making it clear that the price is paid over a particular time or over a certain period. He is quoted a price for that article. He is not lent the money to buy the article and charged interest on this loan. He is simply buying a particular item at a fixed price which is certainly higher than would be the case if he made cash payment. But all this is an arrangement of buying and selling which is perfectly legitimate.

The case would be different if you agree to a price and then go to a bank or finance company to borrow that price and are charged interest on that loan. In this case, you are doing two separate transactions: The first is the purchase of that article at a particular price, and the second is a loan you are arranging with a bank. The first transaction is legitimate while the second is forbidden.

It may be suggested that when a company sells an article on hire purchase, it can only do so because it has some arrangements with a bank or a finance company. That arrangement may be, in fact, no more than the arrangement of a loan from the bank on behalf of the customer. That may be so, but the customer is not involved in this action. Therefore, he cannot be blamed for it. We can look into this arrangement when we know its details. But for the buyer, the arrangement of payment by installments or at a fixed future time in return for a higher price, is permissible.

• Money Matters: Credit sales — of gold XE  "Credit sales: Of gold"  

May I ask you about a transaction I do when I go home. I buy gold or jewelry here to sell back home for cash or by installments. A friend of mine says that selling gold on credit or by installments is forbidden, as it is similar to usury. Please comment.

We have to differentiate here between selling gold as bullion, or as a currency, which used to be the case in many countries, and selling gold jewelry. When we talk about jewelry, there is an added element to the gold which is the manufacture. No jeweler anywhere in the world would sell manufactured jewelry at the same price as its weight in gold. So we have to treat jewelry as an ordinary commodity, but remembering its nature as well.

When we speak of gold as a currency, or as a precious metal, then when we sell it, the price has to be something other than gold. So we may sell it for cash, or silver, or any other commodity. We may agree on a price for immediate exchange. But if we are exchanging gold for gold, the weight of the quantities exchanged must be the same, and the exchange must be effected on the spot. No credit may be given, and no price increase may be agreed for delayed payment, because that would be giving more value in return for time allowed.

Jewelry has two elements which affect its price: weight and manufacture. Therefore, it is an ordinary commodity which may be sold on credit or by installments. Its price, however, must not be determined in gold in order to steer away from any suspicion of usury. It has always to be understood that the article exchanged is not mere gold. In other words, when you buy or sell an article of jewelry, you do not talk about it as merely a quantity of gold weighing so much, but a piece of jewelry which has the added value of fine manufacture.

• Money Matters: Currency dealers and a deal in currency XE  "Currency dealers and  a deal in currency"  

What is the Islamic view on dealing in currency? If one buys a particular currency at one time and sells it later at a higher rate, is this permissible? Is it akin to usury?

No, there is no similarity between usury and dealing in currency as practiced by currency dealers and financial institutions. What is forbidden is to buy the same currency at different rates. If we buy gold for gold or silver for silver or Riyals for Riyals or dollars for dollars, then the two quantities in each transaction must be of the same weight or the same count. If we are exchanging one currency for another, then the two amounts are decided by rates of exchange. What is important, however, is to complete each transaction on the spot. In other words, if I want to buy dollars and offer Riyals, the amount of Riyals I pay for the amount of dollars I am buying is decided by the rate of exchange on the day. I must pay the Riyals and receive the dollars straight away, or "hand to hand," to use the literal translation of the Prophet's own expression. The idea behind this is to dispel any suggestion of making unjustified profit which leads to suspicion of usury.

If one wants to make profit by buying a certain currency at one time and selling it at another, hoping for the rate of exchange to improve in his favor, he is perfectly entitled to do so. Money in this respect is a commercial commodity which may be bought and sold for profit. He must remember, however, that buying the new currency and selling it constitute two separate transactions. When he buys, he has to pay the price on the spot. When he sells, he must receive the price also on the spot. If this is duly observed, then there is nothing wrong with such a transaction.

• Money Matters: Financial practices and tailored support XE "Financial practices and tailored support from Islam" 
I used to support a regular amount of money to a bank in my home country and the bank added to it a commission on a regular basis. Had I retained all the amounts with me and transferred them now, I would have got much more in my home currency because of the difference in exchange rates over the years. Would the commission the bank credited to me be acceptable in the circumstances?

Numerous are the situations, practices and transactions that people may have to encounter in our sophisticated mode of living and for which they do not find an Islamic answer ready. Often people do not stop to think about the legality or otherwise of a particular situation or practice. They get involved in it but after the passage of a period of time, they start to think, "Is it permissible or not?" If they receive a negative answer they find it difficult to accept because the practice or the situation has become too familiar to them and they cannot do without it. If it is beneficial to them, they ask a scholar about it, trying to get from him a favorable answer. If they cannot, then they may go to another scholar or they may try to justify that practice for themselves. What we have to remember is that Islam cannot be tailored according to our own desires. Modern civilization has invented numerous financial practices without reference to Islam. Islam cannot, therefore, be expected to sanction every single one of these practices. It has its own values which shape the sort of society it aims to create. Therefore, if we wish to lead a life which is acceptable to Islam, we must abide by Islamic values. We cannot try to modify these values, in order to sanction certain benefits which we receive from un-Islamic practices.

Moreover, modern civilization has established a world monetary system which is sometimes grossly unfair, particularly to poor people. Take, for examples, the parity of currencies. Sometimes, you feel that there is no logic or system which governs this parity. I will give you the example of two of the strongest currencies in the world, the American dollar and the British pound. In the late-seventies the pound lost much in value and went so low that at one point, a pound was worth only a few cents above one dollar. Nowadays, a pound fetches nearly two dollars. If you have to deal in these currencies, and you transfer money from one to the other, you are bound to either make heavy losses or substantial gains through no effort on your part other than the timing of exchanging your currency.

The first question relates to such changes. My reader wishes he had not transferred any amount of money over the last few years. He would have received more by transferring them now. In order to compensate his loss, he seeks to legitimize the commission given to him by the bank. This is no excuse for accepting something which is not permissible in the first place. If this commission is halal, or permissible, it is not accepted by the rate of transfer. If it is forbidden to take, the rate of exchange does not alter that prohibition. Hence, we should look at the commission separately whether it is permissible or not.

What is questionable, in this particular case, is the commission paid by the bank. Is it simply interest given another name? If so, then it is not permissible for my reader to take. He may, however, give it away to poor people or to charitable society or put it to some use which is beneficial to the whole society. On the other hand, if the bank uses the money transferred by my reader and gives a portion of the returns on the investment to its client, then this commission is permissible to take, provided that it is not guaranteed before hand at a particular rate. In other words, it should be related to the performance of the bank. If it is so, then it becomes permissible regardless of the rates of exchange. The same ruling applies to all money deposited in a bank.

• Money Matters: Money value — decline in  XE "Money value: Decline in value of money" 
Muslim scholars may be busy discussing such matters like inflation, prayer in space, fasting in polar areas, but individual Muslims like us have ready guidance in the Qur'an, the Sunnah and the life of the Prophet, peace be upon him, and the life of his companions. In my view, the question of inflation is amply answered in Surah 104 which discourages saving large amounts of money in cash. The larger part of savings must be invested in any one of the available methods for investment such as property, shares, gold, business, etc. The best form of investment, however, is that which seeks the returns for that investment in the hereafter. This investment means giving away to charity, schools, hospitals, looking after the needy people, etc. Perhaps I should point out that small savings for immediate future are not affected by inflation. It is when people keep large amounts of cash for a long time that they find the value of their cash dwindling. This form of saving, however, is not favored by anyone. Hence, the whole question is perhaps hypothetical in nature, rather than of practical economics.

The question is not one of declaring or even believing in the fact that Islam provides a complete code of living which is meant to bring happiness to mankind in this life as well as in the life to come. This is the most essential belief of every Muslim. When we adopt the faith of Islam, declaring that we believe in the Oneness of God, we actually recognize that all sovereignty and the authority to legislate belongs to Him alone. The second part of the declaration of faith, which states: "I declare that Muhammad, peace be upon him, is God's messenger", implies a recognition that the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, is the means through which we learn the system and the code God wants us to implement in this life.

What we need to understand is that there are certain areas in which all human beings are alike, and these cannot change from one generation to another. The most important of these is the relationship between the human being and his Lord. Hence, the fundamental beliefs and the actions that express faith, which we include under the heading "worship", have the same applicability to all human beings. We pray in the same manner and in the same frequency as all generations before us and all generations to follow us. All Muslims, from the time of the Prophet, peace be upon him, till the end of human life, are required to fast in the month of Ramadhan, and do the pilgrimage to the Sacred House in Makkah at least once in their lifetime [if they fulfill certain pre-conditions]. But relations between human beings and the ways they deal with one another are subject to change in accordance with different cultures, standard of development, racial characteristics, nature of communities, etc. Business dealings change considerably from one community to another. Hence, Islam does not apply to these areas a very strict code. It lays down certain principles which are designed to ensure justice and fairness in human dealings. These principles provide a framework within which every community may adopt rules and regulations that it believes to serve the interests of the individual and society as a whole. Needless to say, these rules and regulations may vary from one community to another and from one generation to the next.

Everyone knows that the Muslims went through a period of decline before most areas in the Muslim world were subjected to colonial rule. When Muslim countries regained their independence, they inherited the political and economical systems imposed on them by the colonial powers. Moreover, the periods of decline and imperialism affected Islamic learning. There were long periods during which Muslim scholars were happy to reiterate rulings they had learned although they were given by leading scholars who lived several centuries earlier. What we need to understand is that those leading scholars were giving rulings on problems faced by their contemporaries.  These may be similar to ones faced by later generations but there may be other problems which need new rulings. These should have been provided by the process of "Ijtihad", or scholarly judgment. It is unfortunate that most scholars in the period of decline felt only too happy to reiterate what was said by earlier scholars. Hence, we have this gap in scholarly work that impedes the proper tackling of peoples problems by religious scholars. This is why we often find ourselves without ready answers to problems such as inflation, the decline in money value, the protection of savings, etc. 

My reader suggests that there is sufficient guidance for everyone in the main sources of religious knowledge, namely the Qur'an & Sunnah. This is true but in facing practical problems, lay man needs to have advice by scholars. Unfortunately, this is not readily available. The layman is right to demand it, and the scholars should work on such problems without delay.

I cannot agree with my reader on the point which he makes about Islam not approving savings. Everyone is well advised to save for his future and the future of his family. He is also encouraged to try to invest his savings. When my reader says that Surah 104 does not encourage savings in cash, he overlooks an important point. If a Muslim pays out the zakah on his savings regularly, there is nothing wrong with putting aside any amount that is in excess of one's present needs. The surah condemns a person who gives so much importance to [amassing of] wealth to the extent that he is practically enslaved by the love of money. This is not the attitude of a true Muslim who only saves after having done his duty by his family and his community. He will have paid out all dues on his wealth.

It is true that the best investment is that which seeks God's pleasure. If we invest by paying to charity and helping others, then we are certain to receive a reward that is far in excess of what we pay; [Allah has, in the Qur'an, repeatedly impressed upon the importance and rewards of giving in alms and charity]. Moreover, Allah will ensure that we will have a reward in this life as well. But that does not mean that everyone of us should pay out in alms and charity every Riyal he has over his day-to-day needs. There is nothing wrong in trying to improve one's situation or improving the standard of living one provides for one's family. [I would quote verse 29 of Surah "Al Isr'a" or 'Children of Israel" which may be rendered in translation as: "And let not your hand be chained to your neck nor open it with a complete opening, lest you sit down rebuked, denuded."]

Nor do I find myself in agreement with my reader concerning the drop in money value over a period of, say a few years. This is certainly a very important question. If you were to compare what 100 Riyal could buy 20 years ago with the purchasing power of today, you will find the gap hardly believable. While this is not a short period, it is not very large either. A person who has been saving a small amount every month [for contingencies or say to buy a piece of land or any other purchase of sizable value], without investing his savings is bound to find that the real value of his savings has dropped considerably. Hence it is a matter of concern to every one of us that we should have an Islamic solution which ensures that what we have today will retain its value one, two or five years from now.

Money Matters: Purchase by installments XE  "Purchase by installments" 
I bought a vehicle from someone, paying him more than half its price in cash. For the remainder, we agreed that I take over the payment of the installments still outstanding on the car. A few days later I read an article which says that if a person sells something by installments and at the end of the transaction he finds out that he has received more than the current market price, then that transaction is usurious. May I ask whether the strict prohibition of usury in the Qur'an applies to the lender only or in conjunction with the borrower? Is it permissible for a Muslim to take a loan on interest if there is no Islamic bank in his country? Should I keep this vehicle or not?

Islam is a very practical religion. It takes the interest of human beings into account in order to provide the perfect legislation which serves those interests without generating ill-feelings, hatred or envy. At the same time, it ensures that no injustice takes place as a result of normal day-to-day transactions.

If we take the example cited by our reader and analyze the situation from a businessman's point of view, we find that the buyer wants to benefit by the article or the commodity he is buying but does not have the money ready to pay its full price. A postponement of the payment, either total or partial, would give him the benefit of the use or enable him to carry on with his trade and allow him to raise the money. At the same time, the seller is interested in making sure that he has sold the commodity or article. He can afford to wait for the price, although having it paid immediately would enable him to make more profitable business deals. Receiving the money in installments would ensure for him a regular flow of cash. In order to reconcile all these benefits to buyer and seller, the price of the commodity is raised to give each party a reasonable share of the benefits. Islam recognizes all this and permits sale at a high price when the commodity is handed immediately and the price is paid at a later date. This also applies to sale by installments.

It is important, however, to make clear the terms of the transaction. This is a straight-forward trade transaction which involves no borrowing or interest. The formula must be one of buying and selling as well as fixing a price that takes into account that the payment is deferred.

On the other hand, we must be very careful of stepping into usury when we do such transactions. Usury is strictly forbidden in Islam. The Qur'anic statements and Hadiths which condemn usury are too numerous and too categorical to leave any doubt about its prohibition. Indeed, God warns those who persist in carrying out usurious transactions with a war He and His messenger declare against them. Who can stand up to a war with God? Usury is based on the principle of exploiting the need of the weaker party in order to make a financial gain that is totally unwarranted. If you borrow money from someone for a specific period, he says to you: "I will lend you the money provided that you give me such a percentage over the amount I am lending you." That is clear exploitation. It also involves that any delay in repayment necessitates an increase in the amount you will be paying over the principal amount of loan. That is strictly forbidden. But this type of transaction is different from purchase by installment or selling in return for a deferred payment. 

Because usury is so harmful to the individual and the community, God has forbidden the charging of usury and its payment. Indeed, it is forbidden to lend or to borrow on the basis of a usurious transaction. However, since the lender is the one who exploits the need of the borrower, usurers are singled out for the harshest condemnation: "Those who devour usury cannot stand except as one who reels up and down, right and left, as a result of being touched by Satan." (2:275). But the borrower is also guilty of making the system of usury work. Therefore, the Prophet, peace be upon him, condemns "the one who devours usury, the one who pays it, the one who writes the contract between them and the two witnesses to the contract."

A Muslim community where there is no Islamic bank or financial institution should pool their efforts toward the creation of such a financial facility. They will be able to generate business and profit and ensure that the returns are for the common good of the community as a whole. I realize that the reader wants an immediate solution, but it is not for any human being to encourage what God has forbidden. What is forbidden remains so for the rest of the time.

I am not clear what the scholar you have quoted exactly means. I can only go by what you have stated. You say that if at the end of an installment transaction, the market price of the article purchased is less than the cost of the transaction, then there is an element of usury or doubt of presence of an element of usury in it. How can that be? If you buy a computer today at the market price, and make arrangements to pay by installments over a period of time, that will put a small increase on the price. Even if you are paying over only six months, it is highly likely that computer prices will drop over this period. When you calculate what you have paid at the end of the transaction to the market price of the computer you will find that there is much difference. Is that usurious? Certainly not, because what you paid was the market price plus an increase in return for the deferred payment. You should judge the transaction by the situation when it is made, not when it ends. Because while in the case of computer prices are likely to fall, with other commodities they may go up. You would have two different verdicts to the same type of transaction, depending on the commodity bought. That is not possible.

In the specific case of your vehicle and the way you purchased it, I do not find anything wrong with that.

• Mosques: As touring sites XE "Mosques: As touring sites" 
In some Muslim countries, historical mosques are visited by tourists as part of their sight-seeing tours. I wonder whether this is permissible?

You are right to question this and I understand your concern. However, the only two mosques which non-Muslims are not allowed to enter are the Haram at Makkah and the Prophet's Mosque at Madinah. There is a clearly marked restricted area around each of the two cities of Makkah and Madinah where non-Muslims are not allowed. Otherwise, non-Muslims may enter mosques under certain conditions. These are :

1.
Entry must be allowed by Muslims. Non-Muslims cannot force their way into a mosque without permission by the Muslim authori​ties.

2.
Non-Muslims must observe Islamic standards of propriety. This means that a Western woman cannot go into a mosque wearing, for example, shorts. She has to be dressed properly, as the local Muslim traditions dictate.

3.
They must not disturb worshippers in the mosque. This means, in practical terms, that no group of tourists may go to a mosque at a time of congregational prayer and have their guide explaining to them the historic importance of that mosque.

• Mosques: Bringing children into the mosque XE "Mosques: Bringing children into the mosque" 
Is it permissible to take a girl who is 6 or 7 years old into the mosque for congregational prayer?

I wonder that a Muslim should ever think that a mosque is only for men, particularly when he sees that women of all ages go to Haram in Makkah and offer their prayers in the same congregation as men. They share in all the Islamic duties as they are required to fulfill them on the same footing. It is true that women are not required to attend the Friday prayer in the mosque and they need not go to mosque for the obligatory daily prayers, but that is only a concession that takes into account the practical realities of life. Women have to take care of their children and if they are required to go for every congregational prayer then that may create real difficulties. Hence the requirement is waived for practical reasons but the chance is made available for every woman to come to the mosque for worship.

It is certainly permissible to bring young children to the mosque, whether they are boys or girls. There is no restriction on age. However, children should be taught to be well-behaved when they are in the mosque, so that they do not cause too much bother for worshippers.

At the time of the Prophet, peace be upon him, some people brought very young children into the mosque. The Prophet, peace be upon him, did not criticize their action. On the contrary, he said that at times he would wish to recite a long passage of the Qur'an in his prayer, but then he would hear a child crying. He then would shorten his prayer for the sake of the child's mother. He would not know whether the child was a boy or a girl. It would not matter any way.

Some people take an unfavorable view of bringing children into the mosque, because of the disturbance that may occur at times. Their view, however, is not firmly based. Once the Prophet, peace be upon him, was leading the prayer and he prolonged his prostration until his companions feared that something might have happened to him. He explained that there was nothing wrong. It was only his grandson riding on his back and he did not wish to hurry the child to get down. 

• Mosques: Built over a graveyard XE "Mosques: Built over a graveyard" 
When I went to my home country on vacation, I observed that a grand mosque was built on top of a graveyard. There is still a tomb below the mosque. I wonder whether this is appropriate. If not, what should be done about this mosque?

The Prophet says that one of the favors which Allah has given to the nation of Islam is that the whole earth has been made a "Masjid" for it; [Masjid is the Arabic word for "mosque"). This refers to the fact that a Muslim may offer his prayer anywhere on earth, provided of course that the place where he is praying is free from impurity. However, the Prophet has made an exception in the two cases of a graveyard and a bathroom. Prayer may not be offered in these two places. Nor is it permissible for a Muslim to offer his prayer facing a grave or a tomb or any burial place. The Prophet curses the children of Israel for having "turned the graves of their prophets into praying places."

All this makes it clear that places of burial are not proper to build mosques in, nor is it per​missible to built a mosque around a grave or a tomb. The reason for this is to prevent any possibility of enshrining the burial place of any person. That is a sure way which leads to entertaining polytheistic beliefs.

It is not permissible to build a mosque within a graveyard. If such a mosque is built, then the only proper thing to do with it is to demolish it. If there is one in your locality, then it is preferable for you to pray at home than to pray in that mosque. 

Having said that, I wish to take up the different case of a disused graveyard where there are no more dead people buried. Can we use that graveyard to build a mosque there? The answer is that it may be permissible if certain conditions are met. 

To start with, it should be reasonable to assume that those who were buried have perished altogether. A graveyard is thus demolished and a mosque built in its place. This is acceptable, but we should be careful when we dig the place and when we lay down the foundation. If there are any bones or traces of the dead people, they should be gathered and buried some​where else. The Prophet's mosque in Madinah was built in a place where there were some graves. These were dug out and the traces of those who were buried in them were taken away. No one associated the new mosque with the old graveyard. If these condi​tions are met, then it is permissible to build a mosque in an area which used to be a burial place. Your advice to the people should be on the basis of this answer. If there are graves around the new mosque then the mosque should be disused altogether. It is better demolished.

• Mosques: Donations offered by non-Muslims XE  "Mosques: Donations offered by non-Muslims" 
When we were raising funds to build a mosque for our community, a non-Muslim friend offered some donation which we did not take because we were unsure whether such a donation can be accepted for the building of a mosque. Could you please clarify? If it is acceptable, should such a donation be limited to certain areas of the mosque, such as the ablution area, or the entrance as some of us suggested. If it is acceptable, can a Muslim donate for the building of a church or a temple for non-Muslims? May I also ask whether Zakat-ul-fitr may be used for the building of a mosque?

There is a statement in the Qur'an which suggests that non-Muslims never build a mosque or houses of worship dedicated for God alone. The meaning is clear in this verse that the term, ‘build’ refers here to the ‘worship of God alone.’ They will never do that when they admit to being non-believers, either by denying the message of Islam or by associating partners with God.

On the other hand, the term ‘build’ also means the actual construction of a mosque or maintaining and looking after it. This a non-Muslim may do, in the same way as the non-believers of Quraish used to tend the Grand Mosque in Makkah and look after it and the pilgrims. However, it is not permissible in Islam that a non-Muslim should be in full charge of a mosque attending to all its affairs and looking after its endowments, etc. As for a non-Muslim taking part in the actual construction of the mosque, such as fixing its doors and windows or laying its bricks, etc. this is permissible.

As for putting up money for the building of a mosque, or donating to its fund at the time when funds are raised for its building, this is acceptable provided that the Muslims fear no harm to result from such contributions, either with respect to the mosque itself, or to its usage, or indeed any other harm, even political. Sheikh Rasheed Redha, a prominent scholar who lived in the early part of this century, mentioned this and gives the following example:

Suppose that the Jews in this period of time, (i.e. long before the creation of Israel) offer to renovate the Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem and to strengthen its foundation, the Muslims may not accept such an offer even if they only provide the funds and the Muslims undertake the work involved. That is because of their well-known ambition to take the mosque over, as they claim to have rights to it.

What this means in practical terms is that if you are absolutely sure that your friend has no purpose other than being friendly with Muslims you may take his donation and use it for the building of the mosque. Muslims may not contribute to the building of any temple or church, because they know that in such places, the Oneness of God is not enshrined as it should be. Hence, they may not help in facilitating that. But Muslims may treat with kindness any non-​Muslim individual or community who wishes to have cordial relations with them.

Zakat-ul-fitr, which is a zakah that is levied at the end of Ramadhan, is meant to make every poor person in the Muslim community self-sufficient or even better on the occasion of the Eid that follows the fasting month. [Hence it cannot be used for building mosques.]

• Mosques: Preference of one over the other XE "Mosques: Preference of one over the other" 
A group of us were going in a car to a certain mosque. One of us asked to be dropped to another mosque on the way. Another objected and said that we are not allowed to proceed from one mosque to another. We should all go to the same mosque. The correct  status?

If the obligatory prayer is not yet due, but is quite soon, you may drop your friend at the mosque of his choice and proceed to the other mosque if you so prefer. There may be very good reasons for each of you preferring to pray in different mosques, such as each of you choosing the one nearest to his home or place of work. If there is ample time for you to reach from one to the other, then that is perfectly all right.

If the prayer is already called and the congregation in the nearest mosque is just about to start, then it is strongly discouraged to move on to another mosque. That gives the appearance of rejection of a certain congregation, which a Muslim must never do. If there is a good reason for doing so, such as having no parking place near the first mosque, while it is easily available at the other and you are quite sure that you can catch up with the congregation in the more distant mosque, then you may proceed.

• Mosques: Showing respect for them XE  "Mosques: Showing respect for them" 
Some people take a lax attitude in mosques and would not mind stretching their legs in the direction of the Ka'aba or where copies of the Qur'an are kept. Is this acceptable? Is it also permissible for people to relax and sleep in mosques?

While appearances and physical gestures are important in their own way, Islam attaches far more importance to the intention and purpose behind any action. We may do certain things with good intention, but the result or the appearance may not fit in with our intention. It is an aspect of God's grace that He relates our actions to our intentions. The Prophet, peace be upon him, is quoted as saying in an authentic tradition: "Actions are but by intention, and everyone shall have only what he has intended." This means that we should not judge an action only by appearance, but must give enough importance for the intention behind that action.

In the light of the foregoing, if a person stretches his leg with the intention of showing disrespect to the Ka'aba or the Qur'an, then he is likely to be punished by God for his action. On the other hand, a person who stretches his leg in the same direction, which happens to be the natural way for him to do so, and does not intend anything other than relaxing his muscles, will incur no such punishment.

There is nothing wrong with a person who is tired sitting and relaxes in the mosque. Nor is there any sin if he falls asleep in a mosque. Indeed the Prophet, peace be upon him, used to spend the final ten days of Ramadhan in the mosque, where he would have his meals and sleep, but he would spend all the time when he was awake and alert in worship, glorifying God and reading the Qur'an. Of course, mosques must not be looked at, or treated, as a hotel or a rest house, but if one goes into a mosque for worship, and sits down to recite the Qur'an, or to wait for the next prayer, or to do something useful, such as a student studying for his exams in the mosque, and he falls asleep, then he commits no sin.

• Mosques: Sleeping in mosques XE "Mosques: Sleeping in mosques" 
Is it appropriate to stay in a mosque for a long time when one is not offering prayer or waiting for one? What confuses many of us is that people sometimes sleep in the mosque.

If you go to a mosque you may stay as long as you wish. You are only required not to say or do what is forbidden. Suppose you go to a mosque and spend a few hours, you may offer your prayers when they are due and you may offer voluntary prayers and recite a short or a long passage of the Qur'an. After a while you may wish to just sit down and think or relax. You may also talk to another person in the mosque. Your conversation may be on any subject in this world, provided that it does not involve anything forbidden. As you know people indulge in backbiting. If they do that in the mosque, this is a doubly grave offense. If they exchange points of view over something that concerns either one of them or both of them, or their community or country, they are welcome to do so. Sleeping in the mosque is not forbidden. Indeed, it is permissible, and it is recommended in certain cases. The Prophet has encouraged us to do the Sunnah of I'tikaf, which means staying in the mosque for an extended period, which may last for several days, particularly in the last ten days of Ramadhan. This means that a person may stay in the mosque for several days. When he does, he may go to his home to attend to his family's needs and come back. He will be rewarded for that. Obviously, if he is a young man, he may have a wet dream on one or more of these nights, as you point out. If so, he needs to remove the state of ceremonial impurity as soon as possible. He leaves the mosque and either goes home to have a shower, or has it in the washing place in the mosque, if the facility is there. There is no harm in that.

Allah does not hold us accountable for anything which we do when we are unconscious. There is no doubt that when we are asleep, we are not conscious of what we may do. Therefore, we are not accountable for what dream we may see when we are asleep or indeed what may happen to us while asleep. Allah is certainly aware of our situation and he does not hold us responsible for something beyond our control. To illustrate this I may give the example of the Hadith which requires a Muslim to wash his hands before he eats, if he had just woken up. The Prophet tells: "You do not known where your hand has been."

Having said that, I would like to say that using the mosque as sleeping place is not a good practice. Indeed, it is discouraged, because the mosque is not meant for sleeping.

• Mosques: Using different mosques for different prayers XE "Mosques: Using different mosques for different prayers" 
Sometime ago, a friend told me that it is recommended to use different mosques for different prayers, if that is manageable. More recently, another friend told me that there is no such recommendation. Please explain.

Using different mosques in your locality makes it easier for you to know the people in your area and to widen your acquaintances. This is something desirable, because it promotes closer links within the community. If you would remember when the Prophet used to offer Eid prayers in the open air, just before the buildings of the city, he used to take one route for going to the prayer area and a different route on the way back. This he did in order to greet more people and to wish them a happy Eid. 

Having said that, I should add that there is no specific recommendation which tells us to use different mosques for different prayers. All that one can say is that it is certainly better to frequent several mosques while one remains best known in the mosque which is closest to his residence. This combines both advantages of using one mosque and frequenting all the mosques in one's locality.

• Mosques: When a person goes into a mosque XE "Mosques: When a person goes into a mosque" 
When a person goes into a mosque after hearing the call to prayer, should he pray first the sunnah or the two rak’ahs recommended as greeting to the mosque?

When you enter the mosque to offer an obligatory prayer, whether shortly after the call is made or at any time,  and whether the congregation has finished, the sunnah known as greeting to the mosque is recommended. If, however, you are offering a prayer which is normally preceded by two rak'ahs as sunnah, or recommended, then you offer these, combining with them the greeting to the mosque. In other words, you pray two rak'ahs only intending them to be the regular sunnah of the obligatory prayer as well as the greeting to the mosque. If you enter shortly after the call for prayer is made, you also combine with them the sunnah of Athan, or prayer call. That gives you the reward of six rak'ahs when you offer only two. If you enter the mosque intending to stay for some time, [Added: that is if you enter well before the next prayer timing] having offered the last obligatory prayer, you are recommended to offer two rak'ahs in greeting to the mosque. You cannot combine these with any sunnah, because there is no sunnah to offer, since you have already finished your last obligatory prayer. It was the habit of the Prophet (peace be on him) when he entered the mosque not to sit down until he has offered two rak'ahs.

• Mothers: Is Heaven under their feet? XE "Mothers: Is Heaven under their feet?" 
Islam stresses the position of the parents and that they must always be treated with respect. Is it true that heaven is under the feet of mothers and that if a mother is alive she can protect us from punishment by God with her day and night supplication for our protection? It is said that when one's mother dies, this protective umbrella is no longer available. Please comment.

The statement that heaven is under the feet of our mothers is figurative rather than literal. What it means is that a dutiful son is more likely to earn God's pleasure by virtue of his mother's continued supplication for him to be guided by God in everything that is of benefit to him and to his community. Moreover, exerting oneself in trying to please one's mother makes a son or a daughter a better person. They put their mother's happiness above their own pleasure. That is the least a mother deserves after spending many years looking after her children.

It is not right to say that a mother protects her children from God's punishment because of her supplication. If her children are disobedient to God, then nothing can protect them. It is their good deeds that, with God's grace, can save them from punishment for past sins.

There is no doubt that dutifulness to parents is a good deed which is richly rewarded by God, but this is how far it goes. People normally exaggerate matters, and their exaggeration can give them false ideas [when they take the figurative expression to mean a factual event]. To speak of an umbrella of protection from God which lasts as long as the mother is alive is one such false idea. [It is understandable, though, that supplication by the mother of a dutiful son or daughter is more likely to be answered by Allah and in that way it will provide him/her with protection against evils. This should never be construed to mean that one can go around indulging in sins and hope that mother's supplication will keep Allah's punishment away.]

• Mu'min — who is a Muslim & who is a Mu'min? XE "Mu'min: Who is a Muslim & who is a Mu'min?" 
There are many references in the Qur'an to Muslims and to Mu'mins, or believers. What is the difference between the two?

The two terms are used frequently in the Qur'an, often interchangeable, but at other times with clearly different senses. We can say in short that a Muslim is a person who declares that he believes in the message of Islam which means that he believes that there is no deity save Allah and that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, is Allah's messenger. A Mu'min or a believer, on the other hand, is someone who truly believes in Islam and tries to implement it in his life. There is, then, a subtle difference which gives the term "Mu'min" or believer, clear connotations of firm belief and positive action to see that the belief is put into practice. We can also say that Muslim is one who declares that he submits himself to Allah, while a believer is one who fulfills the requirements of such a submission in word and deed. There is a reference in the Qur'an to the two conditions of being a Muslim and being a believer in close Jux​taposition but with a clear distinction. When we reflect on the two verses concerned, we will understand the difference between the two words. The verses may be rendered in translation as follows:

"The Bedouins say: We are true believers. Say: You have not attained faith. Rather say: We accept Islam. For true faith has not yet found its way into your hearts. If you obey Allah and His messenger, He will not deny you the reward of your labors. Allah is much forgiving, merciful.. The true believers are those who have faith in Allah and His messenger, and thereafter have no doubt; and who strive hard in Allah's cause with their possessions and their lives. Those are indeed the ones who are true to their word. " (49;14-15).

It is said that these two verses speak of a group of Bedouins from a tribe of Asad who immediately upon accepting Islam claimed to be true believers and began to hold that as a favor they had done to the Prophet. They said to him: "Messenger of Allah, we have accepted Islam. Other Arabs have fought against you while we have not." Allah wanted them to realize their true condition. They had simply submitted themselves in the literal sense of the word "submission", but they had not experienced in their heart the true nature of faith. That is a condition which is attained by a person whose faith colors all his life; actions, practices, and habits. Nevertheless, Allah's grace dictates that every single good action that they do will be credited to them and they are given its reward in full. This is an aspect of Allah's grace which ensures that even the first step into Islam is sufficient to give people the full credit for their good actions. None of what they do is wasted as is the case with disbelievers. Allah is always more inclined to forgiveness and compassion. He accepts the first step from His servant and rewards him for his obedience to give him a chance and time to appreciate the true nature of faith.

The two verses also define the meaning of faith. A believer is one whose faith is complete, total, unshakable, entertains no doubts, and is ready to strive hard, sacrificing his wealth and his life for Allah's cause. When the true meaning of faith finds its way into a person's heart, he is bound to work hard for implementing that faith in real life. He is keen that people should enjoy that happiness. Hence, he works hard for the implementation of the divine code of living represented by Islam, Allah's message to mankind. His struggle is a mark of his faith.

• Muhammad: A perfect human being, peace be upon him  XE "Muhammad: A perfect human being [peace be upon him]" 
You have emphasized on several occasions that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, was an ordinary human being. It is well known that a person who accomplishes some extraordinary things is himself extraordinary. Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, received revelations from Allah, went to heaven, met Allah and conversed with Him. How can he be projected as an ordinary human being? I fear that this might be a slip into disrespect. Please comment.

I have indeed said that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, was and continued to be an ordinary human being throughout his life. This is indeed what he has been required to declare to his people when they made absurd demands that he should accomplish some supernatural things to prove his prophet-hood. Allah instructs him in the Qur'an: "Say: limitless in His glory is my Lord! Am I anything but a human messenger?" (17:93).  He himself made no claim whatsoever to being anything other than a human being who has been given a divine message to convey to mankind. If we were to claim that he had a superhuman status, should we not ask what status would that be? We can only think of the status of an angel, or that of God. Far being from him to make any claim to Godhood. We should never contemplate for a moment that anyone, including Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, had any divine status of any sort. The only alternative would be that he was an angel. He certainly was not, because he had all the characteristics of human beings. Let us remember that angels have not been given the power to choose attitudes and actions. They simply "do not disobey Allah whatever He commands them, and they do what they are bidden." It simply does not occur to an angel to disobey Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, in any situation. 

Human beings, on the other hand, have always the choice of doing what Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, likes them to do or disobeying Him. This ability to choose is the distinctive quality of human beings, which enables them to earn admittance into heaven if they consistently choose what pleases Allah. They certainly experience temptation to disobey Him and it is through rising above that temptation that they prove their worth. Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, was certainly a human being and he shared with all humans all their qualities and characteristics. He could love and hate, experience happiness and distress, satisfaction and irritation, calmness and anger, etc.

The Prophet was great because he was able to conduct his life in the way he did despite experiencing all the feelings and emotions of human beings and working within their limitations.

You say that he was extraordinary because he did extraordinary things. He certainly was favored with receiving Allah's message and being assigned the task of conveying it. That is why we are required to declare that we believe that he was Allah's messenger. If we do not, then we are not Muslims. But that is as far as it goes. He gave us a living example of what a perfect human being is like. We can follow his example in every respect. Indeed, we should try to do so. 

But we should remember that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, did not choose to have revelations, it was Allah who chose him to be His last messenger to mankind and sent down his revelations to him. Nor did Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, have any say in his Ascension to heaven; it was Allah who wished to favor him with that to give his reassurance, at the time when he certainly needed that reassurance. He decidedly did not meet with Allah, nor did he converse with Him. Allah only revealed what He wished to reveal to him through the Archangel Gabriel. What we are told about his Ascension to heaven in the Qur'an is that he "has seen some of the greatest signs of his Lord." 

No human being has ever spoken to Allah directly except Prophet Moses. We must not confuse matters.

When we stress the humanity of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, we are not being disrespectful to him. Indeed, we love him and respect him so much because he has been the means for us to have divine guidance which enables us to earn reward from Allah and ensures for us a happier life in the next world.

• Muhammad: An ordinary human being, peace be upon him XE "Muhammad: An ordinary human being [peace be upon him]" 
You have emphasized on several occasions that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, was an ordinary human being. It is well known that a person who accomplishes some extraordinary things is himself extraordinary. Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, received revelations from Allah, sent to heaven, met Allah and conversed with Him. How can he be projected as an ordinary human being? I fear that this might be a slip into disrespect. Please comment.

I have indeed said that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, was and continued to be an ordinary human being throughout his life. This is indeed what he has been required to declare to his people when they made absurd demands that he should accomplish some supernatural things to prove his Prophethood. Allah instructs him in Surah 17 entitled "The Night Journey": "Say: limitless in His glory is my Lord! Am I anything but a human messenger?"  The final verse of Surah 18 entitled "The Cave" gives this instruction to the Prophet: "Say: I am but a mortal man like all of you. It has been revealed to me that your God is the One and only God."  In both the verses, the emphasis is placed on the fact that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, was an ordinary human being, a mortal, who had been chosen for the noble task of being Allah's messenger. He himself made no claim whatsoever to being anything other than a human being who has been given a divine message to convey to mankind. 

If we were to claim that he had a superhuman status, should we not ask what status would that be? We can only think of an angel, or that of a god. Far being from him to make any claim to Godhood. We should never contemplate for a moment that anyone, including Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, had any divine status of any sort. The only alternative would be that he was an angel. He certainly was not, because he had all the characteris​tics of human beings. Let us remember that angels have not been given the power to choose attitudes and actions. They simply "do not disobey Allah whatever He commands them, and they do what they are bidden." It simply does not occur to an angel to disobey. Human beings, on the other hand, have always the choice of doing what God likes them to do or of disobeying Him. This ability to choose is the distinctive quality of human beings, which enables them to earn admittance into heaven if they consistently choose what pleases Allah. They certainly experience temptation to disobey Him and it is through rising above that temptation that they prove their worth. Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, was certainly a human being and he shared with all humans all their qualities and characteristics. He would love and hate, experience happiness and distress, satisfaction and irritation, calmness and anger, etc.

The Prophet was great because he was able to conduct his life in the way he did despite experiencing all the feelings and emotions of human beings and working within their limitations. You say that he was extraordinary because he did extraordinary things. He certainly was favored with receiving Allah's message and being assigned the task of conveying it. That is why we are required to declare that we believe that he was Allah's messenger. If we do not, then we are not Muslims. But that is as far as it goes. He gave us a living example of what a perfect human being is like. We can follow his example in every respect. Indeed, we should try to do so. But we should remember that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, did not choose to have revelations, it was Allah who chose him to be His last messenger to mankind and sent down His revelations to him. Nor did Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, have any say in his ascension to heaven: it was Allah who wished to favor him with that to give him reassurance, at a time when he certainly needed that reassurance. He decidedly did not meet with Allah nor did he converse with Him. Allah only revealed what He wished to reveal to him through the Archangel Gabriel. What we are told about his ascension to heaven in the Qur'an is that he "has seen some of the greatest signs of his Lord." No human beings has ever spoken to Allah directly except Prophet Moses. We must not confuse matters.

When we stress the humanity of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, we are not being disrespectful to him. Indeed, we love him and respect him so much because he has been a means for us to have divine guidance which enables us to earn reward from Allah and ensures for us a happier life in the next world.

• Muhammad: Man & prophet, peace be upon him XE  "Muhammad: Man & prophet, peace be upon him" 
Muhammad is only a messenger: other messengers have passed away before him. If, then, he dies or is slain, will you turn about on your heels? He that turns about on his heels will not harm Allah in any way. Allah will reward those who are grateful (to Him). (The House of Imran, “Aal Imran”: 3:144) Commentary by Sayyid Qutb — Translated by Adil Salahi & Ashur Shamis.

This verse refers to a particular incident which took place during the battle of Uhud. The Prophet, peace be upon him, had stationed a detachment of his soldiers on top of the mountain behind the Muslim army. They were the rearguard, equipped with bows and arrows to repel any attack which might be launched against the Muslim army from behind. When the battle appeared to be all over, most of them left their positions, against the express orders of the Prophet, peace be upon him.

A battalion of the enemy forces were thus able to go round the mountain and attack the Muslims from behind. The Prophet, peace be upon him, himself was injured: his front teeth were broken, and he was wounded in his face and was bleeding. The situation became chaotic and the Muslim army was in disarray. At this moment, someone cried out: Muhammad is killed. That was a great shock to Muslims. Many of them turned round to go back to Madinah. They went up into the mountain, shattered, defeated in despair. However, the Prophet, peace be upon him, himself with a small group of his companions stood firm. He called his companions as they turned round. When they heard him, they began to rally. Allah helped them regain their moral strength and allowed them to be overtaken by momentary slumber to give them a feeling of strength, security and reassurance, as will be explained later.

This incident which caused the Muslims to fall in such disarray and to suffer such a lapse of concentration is used in the Qur'an to drive home to the Muslims certain fundamental principles. A number of facts about life and death and the history of divine faith and its advocates are outlined within its context: "Muhammad is only a messenger: other messengers have passed away before him. If, then, he dies or is slain, will you turn about on your heels?" Muhammad is simply a messenger, having been preceded by all other messengers. He will die as other messengers have died before him. This is an elementary fact. How is it that you have shown yourselves oblivious of this fact when it stared you in the face during the battle?

Muhammad is a messenger of Allah, entrusted with the task of conveying His message. Allah is eternal and His word never dies. The believers should never contemplate turning about on their heels if the messenger who has come to convey to them Allah's word dies or gets killed. This is also an elementary fact which the Muslims overlooked in the great confusion they experienced. It is not right that believers should overlook such an elementary fact.

Human beings die and perish, while the faith survives. The way of life Allah has designed for mankind has its own entity; it is independent of those who convey it to people, be they messengers or [other] believers. Every Muslim loves Allah's Messenger, peace be upon him. His companions loved him as no one had ever been loved before. They were ready to sacrifice their lives in order to spare him the slightest pain. One of his companions, Abu Dujanah, made of himself a shield to protect the Prophet, peace be upon him, and was hit by numerous arrows in his back and never stirred. Only nine of his companions were close to him when he was target of a determined attack by the disbelieves, and those nine continued to defend him most courageously, until they were killed, one after the other. Many others in every generation and in all places continue to love him with all their hearts and they feel the great passion of love every time he is mentioned. Every Muslim who loves Muhammad, peace be upon him, in such a way is required to distinguish between the Prophet, peace be upon him, himself as a person and the faith he has conveyed to mankind and left intact for all people to accept and implement. It derives its continuity from Allah who never dies.

The message is much older than its advocate: "Muhammad is only a messenger: other messengers have passed away before him." They all preached the same message, the roots of which go back to the beginning of history. It starts with the beginning of human life, providing mankind with guidance and peace from the very first day of their existence.

The message is also greater than its advocate and lasts longer. Many of its advocates have come and gone, while it continues to serve as guidance to succeeding generations. Its followers have their link with its Originator, who has sent messengers to convey it to mankind. He is Everlasting and believers address their prayers to Him. None of them may turn about on his heels or turn his back to Allah's guidance. This explains the stern warning implicit in this verse: "If, then, he dies or is slain, will you turn about on your heels? He that turns about on his heels will not harm Allah in any way. Allah will reward those who are grateful to Him."

The vivid description of turning back is to be noted: "Will you turn about on your heels?" The physical movement depicted here brings alive the meaning of abandoning faith as if we see it with our own eyes. The verse does not refer to the physical turning away as a result of defeat in battle. It is more concerned with the psychological turning about when a voice cried out that Muhammad was killed. Some Muslims felt that there was no use in fighting the polytheists, since the death of Muhammad, peace be upon him, signaled the end of this faith and the end of combating polytheism. The psychological effect is delineated in terms of turning about on one's heels, which was a movement that actually took place during the battle. It is this very attitude against which An-Nadhr Ibn Anas, a companion of the Prophet, peace be upon him, warned his fellow Muslims when he saw that many of them had laid down their arms. When they said to him in reply to his question about their attitude, that Muhammad is dead, he said: "What use is life to you after he has died? Get up and die for the cause for which Allah's Messenger, peace be upon him, has sacrificed his life."

"He who turns about on his heels will not harm Allah in any way." It is indeed he who is the loser. He who deviates from the path of faith harms himself and causes Allah no harm. Allah is in no need of mankind or their worship. It is out of His grace that He has given His servants this constitution for their own good and happiness. Every one who turns his back on it suffers from confusion and misery. Everything is thus set on the wrong footing. Life itself becomes deviant. People suffer the evil consequences of turning away from the only constitution which provides harmony in human life and achieves harmony between man, his nature and the universe around him. 

Allah will reward those who are grateful to Him. They know the great bounty Allah has given His servants by establishing for them this code of living. They show their gratitude to Him by following this code and praising Allah. They reap the benefits of this way of live and achieve total happiness. This is good reward for their gratitude. But they also have an increase of happiness with the reward they receive from Allah in the Hereafter. That is a much greater reward, and, unlike everything enjoyed in this world, it is everlasting. 

• Muhammad: Was he, peace be upon him, infallible? XE  "Muhammad: Was the Prophet, peace be upon him, infallible?" 
We know that the Prophet, peace be upon him, never committed a sin. We also know that he had never made a mistake as far as religious teachings are concerned. Did he ever make a mistake in worldly matters, keeping in view the story of the blind man and that of the palm tree as well as his divorce of one of his wives before marrying her anew.

As far as the infallibility of the prophets is concerned, Muslim scholars are unanimous that Allah has protected His prophets and messengers against committing any grave sin, either before or after their Prophethood. The overwhelming majority of scholars are also agreed that all prophets and messengers have been also protected against committing any trivial sin, although such sins do not affect their honorable positions or detract from their honor. The fact is that Allah has made prophets men of exemplary conduct. Allah directs us to follow their example in always avoiding anything which is unbecoming of a man of the highest moral standards. He says in the Qur'an, referring to the prophets: These are the men, Allah has rightly guided. Then follow you their guidance. Hence, according to majority of Muslim scholars, all prophets have been protected by Allah against committing any sin,  grave or trivial.

Worldly matters, however, are left to personal discretion. Our respect of the people Allah has chosen to be the prophets should prevent us from speaking of any action made by a prophet in such matters as a mistake. We know, for example, that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, used his discretion and expressed his opinion in any ordinary matter. In the battle of Badr, the Prophet, peace be upon him, chose a certain spot for the Muslim army to encamp. That spot was not suitable from the strategic point of view. One of his companions asked him: "Messenger of Allah, has this spot where you have encamped been chosen for you by Allah, or is it your personal choice?" When the Prophet, peace be upon him, informed him that it was the latter, the man counseled the Prophet, peace be upon him, to move to another spot, explaining his reasons for his own choice. The Prophet, peace be upon him, recognized that the man's advice was sound and gave his order to the army to move in accordance with that advice.

The same applies to the incident when the Prophet, peace be upon him, suggested to farmers that it might be better if they left palm date trees without doing a particular thing they habitually did to them. When they complained later that the trees did not yield as they normally did, the Prophet, peace be upon him, said his widely quoted statement: "You know the affairs of your world better." The two incidents belong definitely to the realm of worldly affairs on which religion gives us no instructions. In such matters we use our own discretion. The same applies to the Prophet, peace be upon him.

Not so in the story of the blind man. He was a believer who asked the Prophet, peace be upon him, to teach him Islam when the Prophet, peace be upon him, was busy with a group of the Quraish leaders, trying to explain to them the nature of his message and impressing on them the need to become Muslims. The Prophet, peace be upon him, was not happy about being interrupted by the blind man and his face changed color. Obviously, the blind man could not see that. Allah reproached the Prophet, peace be upon him, for doing so, informing him that he should have attended to the person who has already accepted the faith in preference to those high class people who had not. This is a matter which is directly relevant to the attitude of the Prophet, peace be upon him, or indeed any advocate of Islam, in situation where his attention is claimed by conflicting concerns. Allah gives us the instructions to follow, making it absolutely plain that a poor, blind believer who may be looked upon by others as a man of no importance must be given priority over non-believers, regardless of their high position in society. It is a matter concerned with values. Hence,  it is Allah who rules on this.

Some people misinterpret this incident so as to quote it in order to prove that the Prophet, peace be upon him, committed a sin. Indeed when the Prophet, peace be upon him, went out of his way to explain the message of Islam to those non-believers, he was only fulfilling the duty Allah had imposed on him. At no time did he ever think that the blind man had no claim on his attention. He simply wished that he could have waited a little until he had finished with the people to whom he was talking. The Qur'anic verses which describe this incident do not suggest in any way that the Prophet, peace be upon him, committed a sin or an offense. They simply direct the Prophet, peace be upon him, to the proper course of action and inform him that the people to whom he was talking would not accept the message of Islam. 

It is not true that the Prophet, peace be upon him, remarried any of his wives after having divorced her. What happened is that the Prophet's wives joined in a common request that he should provide for them more of the comforts and luxuries of life. Since he never thought of these trivialities except as trivialities, and he had not the means to grant their request, he was so distressed that he left them for a month without coming near anyone of them. He gave them the choice to either stay with him and accept the standard of living he could afford. That would ensure great reward from Allah in the life to come. If any of them opted for the easy comforts of this life she had only to make her choice known and the Prophet, peace be upon him, would have divorced her and given her what she desired. All of them chose to remain with the Prophet, peace be upon him, and were happy to accept whatever he could give them. They were indeed the happiest of women because they were married to the man Allah had chosen to convey His final message to mankind.

Now we cannot describe this incident or the choice offered by the Prophet, peace be upon him, to his wives as a mistaken action. It is simply a development which took place in the Prophet's household. He himself was the example of kindness itself. He afforded his wives the sort of treatment which is synonymous with love, care and thoughtfulness. As human beings, they might occasionally be jealous of one another, or might form alliances. The Prophet, peace be upon him, was the kindest of all husbands. His kindness was shown equally to all his wives.

• Muhammad: What can he, peace be upon him, do for us XE  "Muhammad: What can Prophet, peace be upon him, do for us " 
Could you please comment on the practice of many people who appeal to the Prophet, peace be upon him, when they visit his grave in Madinah, addressing him as "Ya Muhammad" or "Ya Rasool Allah", or "Oh Shah-E-Madinah", etc., and then ask him to accomplish certain things for them such as solving some problems or curing some diseases, or giving them children, etc. Many believe that the Prophet, peace be upon him, is still alive inside his grave and that he is able to pray to God on behalf of those people.

There is no doubt that the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, was the noblest soul to walk this earth. God has given him the greatest position in the history of the human race when He required every believer to bear witness to the truth of His message at the same time as he declared his firm belief in the Oneness of God. Thus, every believer is required to declare: "I bear witness that Muhammad is God's messenger." God has ensured that the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, would be held with the greatest respect by all believers in all generations until the day of judgment. There is no need, then, to try to add to this honor by inventing anything that God has not sanctioned or the Prophet, peace be upon him, has not outlined. No addition is admitted in matters of religion. Islam makes it very clear that the Prophet, peace be upon him, was only a human being, a good servant of God who delivered His message in full, as he received it from on high. Therefore, he has only the position of a human being and all the limitations of human beings apply to him. That is the reason why his life on earth ended in the same way as is the case with all human beings. He died and was buried. He will be resurrected with the rest of mankind at the appointed hour. The honor God will bestow on him on that day is also well identified. But in the intervening period between his death and his resurrection, he has no function or power to do anything for those who are alive. His noble life was certainly a great blessing for all humanity in his generation and for the rest of time. Those who follow his teachings will be able to enjoy happiness in this life as well as in the life to come. But at this moment in time, he is a dead human being. It is a great affront to the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, to try to give him the position of partnership with God or to bestow on him attributes that belong to God alone. For example, it is God alone who has an eternal life. That is the reason why The Eternal is one of the main attributes of God. To say that the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, is still alive and will continue to be alive until the day of judgment is to make him share that attribute which belongs to God alone. That is unacceptable.

What is the status of the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, now? Just like any human being whose life is over, he is dead. But death is a stage between two forms of life. The Prophet, peace be upon him, has told us that after his death he would be in some sort of a state that is unlike this life of ours or the life to come after resurrection.

We do not know anything about that status except that it is not one where the Prophet, peace be upon him, is able to respond to any appeal or fulfill any need. To suggest that he is, means giving him power that belongs to God alone. Besides, the Prophet, peace be upon him, strove harder since the day he began to receive divine revelations to the last day of his blessed life to establish the concept of the Oneness of God as it should be held by believers. He has told us that we must only appeal to God, pray to Him in all situations, ask His help and fear His punishment. So, to try to give the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, the status of a partner with God is to disobey him and to contradict everything he did to establish the concept of God's Oneness. As I have already said, that is certainly an affront to him. There is no doubt that those who stand at the Prophet's burial place and appeal to him to fulfill certain needs, such as to give them babies or to cure them from disease or to solve problems, are guilty of a sin that takes them outside the place of Islam altogether. Such requests can only be fulfilled by God and must always be addressed to Him alone. But people do this also with so many human beings whom they elevate to the position of saints, making the grave of each one of them a shrine which they visit regularly, particularly on death anniversaries. They go there to pray, eat, spend days in what they consider to be worship and appeal to those dead people to grant them their wishes. They hold their marriages there because they believe that would ensure the success of such marriages. Married couples try to have a pregnancy conceived on such occasions. All such activities fly directly in the face of what the Prophet, peace be upon him, has taught us. All these practices are aspects of shirk, which is gravest of sins a human being can commit. Shirk is to associate  partners with God. People who are involved in such practices are guilty of such shirk. They create of those dead people partners with God and believe that they are able to benefit them. Those dead people have no power to benefit their own souls. Indeed, it is the living who can benefit the dead by praying to God for them.

We must always be clear in our minds that God is One who has no partners in any shape or form. There is no intermediary between ourselves and God. We can address our supplication to Him and He has promised to answer us. Therefore, why put any intermediary between us and Him? Why disobey Him when we are in need of His help? Imagine that an employee has a request to make and he wants his boss to grant that request. Suppose that the boss has made specific instructions on how such requests should be put to him. Can we imagine that the employee would act in total disregard of those instructions and put his request in the very method that his boss has made it clear he would not accept? That is exactly what human beings do with God Himself.

He has told them that He accepts no partners. He is quoted to have said: "I am the least in need of any partner. If any of My servants attributes a partner to Me, I abandon him to that partner." What happens when people address their supplication to God through a saint is that God abandons them to that dead person to answer them. God makes it clear in the Qur'an that those who are dead in their graves cannot hear. He tells His messenger: "You certainly have no ability to make those in the graves hear you." Yet people continue to go to these graves and put their cases to their dwellers. Their requests will remain there, unheard and unanswered. 

• Muslims: Best nation ever raised for mankind XE  "Muslims: Best nation ever raised for mankind" 
In the name of Allah, the Merciful, the Beneficent

You are the best nation that has ever been raised for mankind; you enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong, and you believe in Allah. Had the people of earlier revelation believed, it would have been for their own good. Few of them are believers, while most of them are evildoers. (The House of Imran, “Aal Imran”: 3;110) Commentary by Sayyid Qutb — Translated by Adil Salahi & Ashur Shamis.

Believing in Allah provides all that since it gives a correct concept of the universe and the relationship between the Creator and His creation, and a correct concept of man, the purpose of his existence and his true position in the universe. It is from this general concept that moral values and principles should be derived. The desire to earn the pleasure of Allah and to avoid His displeasure motivates people to work for the implementation of these principles which are, in turn, safeguarded by fearing Allah and by the authority of His law.

Believing in Allah is necessary in order that those who invite to all that is good, enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong can proceed along their appointed course and bear all its difficulties and hardships. They have to face the tyranny of evil at its fiercest, the pressures of worldly desires at their strongest, and they have to face complacency, weakness and narrow ambitions. As they do that, they have to be equipped with faith. It is their only weapon. Their support comes from Allah. Any other equipment is exhaustible, any other weapon can be overpowered and any other support is liable to collapse.

Earlier in the surah an order is given to the Muslim community to have some of its numbers who are charged with the task of inviting to all that is good, enjoining the doing of what is right and forbidding what is wrong. Here, the Muslim community is described by Allah as having this quality, so that it may realize that it does not come into existence unless it has this essential quality by which it is distinguished  from the rest of mankind. It either invites to all that is good, enjoin what is right and forbids what is wrong, in addition to believing in Allah, and thereby gives credence to its existence as a Muslim nation, or it does not do any of that which means that it has not come into existence, and it loses its Islamic mark.

The Qur'an stresses this in numerous places. The Sunnah also includes a number of directives and commands by the Prophet, peace be upon him, some of which may be quoted here:

Abu Saeed Al-Khudri reports that he heard the Prophet, peace be upon him, saying: "Let any of you who sees something wrong put it right with his own hand. If he is unable to do so, let him change it by the word of mouth. If he cannot do even that, let him do it within himself. This is the weakest form of faith." (Related by Muslim).

Abu Dawood and At-Tirmithi relate on the authority of Ibn Massoud that the Prophet, peace be upon him, said: "When the children of Israel began to commit sins frequently, their scholars tried to dissuade them, but they persisted. Their scholars, nevertheless, continued to attend their social gatherings, and eat and drink with them. Allah left them [their scholars] to stray and sealed their hearts. He also cursed them in the words of Dawood, Suleman and Jesus, Son of Mary." The Prophet, peace be upon him, was saying this as he reclined, but at this point he sat up and said: "By Him who holds my soul in His hand,  you must make them turn back to what is right."

At-Tirmithi relates on the authority of Huthaifah that the Prophet, peace be upon him, said: "By Him, who holds my soul in His hand, you will enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong, or else, Allah will visit you with a punishment of His own. You will, then, pray to Him and He will not answer you."

Allah's messenger says: "When a sin is committed on earth, a person who witnesses it and denounces it is the same as one who has not seen it and the one who has been absent and approves of it is considered like one who has taken part in it." (Related by Abu Dawood).

Abu Saeed Al-Khudri quotes the Prophet, peace be upon him, as saying: "One of the highest forms of jihad is to confront a despotic ruler with the word of truth." (Related by Abu Dawood and At-Tirmithi).

Jabir quotes the Prophet, peace be upon him, as saying: "The best of all martyrs is Hamza and a man who stands up to a despotic ruler, enjoins him to do what is right and forbids him what is wrong, and is, therefore, killed by that ruler."

The Prophet, peace be upon him, stresses this quality in many other Hadiths which tend to establish beyond any shadow of doubt that this quality is essential to the Muslim community. The Sunnah contains a wealth of directives which provide the best education for the Muslim community. We unfortunately tend not to give the Sunnah its true value.

This verse addresses the Muslim nation with its own description so that it becomes aware of its position, value and true nature. The first part of this verse imposes on the Muslim community a very heavy duty, while at the same time it honors and elevates it to a position which cannot be given to any other community: You are the best nation that has ever been raised for mankind: you enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong, and you believe in Allah.

Reference to the Muslim nation as one which "has been raised" is made in the passive voice. This suggests that a highly skillful hand has neatly molded this nation and brought it forth from behind the eternal curtain which covers things known only to Allah. The expression adopted here indicates a subtle and gentle movement which brings forth on to the stage of existence a whole nation which has a unique role to play and a special position to occupy.

You are the best nation that has ever been raised for mankind. The Muslim nation should understand this in order to know its position and its true nature. It should know that it has been raised specially for the purpose of assuming the leadership of mankind, since it is the best nation. Allah wants the leadership in this planet of ours to be assumed by the forces of goodness, not the forces of evil. It follows that it should never be in the position of a recipient, taking what other nations have to offer. It must be the one to offer to others whatever it has of sound ideology, philosophy, morals, knowledge and perfect system. This is the duty of the Muslim nation imposed on it by its unique position and the purpose of its very existence. It is a duty of the Muslim nation to assume the leadership of mankind at all times. By assuming it, it also takes upon itself certain responsibilities. Leadership cannot be given to any nation which claims it, unless it proves that it is worthy to be the leader. By its ideology and social system, the Muslim community is worthy of this position. What remains for it is to prove that in scientific advancement and in the fulfillment of man's task of building the earth, it is also an able leader. It is clear then that the system which brings this nation into existence demands much from it and gives it the incentive to excel in every field, if only it would follow this system and appreciate its requirements and duties.

The first requirement is that the Muslim nation should work hard at protecting human life from evil. It must have the power to enable it to enjoin the doing of all that is right and to forbid the doing of all that is wrong. It is, after all, the best nation ever raised for mankind. This position is not given to the Muslim community as the result of any favoritism, coincidence or random selection. Far be it from Allah to do that. Positions and duties are not given by Allah to different nations on any basis of favoritism, as the people of earlier revelation used to describe themselves as "Allah's children and beloved people." The criterion which makes a community worthy of the position of leadership is its active work of the preservation of human life from evil and the promotion of what is right, in addition to implementing the faith which defines what is right and what is wrong: You enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong.

The position of leadership is then earned by active fulfillment of its tasks, heavy as they are, and following the way defined for it, thorny as it may be. In practical terms, it means standing up against evil, promoting every good thing and protecting society against all elements of corruption. All these are hard tasks, but they are nevertheless necessary for the good human society to be well established and protected. There is no other way for bringing about the type of human society which Allah loves to be established.

Believing in Allah is also necessary so that the community will have a correct standard of values and will have a correct definition of what is right and what is wrong. What is socially agreed by a certain community is not enough. It may happen that corruption becomes so widespread that standards are no longer correct or appropriate. Hence, reference must be made to a permanent concept of good and evil, virtue and vice, right and wrong. This concept should have a basis other than the social norms of any particular generation. 

• Muslims: Boycotting each other XE "Muslims: Boycotting each other" 
The Prophet, peace be upon him, says: "Do not hate each other and do not envy one another, and do not turn your back on each other. Servants of Allah, be always brothers. It is not lawful for anyone to boycott his brother for over three nights. They may meet and each of them turns his face away.  The one who is first to greet the other is the better one of the two of them. "

This Hadith shows how much importance Islam attaches to the brotherhood of Muslims and how it discourages any action that tends to weaken the bond of his brotherhood.

That means that it is permissible, although by no means encouraged, for two Muslims not to be on speaking terms for a shorter period. This should be understood as a concession which is given in view of what quarrels may take place between people who are otherwise good Muslims. It is only natural for a human being to get angry at times and to allow his anger to get the better of him. This may lead to an estrangement or a boycott between them. Muslims who find themselves in such a situation are allowed three days to let their tempers cool down. Quarrels which result from long harbored hate or envy will take much longer to mend. However, we are commanded by the Prophet not to entertain such feelings for any length of time against fellow Muslims. 

Perhaps it should be added here that when a person fears that his continued relationship with a particular person is bound to cause him harm, whether in respect of his worldly interest or in respect of his fulfillment of his Islamic duties, he will be right not to maintain a very close relationship with that person. He need not boycott him altogether, but he may keep him at arm's length.

Sometimes when a quarrel takes place between two persons, they regret it and both of them are eager to mend the relationship, but they cannot bring themselves to start the process of reconciliation. Each of them feels that he will be compromising his dignity if he goes to the other and greets him warmly as if there has been no quarrel. The Prophet encourages us not to allow such a consideration to stop us from doing what is right. 

It is not easy for people to overcome their ego and bring themselves to greet a person with whom they have quarreled especially when they genuinely feel hurt that the other person was totally in the wrong. But it is this particular attitude which the Prophet wants to play down so that it does not prevent Muslims from making things up after they have quarreled. A Muslim always tries to excel. He wants to earn more reward so that he makes sure of being forgiven for his sins on the day of judgment. So the overriding criterion for a Muslim is what to do in order to earn Allah's pleasure and receive more reward from Him. When the Prophet points out a method or an action which makes a person better, his very statement proves a motive for every Muslim to follow that message or to act on that advice. This particular concept makes it easier for a Muslim to overcome his pride and to start the process of making up, although he may feel that he was the one oppressed.

• Muslims: Flouting laws in non-Muslim countries XE "Muslims\: Flouting laws in non-Muslim countries" 
Is it permissible for Muslims who live in non-Muslim countries to disobey the law or cheat the government by avoiding payments due, such as telephone bills? People who do that maintain that they are not cheating anybody or society, as they also claim that the government is not doing enough for Muslims in education or other matters. Please comment.

Evil may creep into people’s thinking and action in a variety of ways. This is one of them. What I would like to emphasize clearly is that a Muslim is a law-abiding citizen. He does not cheat individuals, society or government. If he does, then he is accountable for that cheating to God. Some people may not like it when we say that this is forbidden, but we can prove that very easily. Suppose such a person is asked by a government official whether he is cheating on his telephone or electricity bill, or whether he has paid his train fare, will he not lie in order to get away with what he has done? If he needs to lie about something, how can that thing be permissible? The Prophet, peace be upon him, defines sin as “that which one harbors in one’s chest and hates that other people should know of it”. I believe no person who is guilty of this type of cheating would like others to know about it. Thus it falls within the Prophet’s description of sin.

Such people claim that they are not cheating anyone, but they are cheating not only the government, but also the whole community. When a government needs so much revenue for its tasks, and its income falls as a result of people’s cheating, it will need to raise taxes or telephone or electricity prices in order to get what it needs. Hence, everyone will have to pay more for these services.

It is not right to justify such an action by saying the government is not doing enough for Muslims. The fact is that Muslims benefit by the government services like other people. If they are at a disadvantage, then they should organize themselves as a community, so that they can have a stronger voice and they can put extra pressure on the government to give them their dues. This does not happen if too many Muslims cheat with taxes or bills. If they are well organized, then they can do more for themselves to supplement what the government is doing, in order to improve their situation.

• Muslims: Identity of  XE  "Muslims: Identity of" 
It is said that at all the troubled spots in the Muslim world, the determination to lead a truly Islamic life has been lacking. People are Muslims only by name. It is further advanced that God will not fulfill His promise unless they demonstrate that they truly deserve to be called Muslims. What are the guiding principles which enable us to lead a truly Islamic life and save us from continuous misery and destruction being faced by the Muslim world?
The question opens a very wide subject that goes to the basics of what is Islam and who is a Muslim. If we start with a very strict and narrow definition which leads to the isolation of a small group who rigidly claim to be the only Muslims in the community, then we are mistaken. At the same time, there is much in the life of any community in the Muslim world today which is un-Islamic. Hence we must differentiate between an individual fulfilling his Islamic duties as required, and a community leading a truly Islamic life. These are two different levels, and the responsibility of the individual is different at each level.
As an individual, you only have to fulfill what God has ordered His servants and to refrain from what He has forbidden in order to discharge your responsibility and win God's pleasure in this life and admittance into heaven in the next. On the day of judgment, God does not ask an individual about anything over and above the fulfillment of his duties and the avoidance of what is forbidden. However, when a Muslim abides by the Islamic teachings, he will have to foster a sense of belonging to a community and he will try to help that community lead an Islamic life. This he does even without having to do anything special. It is when Muslim individuals acquire a good understanding of their Islamic duties and try to fulfill them as best as they can that the Muslim community comes into existence.
The following Hadith gives us a good example: "When you steer away from what God has forbidden, you are among the most devoted of God's servants. When you are content with what God has given you, you are the richest of people. When you are kindly to your neighbor, you are a believer. When you wish for others what you wish for yourself, you are a Muslim. (Related by At-Tirmithi.)
No long explanation of this Hadith is required to give an idea of what Islamic life really means. It is in avoiding what is forbidden that true devotion to God is evidenced. It is not demonstrated by offering prayers and fasting, or by doing other duties more frequently. That is because what is forbidden often has an appeal and avoiding it requires some real effort, such as the resistance of temptation and the abandoning of pleasure. When one does this for God's sake, one is truly devoted to Him.
Similarly being content with what God has given is a test of richness. It shows that the lure of life's riches is secondary in one's thoughts. Moreover, it demonstrates that one only wants what comes to him in a lawful manner, because God does not give anything that one gets in a forbidden way. He does not give people anything they get by theft, bribery, embezzlement, fraud, or similar methods which constitute aggression against fellow people or against the community. Hence this aspect confirms the first one and enhances the sense of getting only what is lawful.
The third and fourth point foster the community feeling. Note how the Prophet, peace be upon him, links the quality of being a person of faith to being kind to neighbors. In addition he attaches the very idea of being a Muslim to loving for others and what one wants for oneself. When you add these two qualities to the first two you have a community different from all those known on the face of the earth today. There are some communities where some degree of these qualities exists in varying degrees, but there is hardly any approaching them in all aspects. Until we have a community where all these qualities are in full blossom we cannot say there is a truly Islamic community.
When these qualities are all lacking, then the community is not Islamic, even though all people in that community have Muslim names and claim to believe in Islam. Moreover, it is bound to be weak. The enemies of Islam will still be hostile to it, even though it has nothing of the true Islamic character. Hence, it suffers because it cannot call on God for help and support. It is left to its own devices, and these are not adequate in the face of a determined onslaught by the enemies of Islam. That is the explanation for the weakness of the Muslims everywhere today. They can start to regain their strength when they try to make their community a truly Islamic one, where people steer away from disobedience to God, feel content with what God has given them, behave kindly to neighbors and wish for their brethren what they wish for themselves.

• Muslims: In minority and the non-Muslim leadership XE  "Muslims: In minority and the non-Muslim leadership" 
Are Muslims who live in non-Muslim countries committing a sin by following the leaders of those countries who do not know Islamic teachings? I am asking this in the light of the Qur'anic verse which says: "Do not follow the desires of people who have no knowledge."

First of all we should be clear that the phrase ‘people who have no knowledge’ refers to any people who adopt a system or a social set-up which is contrary to Islam. This is true whether they know about Islam or not. If they know Islam and what it teaches and then they decide nevertheless to adopt a different system, then their knowledge has stopped at merely being aware of something good without benefiting by it. They are in the same position as one who knows that he only needs to switch on the electricity in order to have light but decides not to do so and continues to live in darkness, paying little care to the risk he or his family may run as a result.

If a Muslim or a group of Muslims live in a country which implements a law that is in conflict with the divine law, and they are unable to influence the process of law-making, they commit no sin provided that they do not do anything to help this process to enact more laws which are at variance with God's law. They must also make it clear that they do not approve of this process because it constitutes an aggression on God's authority to legislate. This they should do in the best way available to them, even if it is merely denying that authority in their hearts. Furthermore, they must try to conduct as much of their own affairs as possible in accordance with Islamic teachings. When they have done that, they discharge their minimum responsibility to implement God's law. At least they have the feeling of disapproval when they have no power to change the situation in order to ensure the practical implementation of Islamic law.

• Muslims: Malaise afflicting and disparity within XE  "Muslims: Malaise afflicting and disparity within" 
Many people may find it difficult to believe when they see the miserable condition of Muslims everywhere, as they suffer hardships that come from natural causes and ones which are caused by fellow human beings. If everything occurs by God's consent, how come He allows so much injustice? Why should millions of children be left without parents only because others fight over some wretched causes? Some of these children are kidnapped and sold as spare parts to rich individuals in rich countries. To whom will these children pray? May I also ask about two people who are very pious and truly religious, but one leads a life of poverty, hardly able to make ends meet, while the other lives his whole life in affluence, with no financial worry. Both their situations occur with God's consent. Both may be admitted to heaven in the Hereafter. Thus, the one living in poverty loses out because he does not experience the comfort of affluent living. Could you give me an explanation to all this without saying that it is all God's experiment?

I am amazed when people cite the misfortunes of human beings as cause for turning away from faith or disbelieving in God altogether. What I understand from such an attitude is that people wish to believe in God on their own terms. It is as if they are saying to God that if they believe Him, then He should spare them any misfortune and ensure for them the sort of life they expect as good believers. He should give them wealth and comfort, and also He should rid them of their enemies. This is certainly the wrong attitude because it is not based on a proper understanding of the meaning of believing in God and what to expect as a result of such belief.

The proper understanding of the terms and conditions of the bargain we make with God when we profess to believe in Him is that manifested by the believers from Madinah, i.e. the Ansar, when they made their covenant with the Prophet, asking him to move over to Madinah, saying they should support and protect him. One of them said to them just before they made their pledge: "Are you aware of what you are pledging to this man (meaning the Prophet, peace be upon him)? You are pledging to support him in the face of much killing among your men and also much looting of your property. If you feel that should this happen and you suffer killings among your chiefs and nobles, and loss of property, then you would let him down, then it is time to withdraw now before you humiliate yourself in front of God and people alike. On the other hand, if you are prepared to honor your pledges in spite of all that, then come forward and give your pledges, for that will ensure for you a position of honor in this life and in the life to come." They told him to step aside, and turned to the Prophet to ask him: "What will our reward be if we honor our pledges?" He said: "Heaven." They rejoiced: "That is a profitable deal. We shall not go back on it and we accept no going back."

That is the proper understanding. For all the sacrifices they were asked to give, they were not promised any quick reward. They were not told that they would have so many positions in the government to be formed by the Prophet, nor were they told they would have a certain percentage of any land to be occupied or the booty to be gained in any battle. In fact they were not promised anything whatsoever in this world. What they were promised related to a different world altogether. They were promised 'heaven' and that belongs to the life to come.

This applies all the time to all believers. They have to fulfill their part of the bargain and give any sacrifice that may be called upon to give without expecting any reward in this life. All they may expect is 'heaven,' and that is a 'very profitable deal,' as the Ansar realized. This means that they have to prove what they profess. It is not sufficient to say that one is a believer without proving that in a practical manner. Hence God has made this life a test. I do not quite understand what my reader means when he refers to 'God's experiment.' God does not experiment, because He knows the result of any situation even before that situation takes place. What does He need to experiment for? However, God puts us to a test in this life so that we may prove to ourselves and those around us that we truly believe in Him.

The test is not the same for everyone. Some of us are tested with poverty while others are tested with affluence; some may be healthy while others suffer poor health and in both situations we are tested. Some may have power and high position while others have neither, yet both are being tested. Certainly God does not need to put us to such tests in order to know our true metal. It is we who have to prove that we deserve heaven because we are able to go through the test and pass with honors. Hence, the two believers in your example are being tested, one with poverty, the other with wealth. If both prove themselves, then both go to heaven. Neither would have lost, because the reward is there for both of them to enjoy. None of us could say whether we would have done better had we had a different test. A poor person may say, 'I wish I could have been tested with wealth. At least I would have enjoyed the comforts of a life of plenty.' Who knows that he may do worse with a test of plenty than with a test of poverty.

People may ask why Muslim communities everywhere are suffering misfortunes at the hands of the enemies of God and man? Well, the test that this life is all about is meant for individuals and communities alike. Communities must prove that they are prepared to sacrifice their all in order that God's word may be held supreme. The Prophet and his companions did just that before God gave them the victories that ensured for them a life of supremacy over their enemies. At the Battle of the Moat the Muslims were running the risk of being exterminated with their women and children. When they remained steadfast, God gave them victory without having to fight their enemies.

When we look at the world, we must realize that for a long time the Muslims have been only Muslim by name. They need to demonstrate they truly deserve to be called Muslims. To do so they have to treat Islam as their guiding principle, and to live a truly Islamic life. When they have done so, and when they have fought determinedly to maintain their Islamic identity, God will fulfill His promise to them and give them victory. It is always the case that human beings need to prove themselves first for God's promise to apply to them. When you look at all the trouble spots in the Muslim world, you will find that the determination to lead an Islamic life has been lacking. Even in Afghanistan, victory has not been complete, because of the struggle for power among brethren. Thus power has been placed as more important than Islamic brotherhood. Victory will then be slow in coming. When they were determined to fight the foreign enemy and maintain the Islamic identity of Afghanistan, God gave them that victory. Had they lived up to Islamic expectations, they would have been given a greater victory.

One point remains to be clarified. It is not true to say that everything happens with God's consent, because God never consents to what is evil. But everything happens with God's will. God has certain laws to operate in this world. They take effect by His will. So, when anything happens in accordance with these laws, it takes place with God's will. If the Muslims take the necessary steps to ensure their victory, God will grant them that by His will, in accordance with His laws. If they do not, they will fail to achieve victory, and that will be by His will and again in accordance with the laws He has set in operation. So we must not blame God for not supporting us; we should blame ourselves for not doing enough to deserve that support. 

• Muslims: Negligent in major religious duties XE  "Muslims: Negligent in major religious duties" 
What is the status of those Muslims who do not conduct their lives in accordance with Islamic teachings. They profess to believe in God and His messenger, but they neither offer obligatory prayers nor attend to other major duties of Islam. Are they Muslim? When they die, are they to be buried as Muslim? I also ask about the difference between being Muslim and being Mu'min.

The Mu'min means a "believer," or a person who consciously believes in the oneness of God, associating no partners with Him in any sense or form, and also believes that Muhammad, peace be upon him, was a Prophet whom God chose to carry His final message to mankind.

However, the Prophet, peace be upon him, defines having faith as "having your beliefs firmly entrenched in your heart and giving practical credence to them through your action." A Muslim, on the other hand, is a person who admits to belong to the Islamic faith. The term Islam signifies "submission," and this means that a Muslim submits himself to God in all matters and situations. It is difficult to imagine that a person does that without being a firm believer.

The distinction between the two is real. In the Qur'an we read the following verse which draws a clear line separating the two: 

"The Arabs of the desert declare: 'We are true believers.' Say: 'You are not. Rather say: 'We profess Islam,' for faith has not yet found its way into your hearts. If you obey God and His messenger, He will not deny you the reward of your labors. God is Forgiving and Merciful."

So a person may declare that he is a Muslim, but that remains a statement which requires substantiation through action and attitudes. He may attend to his Islamic duties and abstain from what God has made forbidden, but remains only at the stage of being a practicing Muslim. We cannot judge whether he actually submits himself to God in all situations.

That is a matter which is known only to God. Therefore, we consider him to be a Muslim, because we are ordered to judge people on the basis of what they profess and do. You will realize that a person may claim to be a Muslim and actually appear to attend to all Islamic practices while he is totally devoid of faith.

He may simply be a hypocrite or one who wants to penetrate the ranks of Muslims for some purpose of his own. As we cannot judge his intentions, we have to take his word and leave judgment on his intentions to God who knows what is in everyone's hearts. He actually knows the innermost thoughts of every creature. It is possible, therefore, that a person appears to be a Muslim without actually being one. But if he is truly a Muslim, he matches his declared belief with submission to God in all his life affairs.

When he has done that, he is a true believer, or a Mu'min. When a person who professes to be a Muslim neglects his Islamic duties and indulges in what God has forbidden, there are two possibilities. 

Either his attitude is the result of lack of faith or a matter of simple negligence and carelessness. It may be that such a person has been brought up in a Muslim family and he is used to saying that he is a Muslim when he is asked about his faith. Deep inside, however, he does not truly believe. He may find the whole idea of religion to be tiresome but he does not wish to be known as a non-believer. Such a person does not belong to Islam at all.

On the other hand, a person who knows that as a Muslim he has some well defined duties and that he must attend to them, and yet he remains negligent. When the occasion presents itself, as when he is with a group of people and they begin a congregational prayer, he will join them because on such occasions he finds encouragement or does not wish to be thought of as a non-believer. Such a person is guilty of negligence which is sinful. He is liable to punishment for disobedience to God, but he may also be forgiven his sins. 

These two persons have totally different cases. The first one is a non-believer while the other is only a negligent believer. How can we tell whether a person we know belongs to the first or the second category? There is simply no way of knowing that . We are commanded by God to accept what people profess and leave judgment on their intentions to God who knows all about them.

Needless to say that in the light of the foregoing, anyone who claims to be a Muslim should be buried with Muslims when he dies. We prepare his funeral in the proper manner of Islamic burial. We pray God to forgive him and leave matters at that. 

If God knows him to be believer, He will forgive him and we leave matters at that. But a person who is a non-believer will not earn God's forgiveness [no matter how he was buried.]

• Muslims: Only part of the time XE "Muslims: Only part of the time" 
I often draw examples from the Qur'an and Hadith to stress my point of view when I discuss topics with my friends. I feel that an Islamic argument is always stronger. A Muslim friend of mine, however, says that religious teachings should be left out of such discussions. According to him, a Muslim has to be a Muslim only when he is in the company of Muslims. From what I have learned about Islam, a Muslim must retain his Islamic identity in all situations. I will be grateful for your advice.

When you consider the religion of Islam and look at the actions it requires its followers to observe, be they part of worship or nor​mal social dealings and consider also the practices Islam forbids, you are bound to conclude that it is very difficult for a Muslim who wants to abide by Islamic teachings to hide his identity. Indeed a Muslim has a unique identity which is reflected in his manners and behavior. He is always polite, kind, steering away from what is vulgar or obscene in words or actions. His humility, which is enhanced by his recognition that he is liable to make mistakes and slip into error, means that he is likable, sociable and caring for others. These characteristics are imparted to a Muslim first and foremost by his faith. It is Islam that requires its followers to be kind to others and to always prefer what is likely to cement good relations with their fellow human beings.

From another point of view, every Muslim has a task which he must fulfill. If he fails to do this task, he will be questioned about it by Allah. I am here referring to the duty of every Muslim to convey the message of Islam to other people and make it known to them that Allah requires them to follow his last messenger, Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, and implement the code of living embodied in his message. It may be added here that not every Muslim can provide a good example of what Islam means in practice by living up to requirements of his faith. When people see in a Muslim man or woman who is an exponent of every virtue and who refrains from everything that does not fit with the noble position Allah has given to mankind, they want to know what gives him his refined sense of propriety. They do not need to go too far to discover the source. It is Islam, his faith which Allah has perfected as a way of life which brings out and enhances every good aspect in a human being and weakens every evil tendency.

Why on earth would anyone be reluctant to own to the fact that he is a Muslim, unless he fears to lose some of the esteem of other people. Only those who are hostile to Islam or those who are igno​rant of its nature may have an unfavorable attitude towards the Muslims. With the first group, a Muslim is not likely to win respect even if he disowns his religion altogether. The mere fact that he comes from a Muslim family is sufficient for those who are hostile to Islam to classify him among Muslims. Not even a person like Salman Rushdie wins any respect or esteem from the enemies of Islam. They may wish to utilize him for their own purposes, but they will never look at him with any genuine respect. With those who are ignorant of Islam, such an attitude does not earn him any privi​lege. Indeed, if he appears in the distinctive colors of Islam, he has a greater chance of winning their respect. If he speaks to them about the teachings of Islam in those areas which come under discussion they are bound to appreciate the wisdom of Islamic legis​lation. I speak about this from personal experience. Many a non-Muslim who knows very little about Islam begins to appreciate its wisdom and its comprehensive and logical approach to life, once he hears about the Islamic legislation relevant to a practical ques​tion that is faced by all human societies. Take for example the Islamic system of divorce. When an open minded non-Muslim learns about the proper Islamic legislation in divorce cases and how Islam safeguards the interests of both partners and gives each one his or her rights, he cannot fail to express his admiration for Islam. This may be the first step toward winning a friend to Islam and may be winning, in time, a new Muslim.

Your friend suggests that you should not quote from the Qur'an or the Hadith in your discussion with non-Muslims. On the contrary, when you support your argument with evidence from the Qur'an or the Hadith, you show that it is not merely a personal view. It is the view of Islam that you are advancing. You will definitely draw attention of people to the strong logic of Islam and its profound argument. They will respect you for being religious.

On the other hand, how will non-Muslims know about Islam if we do not tell them about it? We are required by Allah to make his mes​sage known to mankind. If we do not speak to them about it, they will remain ignorant of it. We will have failed in a duty which Allah has made incumbent on every Muslim. To be a Muslim only in presence of Muslims is to impose on ourselves the life of a mental ghetto which makes us always inward-looking. This is contrary to the nature of Islam which is outward-looking, because it considers every human being a potential believer. Indeed, mankind is the material with which Islam deals in order to produce a super-society which is characterized by the fact that its members "enjoin the doing of what is right, forbid what is wrong and believe in the Oneness of Allah." That is the best human society. 

• Muslims: Status as the best community XE "Muslims: Status as the best community" 
Why do we, Muslims, always think that we are the best people on earth, whether we do well or badly. We believe as if heaven is waiting for us. Such an attitude is certainly not helpful in identifying our own faults. Please comment.

There is a Qur'anic verse which may be rendered in translation as follows: "You are the best community ever raised for mankind. You enjoin what is right, forbid what is wrong and you believe in God." (3;110). If we consider this Qur'anic verse very carefully we are bound to conclude that the status of the best community ever raised for mankind belongs only to a community which fulfills three conditions: Doing and enjoining others to do what is right; refraining from and forbidding what is wrong and having faith in God. If any of these three qualities is absent in a particular community, then that community cannot be of the best type. Even when people in that community are good believers and always do what is right, they still cannot be considered among the best if they do not fulfill the other condition, which is "to forbid what is wrong". In other words, if people in that community see wrong practices being committed in public without taking any action to stop them, then their status is certainly well below that of the "best community". Indeed, the requirements of doing and enjoining what is right as well as its counterfoil of forbidding and refraining from what is wrong make for a great quality. They ensure that the corrective attitude is paramount in the minds of people in that community, urging them all the time to aim for the best standard.

The fulfillment of those three conditions is an essential requirement for acquiring a "best" status. These requirements can be fulfilled by any Muslim community, regardless of its race or ethnic origin. There is no hint in the Qur'anic verse that racial or ethnic affiliation is of any importance in this regard. Therefore, any Muslim community, wherever it exists and whatever its standard of development, belongs to this noble group whom God describes as "the best community ever raised for mankind", provided that it fulfills those three conditions: Doing and enjoining what is right, refraining from and forbidding what is wrong and having faith in God.

Unfortunately, some of us take the first part of the Qur'anic statement and claim that it is a description of Arabs, or Muslims in general. They disregard the three conditions and claim, out of ignorance or false self-esteem, that God has conferred this best status on the Arabs generally. This is certainly a false claim that cannot be supported by any evidence from the Qur'an or the Sunnah. It has two main defects. One of them is that which you have mentioned; making us unable to identify our faults and correct them. But the other and more important defect is that we attribute to God what He has not stated. Thus, the claim is false. Moreover, it is in conflict with the basic Islamic principle which considers all people equal. Those who believe in God are certainly better than non-believers because of having faith. The more conscientious they are in implementing their faith, the better they are. This applies to individuals and communities alike. Those who practice their faith are better than those who do not, and those who try to make Islamic teachings the guiding principle in choosing their way of life are better than those who do not. The Qur'an denounces the Christians and the Jews for claiming that they are the beloved sons of God. 

"Both the Jews and the Christian say: 'We are God's children, and His beloved ones.' Say: 'Why, then, does He cause you to suffer for your sins? Nay, you are but human beings of His creating. He forgives whom He wills; for God's is the dominion over the heavens and the earth and all that is between them, and with Him is all journey's end." (5;18). 
So, any claim to a "favored" status must be supported by the proper action. Therefore, those who think that heaven is waiting for them with open doors to accommodate them, regardless of whether they do well or badly, only deceive themselves.

Moreover, good action must always be based on proper faith. It must be motivated by the desire to earn God's pleasure. If it is not, then it is devoid of the very basis that gives it value. It is through faith and good actions that we hope to earn God's pleasure and gain admittance into heaven in the hereafter.

• Mustahabb — the basic definition of XE "Mustahabb: Basic definition of"  

That which is Mustahabb is something which we are encouraged to do. Like sunnah and Nafil, it earns a reward and its omission incurs no punishment. Nor are we questioned about its omission, since it has not been particularly stressed that we should do it.

• Mut'ah — the limited Marriage XE "Mut'ah: Limited Marriage" 
In a recent discussion with friends, it was mentioned that a marriage known as "Mut’ah" was permitted at the Prophet's time. It was later prohibited by the second or third caliph. Similarly, an addition to the call to prayer for Fajr was made in the words "As-salat kahrun mina al nawm." Please comment.

What has been mentioned in your discussion is incorrect. Mut'ah in the context of marital relationship means a marriage intended for a specified period of time. This is declared at the time the contract is made. The prospective husband mentions to his prospective wife that they are marrying for a year or a longer or shorter period, and she agrees to that. When the period is over, their marriage is dissolved automatically. This is not acceptable in Islam. It was the Prophet who declared that it is forbidden. He made this declaration on his return from the expedition to Tabuk, at the head of a large army. The confusion arises from the fact that there are reports that one or two companions of the Prophet had such a limited marriage when they were with the army on the way to Tabuk. This might have been so, but the express prohibition was made on the return journey. Even if these reports were true, they signify nothing more than a new restriction forbidding something that had been practiced in the past. There are numerous examples of such things.

As for the addition to the call to prayer, it was made at the time of the Prophet. It is true that when the Athan, i.e. call to prayer, was learned, it did not include such words which means "Prayer is better than sleep;" The words of the Athan were taught to Bilal and he started practicing them. The following day, when he made the call to Fajr prayer, he added these words. The Prophet smiled and approved. Since then, these words are part of the call to Fajr prayer. As you see, the Prophet has sanctioned this addition which takes effect as a part of the Athan.

• Nafil: Basic definition of  XE "Nafil: Basic definition of" 
A Nafil is an act of worship done because it has been suggested to us by the Prophet and practiced by him on one or two occasions. [Added: It earns a reward and its omission does not incur any punishment.]

• Names of children, and when a change becomes necessary XE "Names of children, and when a change becomes necessary" 
My 13-year-old daughter's name, Julisha, has been criticized by our neighbors as being a Christian name. This has caused her much worry. Is it essential to change it according to Islam?

The Prophet did not change the name of any of his companions unless there was a very good reason for such a change. Generally speaking, the change was caused either by the name being symbolic of beliefs which are contrary to Islam or its having a very bad meaning. For example, if a companion of the Prophet was called Abduluzza, which meant that he was servant of the well known idol called Aluzza, the Prophet changed that name to Abdullah or Abdurrahman, which meant that the person concerned was a servant of Allah or a servant of the Merciful, who is Allah.

I am not sure that the name "Julisha" has any strong association with the Christian faith, unless it is so in your part of the world. The name "Julia" is a well known Christian name, but not "Julisha". Besides, is it a name so identifiable with Christianity, to the extent that the person who hears it would immediately say that the holder is a Christian girl? Apparently not, because if it was, you would have not given it to your daughter. On the other hand, is it a common name in your part of the world? If so, then it could be used by followers of different religions. In this case, you certainly need not change it. You should be guided in this respect by the Prophet's action, which shows that a change of name is needed when the name indicates or promotes beliefs other than those of Islam.

• NASA — the United States Space Agency  XE "NASA - the United States Space Agency" 
The United States Space Agency, NASA, speaks of extra-terrestrial life which may be encountered away from our universe. Is this true? What does Islam say about life in outer space?

What space programs are speaking about at the present stage is exploration of the solar system which is a small part of our galaxy. As you realize, the earth is only one planet in our solar system which has a number of planets such as Venus, Mars and Saturn. Some of these plants have moons of their own, in the same way as the earth has its moon. Distance between these planets extends to millions of miles. Nevertheless, the whole solar system is only a small portion of the galaxy. The universe includes millions and millions of galaxies, each one of them having millions of suns and solar systems.    When we imagine such a vast existence, we can speak of outer space. But outer space is part of the one universe which includes all these galaxies.

When you imagine such an almost endless universe, you can easily conclude that it is possible to have life in other parts of it. Indeed, it is only a manifestation of the greatness of Allah and His power of creation that life be present in other planets and solar systems in a variety of forms. Allah has not chosen to tell us about these forms of life because such knowledge would not benefit us in the fulfillment of the task He has assigned to us, namely, to build human life on earth. Moreover, it may be very difficult for us to imagine the existence of other types of life, since we do not have a chance to know them at a close distance.

• Nationalism: Muslim fighting for his non-Muslim country XE "Nationalism: Muslim fighting for his non-Muslim country" 
Does Islam believe in nationalism? If a Muslim serves in the army of his non-Muslim country, and a war breaks out between his country and a Muslim state, will he be considered a martyr if he fights and dies for his country?

A Muslim only believes in Islam and owes all his allegiance to the community which implements Islam as a faith and a code of living. This does not mean that a Muslim who belongs to a minority in a country where the majority are non-Muslims may act in a way which is detrimental to his country. If his minority Muslim community enjoys the freedom to practice its faith and the protection of the law against persecution, then he has no reason to act against the authority in his country. All that Islam requires of non-Muslims generally is the right to address people in a free atmosphere. A Muslim minority in an overwhelmingly non-Muslim country should always try to maintain a peaceful relationship with the majority population, as indeed is the case with a Muslim majority in a country which includes non-Muslim minorities.

A Muslim may not fight another Muslim except in one case. If two Muslim groups or communities fight against each other, we are required to try to establish peace between them. If one of them launches aggression against the other, we all must try to help the victim of aggression against the aggressors until the aggression stops when all Muslims are required to re-establish peace between them. In a case where we are fighting an aggressor, those who die may be considered by Allah as martyrs. If a war breaks out, like many of the wars we have seen in this century, both combatants may be in the wrong. In such a war, it is more appropriate for Muslim soldiers to refrain from fighting. Generally speaking, it is not we who describe those who die in battle as martyrs. It is Allah who considers them martyrs and rewards them accordingly. He judges them according to His knowledge of them. All we know is that a Muslim must only fight to serve Allah's cause. It is only a person who is killed fighting for Allah's cause that is a martyr.

• Natural disasters — are they punishment or ghazab XE "Natural disasters: Are they punishment or ghazab"  ?

Can we say that frequent occurrences of natural disasters such as floods and cyclones are manifestations of Allah's anger with some people and He punishes them with these disasters? As it is understood from the Qur'an, when Allah chooses to inflict a collective punishment on some people, there is a definite purpose to be served by that punishment. Can we determine such a purpose in what happens these days? If not, can we still consider such disasters as the working of Allah's wrath, or "ghazab" ?

Allah mentions in the Qur'an that He has caused a Pharaoh and his people to suffer a number of natural disasters, including floods and attacks by waves of locusts and other insects. He described those events as clear and detailed signs of His power, but the Pharaoh and his people continued to be arrogant and maintained their criminal practices. It is noteworthy that these events are described in the Qur'an as "clear and detailed signs." A sign is sent to a people in order to remind them  of Allah's existence and power so that they may come to believe in Him. We cannot equate such a sign with what you have termed "ghazab" or collective punishment visited on some people. A sign is sent in order to make people respond positively. Therefore, the positive response is the one sought for. A col​lective punishment is bound to defeat that purpose, particu​larly if it leaves a community in total ruin.

It is also mentioned in the Qur'an that Allah had destroyed complete nations with natural disasters or some other form of punishment because they arrogantly refused to follow the prophets and the messengers sent to them. The people of Noah, for example, were destroyed with the flood, while the people of Aad were destroyed by winds, and the people of Thamud by an earthquake accompanied by a heart piercing sound. The fact that Allah mentions these punishments to us serves as a reminder that He is able to inflict similar punishments on us if we defy His orders and continue to do so unrepentantly. We should always be in fear of Allah and try our best to please Him. Exerting such effort is certain to spare us the collective punishment.

Having said that, I should explain that volcanoes, cyclones, floods and other forms of natural disasters take place as a re​sult of natural laws which Allah has set in operation. They may be caused when the fine balance Allah has set in the universe as a whole is upset. However, when a cyclone hits certain areas, we cannot say that the people of that area have earned such a punishment by Allah. How can we tell? After all, cyclones regu​larly hit parts of Bangladesh when the people there are cer​tainly better than those who live in other parts of the world. Allah is the most just of judges. If He punishes some people, His punishment is just. It does not follow that those were the only people who deserved punishment. Allah may choose to delay the punishment of others until the Day of Judgment. No one who disobeys Allah may escape punishment, unless He chooses to forgive him or her. Therefore, we should always be in fear of incurring Allah's anger, lest His punishment takes us unawares. The Prophet used to appeal to Allah for protection against nat​ural disasters. For example, when the Prophet heard thunder or a thunderbolt, he used to say: "My Lord, do not kill us with Your wrath and do not send us to perdition by inflicting suf​fering on us. Spare us all that, our Lord."

In short, we should always maintain a balance between realiza​tion that Allah controls all natural laws and He can easily in​flict on us any type of punishment He may choose. His punish​ment is always just.

On the other hand, we do not feel happy to see any community smitten by a natural disaster, even though it is an unbelieving community. As Muslims, we would much better have that community respond to Allah's call than to see it smitten by His anger. What we should guard against is to appoint ourselves as judges of others, claiming that a particular community deserves pun​ishment by Allah while another community has not reached that stage. Allah alone judges people in accordance with what He knows of their situation and their intentions.

• Necklace with Arabic writing XE "Necklace with Arabic writing" 
I have just come back from Malaysia where some ladies informed me on seeing my necklace which bears my name in Arabic, that they were told not to wear theirs be​cause Arabic is the language of the Qur'an. Wearing such a necklace with Arabic writ​ing and then going about to attend a normal routine counts as an insult to Islam. I promised to write to you for advice and communicate your answer to them.

Arabic writing and Arabic characters are the same as those of any other language. The fact that Allah has chosen to reveal His messages to mankind in Arabic does not impart any sanctity to the language itself or the way it is written. You may be aware that there have been over the centuries some people who advo​cated beliefs and ideologies which are totally un-Islamic. There have been and still are people who call for discarding Islam altogether from the life of the Arabs. They express all this in Arabic and they have published books in Arabic which violates every aspect of the Islamic faith. If the Arabic lan​guage had the sanctity some people suggest, Allah would have made it impossible for those people to express their blasphe​mous views in this language. While the idea that Arabic writing is sacred  continues to be held by well meaning people, it is unfortunate that some of us tend to give too much importance to forms and appearances, while forgetting about substance.

From another point of view, an action is considered to be an insult if it is meant to belittle or degrade the person or the idea to which it is addressed. When a lady wears a necklace bearing her name she is simply wearing a piece of jewelry which has a shape she likes. The thought of insulting anyone or any​thing does not even occur to her. Hence, it is perfectly per​missible for a woman to wear such a necklace and go about her business in the normal way.

However, if the inscription on the necklace includes Allah's name, then the lady should not wear that necklace when she goes to the bathroom. She either takes it off, or, if she cannot, she keeps it under her clothes.

• Neckties in prayer XE "Neckties in prayer" 
Some of my friends maintain that it is forbidden to wear a necktie, particularly in prayer. Is it true?

No, that is not true. I know that this sort of thing is frequently said, and that some people suggest that the original idea of wearing a necktie was that it should be in the form of a cross, and, as such, it becomes a symbol for Christians. I am very doubtful of what is said about the origins of necktie. However, the wearing of a symbol of a religion other than Islam is not permissible. Therefore, if we know for certain that the necktie is a symbol of Christianity and that it is meant as a cross, then we should not wear it. The fact is that today no one, whether a Christian or a follower of other religion, thinks of a cross when he wears his necktie. It is not only that the shape is not that of a cross, but the linkage does not occur to anyone. Hence, we can discount this suggestion without any hesitation.

Large areas of Muslim world today have adopted the Western style of dress, which include a suit, a shirt and a tie. In these areas, no one thinks of this type of men's-wear as an imitation of non-believers. Hence, it is permissible to wear it. Similarly, it is permissible to wear it in prayer.

• Noah's ark XE "Noah's ark" 
How big was Prophet Noah's ark in order to accommodate samples of all species? How could it carry pairs of all types of creatures from all over the world?

The divine instruction to Prophet Noah was to carry on the ark a pair of every species. Certainly the Prophet Noah complied with this order and put those creatures on the ark. This must be understood as relating to the area in which he was and the practical possibility of implementing Allah's instruction. We are not told that Noah traversed the whole globe collecting those animals who were not available in his area. Nowhere are we told that couples of species from different climates and faraway geographical areas were guided to go to Prophet Noah's place in order to be on the ark. Indeed, there is no clear indication that the flood covered the whole earth. It certainly covered the area where the people of Noah lived, so as to exterminate all creatures other than those who believed in Allah and followed Prophet Noah. We cannot tell how big the ark was, but it certainly was big enough to accommodate those believers and a pair of each type of species. May I remind you that in the Qur'an we are told that Noah's followers were few.

• Non-Muslim expatriates and Islamic traditions XE  "Non-Muslim expats and Islamic traditions" 
I arrived in Riyadh three months ago, where I am working as a nurse. As an American Christian, I would like to ask where do traditions take over and whether a foreigner is supposed to abide by them? I am a law-abiding citizen and I do not have any intention to break any law of the country in which I happen to be working. Is dress a matter of law or tradition? Where is a woman like me to stand in relation to it? May I also ask the same question in relation to dealing with men. How far is friendship between a boy and a girl accepted?

The first thing I would like to say to you is that, as you see, I have no hesitation to publish your letter that you have a genuine query and I will attempt to answer you. Your friends who said that we will never publish your letter might have detected something that could be easily misunderstood and taken as veiled criticism, but I realize that it is not meant so. Besides even if it was, every one is entitled to his or her own opinion. We do not impose on anyone our beliefs or values, because these must come through conviction.

It may be difficult for an American like yourself, or a citizen of any secular country for that matter, to appreciate that Saudi society is unique in that here the law and religion are intertwined. This is because the Islamic faith provides a complete code of living and we have adopted Islam as our constitution and the basis of our legal system. 

Therefore, what Islam approves is lawful and what it censures is illegal. In matters of social norms, practice and traditions, we look to Islam and adopt what it approves. This does not need to be written down in any legal code. If it is well known, then it is part of our law and anyone will abide by it.

I acknowledge that this could represent considerable difficulty for aliens who happen to live among us. But then Islam is a tolerant religion and once it is established that there is no deliberate attempt to make a public breach of Islamic values and principles, a foreigner is taught that certain types of behavior are unacceptable and that he should be careful so that he does not inadvertently break the law of the land.

When you speak of Islamic dress, it is well known that Islam requires women to cover all their bodies and reveal nothing other than their faces and the lower part of their hands up to their wrists. This is a requirement of the Islamic faith, so it is part of the Saudi law. You cannot describe this as a religious habit only. It is much more than that. Hence, when the government issued a decree regulating this aspect, the decree required Saudi women to abide by the teachings of Islamic faith when they go out, and require foreigners living or visiting the country to respect Saudi values and traditions. Hence you cannot compare this requirement to wearing a sari when you visit India, or wearing a gallabiya when you are in Egypt. It is not as if women visitors to Europe or America are told to wear skirts and blouses. The case here is one which has the force of law, not habit or tradition.

Nevertheless, we tend to take a lenient view of foreigners who are loath to do what is required. In large cities, like Jeddah and Riyadh, the authorities are quite understanding in most cases. Occasionally, you could find some you think are over-enthusiastic, but this is quite normal. If you want to avoid the likelihood of running into one, then you should maintain proper appearance and be careful not to violate the law of the land in public.

In Islam the only acceptable relationship between men and women who are not related is that of marriage. We are talking here about relationships, rather than people getting to know each other in work or in the normal transactions that take place within any community or group of people. Your question is detailed to the extent you want me to suggest to you how close you may stand to a colleague you meet in a shopping mall. I am not the one to tell you at what distance you need to stand when you speak to a man.

These are easily recognizable standards of decorum and you should abide by them. Lack of knowledge in this area is not a particularly useful excuse, because these standards are based on common sense in societies which attach due importance to virtue and chastity, allowing nothing of the promiscuity that has become normal practice in the west. 

If you truly do not wish to have any trouble with the law of the country, you only need to try to enlighten yourself about its values and social norms. When you do that, you will find that they have a very sound basis that respects human nature and promotes every good aspect in it.

• Numbers: Fanciful theories about No. 19 & the Qur’an XE  "Numbers: Fanciful theories about No. 19 & the Qur’an" 
Recently I read an article about the Number 19 and its mysterious mention in the Qur'an. If it is true that this number provides a basis for the constructions of the Qur'an and if this can be proved by a computer study, it may be the ultimate proof to convince non-Muslims about the divine origin of the book. Kindly enlighten us on any studies undertaken in this regard,

There is no mysterious mention of the Number 19 in the Qur'an. It is mentioned in a clear verse which mentions that angels in charge of hell are 19. That verse is No. 30 Surah 74, entitled "Al Muddassir"  or "The Cloaked One."

A few years back, many people were fascinated with a theory which stated that the Number has something special with regard to the Qur'anic construction. It mentions that certain letters always occur in the multiples of 19 throughout the Qur'an or throughout certain surahs. It also mentioned that the number or surahs in the Qur'an, which is 114, is 6 times of 19. I do not know that many people found it very interesting and repeated it in their social gatherings. 

It is certainly important to ask whether this theory has any basis. If it had, you would have expected that the Qur'anic verse which mentioned this number would be verse No. 19 in a surah which again should be No. 19 or at least should have a number which is a multiple of 19. That is not the case. As I have already said, it is Verse 30 of Surah 74. Moreover, Surah 19, entitled Mary, has 98 verses, which is not a multiple of 19.

Again, the theory which makes a great deal of the claim that the phrase "Bismillah hir-Rahman er-Raheem," which translates as "In the name of Allah, the Merciful, the Beneficent," and which occurs at the beginning of every surah in the Qur'an with the exception of Surah 9 has 19 letters. But even this claim does not stand to careful scrutiny. It is true that the way this phrase is written in Arabic, it has 19 letters. But if you are to count the sounds of this phrase, you will find that the three definite articles which occur in this phrase have one letter each which is not pronounced, while two long vowels are not written. Since the Qur'an is the word of Allah, you would have expected Him to make both numbers 19, if the number was of any importance. But is it?

The Qur'an is a book which has no room for fanciful theories or arguments. This method of digital symmetry is nothing more than a ballyhoo which has no relevance to the subject matter of the Qur'an. The Qur'an has a message to tell us and only one number has anything to do with that message. The number is one and it relates to the Oneness of Allah.

Let me pose this question. What does it prove if this theory is right or wrong? Allah tells us in the Qur'an that there are 19 angels in charge of hell. What if this number does not tally with anything in the Qur'an? Does the Qur'an lose its relevance to our lives or to the sort of society which Allah wants us to build? It is true that some surahs have a number of verses which is the multiple of 19, but the majority of surahs do not conform to that rule. What does that prove? It only proves the irrelevance of Number 19. If it had, all surahs of the Qur'an would have varying numbers of verses which are divided by 19.

Moreover, there is nothing in the Qur'an or the Sunnah to tell us that the Number 19 is of any relevance. Would you imagine that if it had any relevance, Allah would have not told us about it or the Prophet, peace be upon him, would not have explained it? The fact that both the Qur'an and the Sunnah are quiet about it proves that to indulge in finding multiples of 19 occurring here and there is at best a useless arithmetic or mental exercise. The message of the Qur'an is not proved through how the "Q" sound occurs in a particular surah, simply because it starts with that letter, but in how this surah relates to human life, the fate of human beings and how they earn the pleasure of Allah and conduct a happy human life.

May I turn to another aspect of this question. The fuss that is made over it comes from suspicious sources. Perhaps we need to remember that the Number 19 is given some importance by the Bahais. They have a calendar of 19 months with each month having 19 days. They further make irrelevant assertions about this figure. You are perhaps aware that Bahaism started as a splinter group of Islam. Its founder claimed to be a new prophet, bring a new message. He concocted a book which is hardly intelligible to anyone who claims that his fabrications were revelations from Allah. He claimed first that he was endorsing the message of Islam, then he claimed to be a new prophet and messenger and he ultimately claimed to be the Lord Himself. 

The history of the founder of Bahaism is a very suspicious one, full of intrigue and confirmed agency to powers known to be hostile to Islam. Indeed, they had close relations with the embassy of czarist Russia in Persia. Both the Russian ambassador and the British ambassador tried to help him when he was arrested and sentenced to death. Indeed, there was a plot by those embassies to try to save him. The man was not saved and was executed for his distortion of Islamic faith and for his lies and false claims against Allah.

As I have said, the Number 19 is given arbitrary importance by the Bahais. If you try to impose it on Islam,  you may be unwittingly helping Bahais to establish some relation with Islam. They have already declared that they are not Muslims. To try to work out some association between Bahaism and Islam is certainly wrong. Let them do whatever they like with their faith; it has no relevance to our faith. If it has, we will be certainly the first to admit it. But it proves nothing to claim that something is of any particular relevance which it has none whatsoever. 

• Numbers: Figure 786 vice Bismillah... XE  "Numbers: Figure 786 vice Bismillah..." 
I used to write the figure 786 at the top of my correspondence as a substitute for ‘Bismillah hir-Rahman er-Raheem.’ I was recently told that this is not proper. Is that correct?

The number 786 is claimed by some people to be equivalent to the phrase you have mentioned which means ‘In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful.’ Muslims are recommended to start any action of importance with this phrase. However, in order not to write the name of God or His attributes on a piece of paper which may be torn or thrown in the rubbish bin, they replaced it with this figure. The rely on a weird way of calculation, which assigns a number to each letter of the Arabic alphabet and add those up to reach the number 786 for the word Bismillah.

This is certainly absurd. No one ever feels that this figure or any other figure represents the inspiring meaning of the phrase. Besides, there is no evidence that such a method of replacing letters with figures is acceptable or desirable. 

• Oath: Compensation for breaking an oath

I have broken an oath that I would not do a particular action. Now I have to compensate for breaking my oath. Should I do that every time I do that particular action?

When you have broken your oath the first time, you have committed an offense, but the oath itself is no longer valid. You need a new oath to make it binding on you to refrain from whatever action you have specified. This means that one atonement only is needed for that oath. The atonement is to feed ten poor people or to give them clothes. If a person cannot afford that, then he should fast for three days. [If it so suits him,] his fasting may include Friday, provided he fasts either Thursday or Saturday with it.

Having said that, I would like to add that making an oath like you did is perhaps not the best way to refrain from doing something undesirable. If that action is forbidden then one should try hard to avoid it by reminding himself of its prohibition. If he tries to sharpen his sense of fearing God and the need to avoid whatever God has forbidden, he stands a greater chance to be able to resist the temptation to do it than by making an oath not to do it. Furthermore, he should recognize the sort of temptation that affects him most and try to avoid it, busying himself as much as he can with something that keeps the temptation away from him.

• Obedience: As an aspect of worship XE "Obedience: As an aspect of worship" 
There is much confusion and contradiction among scholars in our country over the meaning of worship, or 'ibadah'. Some argue that ibadah means as an act of worship only, such as prayers, fasting, etc. and the word does not have any connotations of obedience. Others maintain that the Islamic term includes to cover both worship and conditional obedience. Hence, it can be addressed to Allah alone. If you obey your parents, teachers or the government unconditionally, then this is contrary to what Allah wants of us. Indeed, it signifies worship of parents, teachers or the government. Hence, obedience to anyone other than Allah must be conditional, they argue. Please comment.

This question is related to the very basic concept of the Islamic faith. It has much to do with the very meaning of the word "Islam". The name is derived from the root verb "aslama" which means "to give up; surrender; to yield." The same verb "aslama", is used to denote that a person has employed Islam. Within the Islamic context, the word means to submit. Islam, therefore, means submission to Allah, which is pure, genuine and total. When a person declares "there is no deity save Allah", he is basically saying that he submits to no one other than Allah. The second part of the declaration: "Muhammad, peace be upon him, is Allah's messenger", means a commitment to accept legislation only when it comes through the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him.

This has far reaching practical implications. To start with, submission to Allah means a willing commitment to implement Allah's laws. It is not possible to imagine that a person who declares that he has submitted to Allah continues, at the same time, to violate His laws. If he does, his very actions belie his declaration. Hence, a Muslim tries all the time to steer away from any action which represents disobedience to Allah.

Moreover, man's submission to Allah should demonstrate itself in special types of action which man should not have undertaken if it was not for the purpose of emphasizing that he has submitted himself to Allah. These are the acts of worship a Muslim is required to perform regularly. Who would have fasted from dawn to dusk, allowing himself nothing to eat or drink — day after day for a whole month — if it were not for pleasing Allah? You need only to look at pilgrimage to realize how much Islamic worship emphasizes dedication to Allah and total surrender to Him. The same applies to prayer and zakah.

Islam, however, does not differentiate between pure acts of worship and other actions. In everything a human being does, a good intention must be present and a good purpose need to be served. When this condition is fulfilled, every action becomes an act of worship. When you read the Qur'an, you are surprised at the number of times you notice that orders which concern worship are given in midst of the discussion of matters of day-to-day life. In the surah entitled "The Cow", or "Al-Baqarah", we read Allah's instructions to attend regularly to prayers right in the middle of a long passage which speaks about the provisions of divorce, marriage and breast-feeding. The instructions regarding ablution and prayer are given in Surah 5, immediately after a long passage dealing with what Muslims are allowed to eat. This emphasizes the fact that Islam looks at both types of action, worship and human, in the same light. Any action which is intended for a good purpose earns reward from Allah. Perhaps the clearest example can be given by quoting the Hadith in which the Prophet is quoted to have said: "When one of you fulfills his sexual desire, he is rewarded." His companions wondered: "Is any of us to be rewarded for the fulfillment of a physical desire?" The Prophet answered: "Since he is punished for fulfilling it in an illegitimate way, he is to be rewarded for fulfilling it in the way Allah permits." What is required to achieve this is the proper intention. Therefore, when a man takes his wife to bed, he should have the right intention, such as helping himself and his wife to maintain their chastity or hoping to have a child for whom they will make an effort to bring up as a good Muslim.

We have so far emphasized that submission to Allah is translated into practice through obedience to Him. Now the question arises whether obeying people such as one's parents, teachers, friends, or the government, constitutes worship. No simple answer can be given to this question. Many are the Qur'anic verses and pronouncements by the Prophet which make it absolutely clear that dutifulness to one's parents is a duty of every Muslim. Anyone who disobeys his parents, without good reason, is disobedient to Allah. Again, a Muslim must obey the ruler of his Muslim state. We have the instructions given to us by the Prophet: "A Muslim servant of Allah is required to show obedience, as long as he is not ordered to commit a violation of Allah's laws." This means in effect that to obey one's parents and to obey the Muslim ruler is part of obeying Allah. Hence, it cannot be described as worship. When you obey your parents, you are not worshipping them. There is, however, one proviso: obeying human beings cannot be absolute. You have to take every order separately, examine it and make sure that, when you carry it out, you are not disobeying Allah. The Prophet states absolutely clearly: "No creature may be obeyed in what constitutes disobedience to the Creator."

You often find people who are required to carry out laws and instructions of their superiors protesting that they have no say in the way they carry out their duties. In some countries, an official may say, "I am only serving the boss." In other countries, a junior official may say, "I am only following the orders I am given." From the Islamic point of view, such excuses are not acceptable. If the order given to a junior official represents disobedience to Allah, he must not carry that out. If he does, he is a partner in disobeying Allah. If the order means injustice, he has his share of doing injustice.

When such blind obedience to human beings is carried a little further, it borders on worship or it may indeed be a manifestation of worship. This is certainly the case when a person obeys willingly the orders of others, regardless of their position, knowing that these orders are contrary to Allah's commandments. In such a case, there is no pressure on him to obey. He does not feel himself obliged or compelled to obey. But he may have an interest in obeying, such as hoping to achieve a promotion in his job or securing a financial or moral advantage. In such a case, his obedience is not only sinful, but it is a form of worship.

This is illustrated most clearly by the Hadith which mentions that when Hatim ibn Addiy, a former Christian who became a companion of the Prophet, heard the Qur'anic verse which states of Christians and Jews: "They have taken their rabbis and their monks, as well as the Christ, son of Mary, for their lords beside Allah, although they had been bidden to worship none but the One God, save Whom there is no deity" (9;31). Hatim protested to the Prophet, saying: "They did not worship them" (meaning their monks and rabbis). The Prophet said, "They (meaning the monks and rabbis) made lawful to them what Allah has made unlawful, and prohibited what Allah has made lawful, and they obeyed them. This is how they worshipped them."

To sum up, when obedience to others represents disobedience to Allah, it is an aspect of worship which no Muslim may permit himself to do.

• Obedience: Parents’ order to divorce XE "Obedience: Parents’ order to divorce" 
Since I came to work in Saudi Arabia, my father has been writing me asking to divorce my wife on grounds that she does not obey his orders. He says that unless I obey him and divorce her, I will not be allowed to enter his home. Indeed, on my last vacation, he told me to get out of his house and never to come again to see him until I have agreed to divorce my wife. He supports his demand by saying that the Prophet Ibrahim did not like the Prophet Ismail's wife and he ordered him to divorce her, and Ismail complied. Please clarify whether this is true. Is it obligatory that I should obey my father in this particular matter when I wish to keep my wife?

The first point which I would like to make in answering this question is that every son and daughter are required to be kind to their parents and to ensure that their wishes are properly observed or complied with, as far as that is practical, useful or beneficial. Whatever a son or a daughter can do to please their parents, they should do, provided that does not involve any disobedience to God or injustice to other people. God has emphasized that kindness to parents is one of the most important qualities of believers. He says in the Qur'an: "Your Lord has ordained that you shall worship none other than Him; and that you be kind to your parents. Should one of them, or both, attain to old age in your care, never say 'ugh' to them or scold them but always speak to them with reverence, and spread over them humbly the wings of your tenderness, and say: 'My Lord, bestow Your grace on them, even as they cherished and reared me when I was a child'." (17;23-24). Kindness to parents is mentioned as a duty of believers several times in the Qur'an. There are many Hadiths which encourage us to be very kind to our parents.

However, such kindness does not require a son or a daughter to obey his parents whatever they may require of him. Suppose that a father asks his son to tell a lie, give a false testimony, or drink or do something forbidden. If the son complies with his father's wish, then he commits a sin which will not be less grave simply because he is carrying out his father's orders. The Prophet says: "No creature may be obeyed in what constitutes disobedience to the Creator." That applies even in simple matters. Suppose a father arrives from abroad, having bought a bottle of some expensive alcoholic drink and he asks his son to deliver it to a friend or a neighbor. If his son complies with his wishes and simply takes the bottle to the person concerned, he commits a sin, because carrying an intoxicating drink to someone who will drink it is forbidden. The son must refuse to obey his father in such a situation.

Parents are also responsible for what they demand of their children. It is not right of a father to require his son or daughter to do something that is contrary to Islamic principles, relying on the fact that his son or daughter should obey him. Indeed if the father does that, he fails in his duty to help his children choose only what Islam approves. Not only so, but he forfeits his rights to be obeyed by his children.

We must differentiate here between two things. Being kind to parents and total obedience to them. Obedience must be discriminating. We obey our parents only in what is right and what is calculated to please God. But we should be kind to them in all situations. God says that if parents try hard to persuade their son to associate partners with God, then he must not obey them, but he should "bear them company in this world's life with kindness" (31;115). When the Prophet was told by one of his lady companions that her mother, a non-believer, had come to visit her, he told her: "Be kind to your mother." Such kindness may not go as far as disobeying God for a parent's sake.

In this particular case, when a father is asking his son to divorce his wife, what should the son do? The first thing to remember is that just as he has obligations toward his parents, he has obligations to his wife too. The Prophet has enjoined us to be very kind to our women. He says: "Take good care of women." Even on his deathbed, the Prophet continued to enjoin his followers to be kindly to women. He has also told us: "The best among you are the best to their wives, and I am the best of you to my wives." This statement is highly important as it sets a rule and gives it a practical application. It is not an ideal situation that the Prophet is describing, but he is telling us that when we try hard to be good to our wives, then we are following his example.

The first thing about taking good care of women and being kind to them is to ensure that we do not do them any injustice. There is no doubt that a man who divorces his wife without a valid reason may very well be guilty of doing injustice to her. Hence, he must be very careful lest he actually does her that injustice. If his father demands that he divorces her, and the divorce involves such injustice, then his father's request involves disobedience to God. Moreover, he must weigh up his duty to be kindly to his father and his other duty to be kind to his wife.

In the case of my reader, his father gives the example of the Prophet Ibrahim when he advised his son, the Prophet Ismail,  to divorce his wife. I am afraid that his father is wrong when citing this example because he is implying that it is within the authority of the father to give his son such instruction and expect it to be acted upon. I have already explained that not every order by a parent need to be obeyed and I have made it clear that a son is responsible for his actions even though he is complying with a parent's order. Perhaps it is useful to remind ourselves here of the story of Ibrahim and his daughter-in-law. According to an authentic Hadith, related by Al-Bukhari, Ibrahim visited his son, when Ismail was out on his business. He spoke to his daughter-in-law who did not know his relationship to her husband. He asked how they were and she started complaining, saying that they were going through hard times and went on complaining. Ibrahim then told her to give his greetings to her husband when he returned home and tell him to change his doorstep. Ismail understood his father's recommendation and divorced his wife. Later Ibrahim paid a second visit to Ismail and met his new wife when Ismail was away. When he asked her how they were, she praised God for His blessings and said that they were having plenty. Ibrahim asked her what they ate and drank, and she answered that they had meat to eat and water to drink. He prayed God to bless what they had and told her to greet her husband on his behalf and to tell him to retain his doorstep. In neither case was Ibrahim making his recommendation on the basis of personal like or dislike of the woman concerned.

He felt in the first case that a woman who complains to any stranger and tells him about their hardship is not a good wife. Certainly she was not the one to give support to her husband when he needed to fulfill his task as a prophet and a messenger, as Ismail was later to become. Indeed, a wife who complains to every stranger or passerby is certainly not a good wife to any husband. In short, Ibrahim was looking after his son's interest.

My reader's father has certainly different grounds for his request. He complains that his daughter-in-law does not obey him. But my reader seems very reluctant to carry out his father's request probably because he sympathizes with his wife. Maybe the father is asking too much or mistreating his daughter-in-law. My advice to my reader is that he must not divorce his wife without a valid reason. At the same time, he should try to be as kind to his father as possible and to explain to him that it is his own responsibility to be fair to his wife and to take good care of her. Breaking up a family is not a simple matter that is taken at someone else's behest, even though that someone is one's own father. If he feels or suspects that his father is unfair to his wife, then he must certainly support her, trying all the time not to offend his father.

I will conclude with this little story. Some years back, a man came to one of my teachers and put to him this very same question. His father wanted him to divorce his wife, citing the example of the Prophet Ibrahim. My teacher told him: If your father is as God-fearing as the Prophet Ibrahim and if he has attained the same knowledge of what is good and what is bad and what is likely to please God and what causes His anger, then you should comply his wishes in the same way as the Prophet Ismail complied with his father's. All our readers may learn something from this answer.

• Obligations: Of a daughter XE "Obligations: Of a daughter"  

May I ask about the duties of a daughter towards a mother, who very frequently gets into fits of temper and abuses her for no reason. When this becomes very frequent, it has very depressing effect. One feels one's unimportance very keenly and gets black thoughts. 

Every child, son or daughter, must be obedient, dutiful and kind to his or her parents. Even when a parent is unjustifiably harsh to a child, that child must not exceed the limits of dutifulness towards his parent. He must always treat them with the respect they deserve.

Having said that, however, I must add that parents are also expected to treat their children kindly. They should show understanding and recognize that the needs of their children are different from their needs when they were of a similar age. Times differ and so do values, standards and concerns.

Sometimes, a parent unnecessarily ill-treats a child. If that does not reach physical abuse, a child should bear that ill-treatment patiently and try to remedy the situation with under​standing. It is when respect of a parent becomes difficult, due to the unreasonableness of the latter, that such respect when maintained is highly rewarded by Allah. If a parent easily gets into a fit of temper, the child should avoid causing such a situation. If it nevertheless happens, the child should help cooling it off by showing good manners and not replying to criticism. That does not only help make family life happier; it also earns high reward from Allah.

• Obligations: Of a wife XE "Obligations: Of a wife" 
May I ask about the duties of a wife toward her husband?

When we speak of duties within the family, we have to remember that there are different levels of rights and duties. There is firstly the "legal" duty for the omission of which one is liable to be punished by Allah. Such duties apply to all in equal measure. They represent the minimum for which one is accountable. When a person neglects to fulfill such duties, family life is jeopardized and strife replaces happiness in the home. Secondly there are duties imposed by social traditions. These differ from one society to another, and they can be, for example, markedly different in the country from what we see in town life. Thirdly, there are personal duties which differ from one family to another. These are governed by the relationship between the man and his wife.

Of the first type, a woman has three duties to fulfill. She should respond to her husband whenever he wants to take her to bed. It is one of the main obligations of both partners that they should help each other maintain their chastity. That can only be achieved if they are willing to accommodate each other in this very intimate relationship. Secondly, she must not admit into his home any person whom he has expressly told her not to admit. This applies even to her relatives. He may have his reasons for such an attitude. Obviously, a husband must not abuse this right of his in order to isolate his wife from her own family. Her third obligation is that she must keep his secrets. She should not tell others about the secrets which take place in her home, particularly when they relate to the intimate relationship between her and her husband. To make secrets of this type public is a serious contravention of Islamic teachings.

Duties imposed by social traditions differ from one place to another. In certain rural areas, for example, a wife is supposed to bake the bread in addition to doing all the normal household duties. In others, she is expected to take care of the dairy produce from the family's farm. A wife living in town does nothing of such duties. In most societies, how​ever, a woman is expected to look after her home and see to it that her family have all their domestic needs met. Hence the term "housewife". While the duties of a housewife are not legally binding, one must say that traditions have an important say in how people organize their lives. If, for example, a wife decides that she will not do more than the legal obligations in a society where servants or domestic helps are extremely difficult to find, then every​one in society, including her own family, will judge her conduct unreasonable. Nevertheless, and technically speaking, she fails in no legal duty of hers by so doing. In order to understand the validity of such traditional obligations, it is useful to mention that the Prophet was the arbiter between his cousin Ali, and his wife, Fatimah, who was the Prophet's own daughter. They quarreled over what duties she had to fulfill. Apparently, this took place at a time when Fatimah found her household duties too much of a burden. Presumably her children were too young at that time. The Prophet's ruling was that Fatimah should look after everything inside the home, while Ali's responsibility included everything outside it. Both were happy with the division of responsibility. This ruling, however, does not constitute a legal obligation. It is simply a matter which relates to the sharing of responsibilities and good manners. When a wife irons her husband's shirts and washes his clothes and gets the food ready for him when he comes back from work, she gives her family a very solid foundation. Her husband is bound to reciprocate by doing more than the minimum of his own legal duties. It is important for every family to elevate their life well above legal requirements and the duties of partners. This applies to a greater measure to personal duties. These are decided individually in every family. They belong to the realm of compassion, mutual care and love. When these are well established in the family, the notion of duty disappears altogether. Each partner will feel happier when he or she does what pleases the other.

• Obligations: Towards parents XE "Obligations: Towards parents" 
Now that I am married, do I have any financial obligation towards my parents, when they have to pay debts to others?

Your attitude of helping parents settle their debts is highly commendable. Indeed, it is the attitude to be expected from every dutiful son. You cannot abandon your father and your mother to face creditors when you have money to help them.

Since that help went through your savings, you had no zakah to pay. Your wife is wrong to object to your helping your parents. You should not hesitate to continue to help them until their debts are settled. When you do so, you are not merely being dutiful, you are investing for your own and your children's future. If your wife objects, tell her that you would like to be sure that if in your old age you need your children's help, you will find it readily available. If you do not help your parents, how can you be sure that your children will help you when you grow old? Not only this, but when you help your parents, your children will be sure to find a helping hand should they need it when you have died.

It may be true that your parents got into debts as a result of your brother's fault. The fact remains that they are facing creditors and they have to pay these debts. If you are able to help, you must do so. It is greatly important that you should continue to help your parents. Let me remind you of the Hadith which mentions that the Prophet did not offer the prayer for the deceased i.e. janazah, when the body of a dead man was brought into the mosque for prayer, because the Prophet learned that the man left unsettled debts. When one of his companions volunteered to settle those debts, the Prophet offered that prayer for the deceased man. That shows how greatly important the payment of debt is, even after death. You cannot stand watching your parents if they are encumbered with these debts. Your help should always be forthcoming.

• Oppression — the most hateful practice XE "Oppression: Most hateful practice" 
Oppression is, indeed, the most hateful practice a human being may follow. It is degrading to the one who commits it and to the one at the receiving end of it. It is for this reason that Islam stresses in a variety of methods the importance of justice. The Prophet lists seven groups of people who will have Allah's shelter on the day of judgment. The first of these is a 'just ruler'. With such emphasis, it is not surprising that Islamic history has known a long chain of fair-minded rulers.

• Orphans: Raising the orphan and adoption XE "Orphans: Bringing up and adoption" 
1. The Prophet has spoken very highly of those who bring up orphans and said that they will be rewarded generously by Allah. Yet we see in society that orphans, particularly if they do not have known parents, are not accepted in the society; much less in homes. Fostering parents may feel it necessary to inform their family members about the origin or parents of the orphan they are fostering. A childless couple may wish to foster an orphan but pressure of society may cause them not to consider this option which could be very highly rewarding for both of them in terms of happiness in the life and grace of Allah on the day of judgment. Is it true to say that there is a gap between theory and practice; that what people have learned of Islamic values do not have much bearing on their behavior.

2. As there are many abandoned and orphan children in the world today, would it be permissible to keep one or two children and to raise them as Muslims?

1. This dichotomy between theory and practice is not peculiar to Muslims or Islamic society. It is indeed very common. Quite often people cannot live up to ideals they profess. You may sometimes want to point out to a friend that he needs to bring his practices in line with his beliefs, but you try to be gentle with him by putting your comments in a very general manner. You will find him immediately concurring with what you say. He may be even more enthusiastic and say clearly that if everyone of us would care to implement about one quarter of his ideals, our society would improve tremendously. His enthusiasm may leave you no option but to refrain from pursuing the discussion, because you may fear that once you point out that his behavior is not quite in line with his beliefs, he would take your comments in bad taste. The dichotomy is a very real one. It is simply that people fail to live up to what they profess.

The fact that this is a common situation which we may encounter in most countries offers no consolation. Other communities and societies may accept this as a fact of life and try to live with it. As Muslims we may recognize it as a fact of life but that should not stop us working to change it. The change should aim at bringing practice in line with belief.

It is important to understand that this life of ours is merely a journey which can end up in either one of two widely different destinations. On the day of resurrection, we are judged by Allah on the basis of our actions in this life. If our actions do not match up to our professed beliefs, Allah will question us about this fact which we will not be able to justify by claiming ignorance of Islamic values. This is because we have been claiming that we truly believe in Islamic values, so the knowledge is there.

The dichotomy is a result of our failure to act on the basis of our knowledge. Hence, we will not be able to give any good answer to this question which Allah will put to us about our failure. Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, has emphasized in every possible manner that Muslims must show that their beliefs are real and that they truly implement their religious teachings. He defines true faith as something that is "deeply entrenched in our hearts and to which credence is given by action." This means that a person cannot be a true believer unless his actions acquire the true colors of his faith. 

In the example you have given, you have put your finger on something where social considerations are widely different from Islamic teachings. Allah tells us in the Qur'an to be kind to orphans. The Prophet has emphasized the high reward Allah has in store for those who take good care of orphans. Yet, people attach too much important to lineage and family connections. An orphan whose parents are unknown is treated as if his abandonment by his parents is his own fault. While this attitude is quite common, it is by no means general. Some people certainly look at an abandoned child as totally blameless. His parents may have been guilty of a very serious offense, but he bears no responsibility for their offenses. He is to be treated as free of all kinds of guilt.

There are many couples who consider fostering an orphan or bringing up in order to earn Allah's reward. There is, however, an important point to consider in this connection. This relates to the adoption of an orphan child. As you may know, Islam does not approve of adoption, because it is based on a false attachment. While it is highly commendable to bring up an orphan child, it is forbidden to claim that child as yours. Perhaps the reluctance of Muslims to foster an orphan is due, in some measure, to that. I know of a couple who have decided to bring up an orphan girl. They encountered a long list of red-tape obstacles before they could regularize her situation with them.

Whatever the reasons, we should look at the situation in a wider perspective. Everyone of us should work hard within our community in order to ensure that people give practical credence to their beliefs. We have to tell them that Allah will not accept what they profess unless they practice what they preach. We should give every encouragement to those who are brave enough to defy the social norm in order to implement the religious value. By doing so, we help make our community more truly Islamic. That is a great task to which we should all contribute.

2. What we have to distinguish here is that raising a child is different from adopting it as one’s own. Islam encourages looking after orphans, giving them caring homes and bringing them up as one’s own children. Indeed this is a sure way of earning rich reward to offset one’s sins. The Prophet, peace be upon him, says: “Whoever brings up two girls and looks after them until they are adult, will be my companion in heaven like these (signaling with his two fingers to indicate the close companionship).” That applies whether the girls are one’s own daughters or other girls. The Prophet, peace be upon him, uses the same gesture to indicate his close companionship in heaven with a person who takes care of an orphan child, boy or girl.

What is forbidden is to adopt a child as one’s own child, giving her or him one’s own family name, and stating in official papers that the child is his own son or daughter. This is deception, which is not allowed in Islam. The reason is that such action creates rights of inheritance, which do not belong to the adopted child, and bars certain marriages, which God has allowed. In short, there is much that is false in formal adoption that is practiced in other societies. Islam does not permit it. It wants Muslims to look after orphans and abandoned children, but to call them after their real parents if these are known. If these are unknown, they may be given any name, but must not come to be known as the children of the family that looks after them.

• Orthodontic treatment XE "Orthodontic treatment"  

May I ask whether Muslims are permitted to have orthodontic treatment, whereby teeth are pulled together to close gaps between them? Does this come under the same heading as changing what Allah has created?

There is an authentic Hadith in which the Prophet has cursed women who try to give themselves a prettier appearance by widening the gaps between their teeth, thereby changing what Allah has created. Those women to whom the Prophet refers used to take off a part of their teeth with a file or some other tool in order to make their teeth look smaller and leave gaps between them. In certain societies, this is considered a mark of beauty. The Prophet has made it clear that these women deserve to be cursed because they go to such trouble in order to look beautiful, thereby attracting people's admiration. This is an attitude which Islam rejects.

On the other hand, orthodontic treatment seeks to correct irregularities in teeth and jaws. Some people may have irregularities in various parts of their bodies. If the intention is to remove a cause of physical or mental pain, or to give more self confidence to the person, or to remove what is unsightly, then it is appropriate.

• Permissibility and prohibition XE "Permissibility and prohibition" 
In Islam, question of permissibility and prohibition is closely related to the more important feeling of being conscious of Allah and fearing Him. It is the pivot round which every intention and every action in the life of a believer turns. Thus, it transforms human life into a relationship with Allah and a recognition of His greatness and a consciousness of His presence and power in all situations, whether we are alone or with others: "And have fear of Allah; indeed, Allah is swift in reckoning."

• Photography: Is it permitted in Islam? XE "Photography: Is it permitted in Islam?" 
I am often dismayed to see people wearing shirts and blouses which display images of birds, animals and even human beings. They even go inside a mosque to offer prayers. The other day, I felt greatly annoyed to see a man wearing a shirt with an advert of Goodyear tires, showing a star boxer encircled with tires around his waist.

I have in the past distinguished between statues and engravings on the one hand and pictures as we know them today, which are either paintings or photographs, on the other. Statements in Hadith, which speak of "pictures" being distasteful or forbidden, clearly mean the first type, i.e. statues and engravings. As for photographs and paintings, these are of a different nature.

We may mention in this connection that the Prophet once used a piece of cloth with pictures on it for prayers. After he finished, he expressed his dislike to that piece of cloth and said that it distracted him from his prayers. From this we deduce that it is discouraged to use such material for a prayer mat. Its use, however, does not affect the validity of prayer.

When the Prophet mentions that pictures are strongly discouraged, he makes the exception "unless they be printed on material." This means material which is used for making clothes. On the basis of this, I must say that I am surprised by the strength of your criticism of people using such material. It is true that some people may find the sight of a man wearing a shirt with a large picture of a bird or a horse rather unpleasant. It may be even more so if it has the picture of a human being, but we cannot say that it is forbidden. Nor can we say that photography, as it is used today, is forbidden. Indeed, it has numerous beneficial uses. If it is used for a bad purpose, as in the case of pornography, it becomes forbidden.

I should perhaps also explain that it may be very unwise for a man to wear such a colorful shirt with attractive pictures inside the mosque, especially if he attends congregational prayers. By doing so, he may cause other worshippers to be distracted of their worship. Displaying advertisements of the type you have mentioned may be also unsightly. If the one who is wearing such an ad receives a fee for wearing it, it is all right, provided that what he is advertising is permissible.

Thus, an advert for car tires is acceptable but one for a brand of cigarettes is forbidden.

[Added: One most common use of photographs in many Muslim countries is leader worship. Some states have made it mandatory for the government offices to display the photographs of their leaders, as a sign of respect. Such an idea is far from Islamic and is forbidden. However, if one has special feelings for a particular person, even a leader, and he makes a display of this, it is all right. The very concept of any kind of homage to be attached to photographs is not permissible. That is to say, it is the niyyah that makes the difference in such cases.]

• Photography: Reliability of our views XE "Photography: Reliability of our views" 
You carried a long piece on "photography as mentioned in Hadith" in response to a reader seeking a ruling on whether photography is permissible or not. On a previous occasion, a friend mentioned that he did not hang pictures of family members on his wall at home, as it was forbidden to do so. In a conversation with a different person, the same kind of opinion was expressed, but with the added question of what should a reader do in order to establish the final Islamic ruling on a question over which he disagrees with you. Your comments will be greatly appreciated.

Abu Jaffer Al Mansour, a great Muslim ruler, who was in power for over twenty years in the beginning of the Abbasid regime, once requested Imam Malik to write a comprehensive book outlining Islamic verdicts on matters that occurred to people in daily life. He wanted that book to be the standard by which all matters are resolved. Imam Malik, the founder of one of the four major schools of thought, counseled Al Mansour not to do so. He argued: "The Prophet's companions settled in different provinces with each of them having his share of knowledge about Islam. If you were now to enforce a single opinion on them all, this will inevitably lead to a great deal of chaos and trouble."

These were words of great wisdom by Imam Malik. What applied then, applies today even in greater measure. We have the fruits of a great wealth of Islamic research and scholarship. Yet people are always impatient. They want a "final" ruling on every question. But rigidity is alien to the nature of Islam. It has always been a characteristic of Islamic thought to respect other people's views and to hold other scholars in high esteem. Hence, it is practically impossible to seek a "final" ruling on every matter without establishing a religious hierarchy. Had it been the intention of Islam to do so, the Prophet would have indicated that. But there is simply no clerical order in Islam. Everybody's opinion is respected, but the opinion which is correct is the one which is supported by the strongest evidence from the Qur'an and the Sunnah.

In answering readers' questions, we certainly try to give what we think to be the answer based on the stronger evidence. We try to steer away from rigidity and controversy, and we do not confine ourselves to the views of a single Imam or a single school of thought. We try to give opinions applicable at present. We do not hesitate to make a verdict clear, even though it may be unpleasant to the reader asking the question. We will never go against a Qur'anic statement or an authentic Hadith or try to impose a subjective interpretation.

If we come up with an answer that differs with a prevailing view, then that is the result of our endeavor. We hope to be rewarded for it. The Prophet has made it clear that a person who does his best to arrive at a clear ruling on something and hits upon the right ruling will have a double reward, but a person whose efforts end up with a mistaken conclusion will have a single reward. It is this type of tolerance, which is characteristic of Islam that sustains our efforts.

Now, if a person reads in  Arab News a ruling that is at variance with an opinion he has held for a long time, he may find our line of thinking convincing and supported by evidence, which means that he should take our view. If he is hesitant, then he will need to examine, either on his own if he has the knowledge and ability or with the help of a scholar, the foundation of our view and his own view. He should then take the verdict supported by the stronger evidence. There is simply no other way. In Islam, there is no single person or institution which has the final word. That final word belongs to Allah and He has stated it in the Qur'an or allowed His messenger to express it in the Hadith. I fail to understand why should this tolerance, which I say is characteristic of Islam, be a problem to anyone. After all, if we are mistaken, even then we will be rewarded. Hence, we should be happy in God's great mercy that assures us of a reward even when we are mistaken.

Take the question of photography which has led you to raise this point. You have learned from our view that photography is perfectly permissible unless it is intended or used for a forbidden purpose. We have outlined our arguments, stating that photography as we know it was not known to mankind at the time of the Prophet. Hence, the Hadiths that use the Arabic word which we nowadays use for photography must have referred to something else. We looked at the usage of that word in the Qur'an and concluded that it meant, "shaping, fashioning, molding, the giving of a definite form, etc." This is totally different from the use of lenses in cameras and the printing of films. We likened the printed photograph to the image reflected in a mirror which is perfectly permissible to have at home or anywhere. We also drew a comparison with what is printed on cloth, and which is definitely permissible as clearly expressed in a Hadith.

That was our line of argument. If someone can find another evidence in the Hadith or the Qur'an to arrive at a different verdict, then let him please refer us to that. For our readers who are still reluctant to accept this view, it is still open to them to discuss the matter with other scholars. If they prefer to hang on to what they had believed in the past, then they are perfectly entitled to do so and may God reward them for their efforts. Why should there be any hassle over that? Such an insistence on a single and final opinion is rather alien to Islamic thought.

• Pilgrimage: A duty owed to Allah — an outstanding debt XE "Pilgrimage: A duty owed to Allah — an outstanding debt"  

Why is the pilgrimage made a duty owed to Allah. Why do we not say the same of prayers or of fasting?

Allah gives His message in the clearest of terms. Here, pilgrimage is stated in a way which makes it similar to a debt. Since pilgrimage can be offered only at a particular time every year, a delay in offering it once it becomes a duty is similar to the delay in settling a debt when a person has the money to pay it off. Moreover, if one dies without offering the pilgrimage when he has been able during his lifetime to offer it, it remains outstanding in the same way as a loan given to the deceased which must be settled after death.

It is important to know first of all that once a person is able to undertake the duty of pilgrimage, he or she must do it without delay. If, however, a person dies before he offers the pilgrimage when the conditions of ability have been met during his lifetime, then before his estate is divided among his heirs and indeed before the execution of his will, if any, a portion of his money should be set aside which must be sufficient to meet the expenses of pilgrimage and Umrah so that someone else may do the pilgrimage on his behalf. This applies whether the deceased had been too lax about fulfilling his duty or had every intention to fulfill it, but was prevented by his circumstances, or an illness or any other legitimate reason.

The person who offers to substitute pilgrimage on someone else's behalf should have performed the pilgrimage for himself first. On his pilgrimage journey, the Prophet heard one of his companions that his pilgrimage was intended on behalf of Shibrimah. The Prophet asked who Shibrimah was. He answered that he was a brother of his. The Prophet asked him whether he had offered the pilgrimage before and when the man answered in the negative, the Prophet said to him: "Offer the pilgrimage on your own behalf first, then offer it again on behalf of Shibrimah." It is perfectly acceptable that one of the close relatives of a sister does the pilgrimage on behalf of the deceased and it is also appropriate if someone is hired for the purpose. Some scholars maintain that what should be paid to a person who is doing a substitute pilgrimage is only the expenses incurred in doing so. He could not have a fee for doing the pilgrimage. But this is a question over which scholars have different views, with some of them maintaining that if a fee is paid, it is perfectly legitimate. On the other hand, if the relatives of the deceased tell the person who is doing the substitute pilgrimage that they will pay him a certain amount of money, he is entitled to take what he saves of that amount for himself.

It is also perfectly acceptable that a man does the pilgrimage on behalf of another man or a woman, and the opposite is also true: a woman may do pilgrimage on behalf of another woman or a man.

Pilgrimage is binding only on those who can afford it. If the deceased was never able throughout his life to afford the journey to offer pilgrimage because of his poverty, then such a duty was not applicable to him. Nevertheless, if one of his children does the pilgrimage [or arranges with another person to do it on his behalf], it is acceptable and greatly rewarding to the child concerned. It counts as an exceptional act of dutifulness on their part. It ensures reward of pilgrimage for their parent and a gratifying reward for them.

• Pilgrimage: A pillar of Islam XE "Pilgrimage: A pillar of Islam" 
Is pilgrimage the fifth pillar of Islam, even for people living in Saudi Arabia?

Pilgrimage is the fifth pillar of Islam. This applies to all Muslims wherever they live. It is needless to say that pilgrimage is easiest for people of Makkah and surrounding areas. Still, when these people do the pilgrimage, they receive its reward in full. You must not forget that a person may live in Makkah for 70 years and not do the pilgrimage. Hence, one who offers the pilgrimage acknowledges its place in Islam. Someone may say that a person who comes from a remote area spends more time and money in performing the pilgrimage, will he receive the same reward? To this I answer that Allah is the most just of judges. While the basic reward of pilgrimage is earned by all pilgrims, Allah may multiply the reward to whomever He wills. None will be treated unfairly.

Pilgrimage: A question of validity XE "Pilgrimage: A question of validity" 
When I offered the pilgrimage last year, I was not fully aware of all the duties I had to do and their timing. I  did the sa'ie before doing the tawaf of arrival. I missed the sacrifice because when I went to the bank, they were not accepting any new payments. I also missed the tawaf of farewell. Is my pilgrimage valid?

The sa'ie has always to be done after a tawaf. It can be done after the tawaf on arrival or the tawaf of Ifadah. If you were asking me the same question during your pilgrimage, I would have told you to repeat the sa'ie after the tawaf of Ifadah. However, since the pilgrimage is over and you have returned home, I hope that your mistake falls within the category for which no compensation is required. The Prophet says : "My nation has been forgiven what they do through genuine mistakes, or out of forgetfulness, or what they are forced to do." I pray that this applies to you in this particular case.

As for the sacrifice, it remains outstanding. You can offer it this year instead of last year. Even if you missed out on doing it during the pilgrimage season, you can still do it afterward. You may ask one of your friends who is going to the pilgrimage to buy a voucher on your behalf and do what is necessary. If you delay it further, you go to Makkah or ask someone who is going there to arrange the slaughter and the distribution of the meat of the sacrificed sheep to the poor of the Haram area. As for the tawaf of farewell, you have to slaughter a sheep in compensation for that. The same applies to this sacrifice as the other.

There is no question that your pilgrimage is valid. Pilgrimage is not invalidated except through sexual intercourse during Ihraam. On the other hand, if one does not attend at Arafat on the 9th of Thul Hajjah, he is not a pilgrim. The other essential duty of pilgrimage is the tawaf of Ifadah. If one misses that and goes back home without doing it, he has to come back for it, even if he has gone to Alaska or to New Zealand, which perhaps are the farthest points from Makkah.

As for missing other duties, or doing them wrongly, the slaughter of a sheep is adequate compensation. When it is done, the pilgrimage is considered complete.

• Pilgrimage: Alongwith a child XE "Pilgrimage: Alongwith a child" 
If a child offers the pilgrimage, should his parent who has taken him to pilgrimage offer a sacrifice on his behalf in the same way as adults do, should he perform all the rituals of pilgrimage.

When a child is taken to pilgrimage, the pilgrimage should be complete. Every duty required in pilgrimage should be complete. Every duty required in pilgrimage should be performed either by the child himself or by his parent accompanying him. If the child is too young to walk, the tawaf counts as that of child and the father should do his own tawaf later. A reward of the pilgrimage is credited to the child and an additional reward credited to the parent. If the pilgrimage is done in the Tamattu' or Qiran method, then a sacrifice on behalf of the child is due in the same way as it is due to the parent himself.

• Pilgrimage: At other's expense XE "Pilgrimage: At other's expense"  

Some government and private institutions and companies sponsor what they call " poor men's pilgrimage." Some of these companies and institutions may pressure their employees to go on such free pilgrimage. Some of these employees may have some other urgent needs, such as serious sickness in the family, the payment of an outstanding debt,  the marriage of a daughter, etc. Would it not have been better for the company to help the employee with these needs, instead of sending them on pilgrimage? It is sometimes felt that there is an element of prestige which the company or the institution gains as a result of this exercise. How about helping them offer the Umrah instead of pilgrimage? Does a person who offers pilgrimage in such circumstances fulfill his obligatory pilgrimage, or he will have to offer it again when he is able to undertake the journey on his own resources? If a person who can afford to perform pilgrimage without any financial help from others accepts such an invitation, does it count as the discharge of his obligatory pilgrimage?

As you are all well aware, pilgrimage is a duty incumbent on all Muslims and it must be offered at least once in a lifetime. Therefore, many scholars are of the opinion that once a person is able to make the journey and make the pilgrimage, he must do so without delay. He does not know whether he will live till the following season or not. If he waits he is simply delaying a duty that has become obligatory to him. Furthermore, he may not be able to afford the journey the following year or in a few years time. He would have missed the chance of discharging a very important duty.

As long as one receives his money from a legitimate source, then he can offer the pilgrimage, using that money. It is well known that receiving a gift is a legitimate way of taking money from another person. The Prophet, who was not allowed to take charity from anyone, used to accept gifts. Therefore, there is nothing wrong with accepting a gift which covers the expenses of one's pilgrimage.

It is true that some companies and institutions, as well as governments, invite people to offer the pilgrimage at their own expense. Some companies invite their own employees. They feel that it is a gesture of kindness or appreciation to the employees to be invited to go on pilgrimage. Some of those employees are reluctant to accept such invitation because of reservations of the type mentioned. Therefore, a company may feel that it needs to encourage its employees to accept the invitation. Obviously, no one forces or pressures another into making the journey. 

Whether it is better to give the employees money to meet some other needs is a totally irrelevant question. There are numerous methods of earning reward from Allah. We may choose whichever one suits us. Allah says in the Qur'an that no restriction is imposed on people who wish to do an act of kindness. You will find some people providing drinking water to a village or to their neighbors as an act of charity. Others prefer to offer food, while a different group may give cash. We cannot say to the one who provides drinking water that he should have given the cost in cash to poor people. Moreover, one act of kindness should not be considered in opposition to another. Perhaps those employees who have another urgent need may be able to get help from their companies or institutions if they put their cases to them. Do you find it proper to say to a company that it should not invite some people to pilgrimage in order to help them with the marriage of their daughters? The two things cannot be matched together. Nor is it kind nor polite to suggest that these companies sponsor the pilgrimage of their employees as a matter of prestige. How can one testify to that? We are here running into the dangerous grounds of trying to judge the intentions of other people, when we have nothing to go by except our own knowledge which, by necessity, must be defective. It is Allah alone who knows the intentions of the people and rewards them for their actions according to His knowledge. If a company sponsors the pilgrimage of its employees, then we should praise that company as one which looks after its employees and its interests. We give them credit for their action as it appears to us, without trying to attribute it to any ulterior or selfish motives. You suggest that Umrah may be offered instead of pilgrimage in such cases. 'May I ask : in what cases? How do you feel if you invite a person to dinner and he says to you : I will only have a cup of tea or an orange juice. As you realize, the difference between Umrah and pilgrimage is great indeed. Although both are duties of Islam, the effort and expense needed for the one are no match at all to those of the other. Or do you mean that the company should offer Umrah to those of its employees who have other needs and offer them cash to meet such needs? That bring us back to the earlier point of imposing restrictions on kindness. That is not acceptable.

When a person offers the pilgrimage and he or she is an adult, sane Muslim, he or she has discharged the duty of pilgrimage, and any subsequent pilgrimage counts as a voluntary one. Whether he meets the expenses himself or someone else foots the bill is irrelevant. Even if he is very rich and he receives an invitation to offer pilgrimage, which he duly accepts, then his duty of pilgrimage has been discharged. He does not need to do it again.

People in our part of the world describe pilgrimage as an invitation by Allah. That is an appropriate description, since we travel for pilgrimage to visit the Sacred House of Allah. We do not go there unless we are admitted by Him. Sometimes, He invites us and requires us to pay our own expenses. At other times, He facilitates for us the invitation allowing others to pay our expenses. We should not refuse. Indeed, when we accept His kindness we are doing what is appropriate.

The pilgrimage is valid in every sense of the word. Therefore, no repeat is required, unless we wish to voluntarily offer a second or a third pilgrimage. 

• Pilgrimage: Conditions making it due XE "Pilgrimage: Conditions making it due" 
Are there any conditions which make the duty of pilgrimage due?

In order that pilgrimage becomes due, a person must be sane and must have attained puberty. Moreover, he must be able to afford and undertake it. This means that an insane person is not required to do the pilgrimage, nor is it acceptable from him. A child below the age of puberty may do the pilgrimage and his parents or guardian who take him will also be rewarded for that pilgrimage, but pilgrimage in his case is not a duty. Therefore, when he reaches the age of puberty and pilgrimage becomes a duty, he is not considered to have fulfilled it because when he did the pilgrimage he was very young. This is the same like offering Dhuhr prayer before it is due. It would not count as an obligatory prayer, but as a voluntary one. When Dhuhr falls due, the person is required to offer it then.

The ability, according to scholars, is both financial and physical. In the early generations of Islam, scholars used to speak of food and transport and the ability to provide these for oneself during the pilgrimage. Nowadays, there are other expenses involved in undertaking the journey to do the pilgrimage. Therefore, with food we must include what a pilgrim reasonably needs during his stay in the pilgrimage until he returns home, such as a reasonable accommodation, any fee he may have to pay on his journey as in the case of pilgrims who must travel through one or more countries and have to pay fees for their visas. While in the past transport meant a camel, owned or leased, today we may speak of fares of a plane or a boat.

It is a condition of financial ability that the prospective pilgrim should have enough to cover all this in excess of what he and his dependents may need of accommodation, food, etc. If he has incurred some debts, whether to other people or to Allah, as in the case when he may not have paid some zakah which is due, the money he needs for his journey should also be in excess of money required to cover his debts or he should first settle his debts.

If a person does not own enough to cover his expenses during his pilgrimage, but someone else, say a friend or a relative, or any other person or a company, offers to pay his expenses it is not obligatory for him to accept the offer. If we were to say that he must accept, then pilgrimage becomes due from him. It is not the case, because the financial ability must be his own. Nevertheless, if he accepts and undertakes the pilgrimage, he has fulfilled his duty.

It is important to point out that Islam takes everything into consideration. In some cases, accepting such an offer may put the person concerned in a position of moral indebtedness to the one who has offered him that. What Islam is telling him is that if he declines that offer, he incurs no sin and he has not failed to fulfill his duty.

Someone may ask whether he should change his lifestyle in order to meet the expenses of pilgrimage. Well, there can be no rigid rule in this regard. Suppose that a married couple have no children and are unlikely to have any, but the man has a big house or a villa to live in, yet he has not much money of his own. If he sells his house to buy a smaller but perfectly adequate one, he will have the required money, then he should sell it. On the other hand, if a man needs his house for the accommodation of his family, or to use its rent for maintaining his dependents, he need not sell it. If he has something in excess of his needs, he should sell it to meet the expenses of pilgrimage. On the other hand, a person is not required to decrease the level of his stock in his business if that will mean a decrease in his regular income. If he has tools which he needs for his work, he need not sell them. But if he does not particularly need them, then he should sell them.

Debt is another point of consideration. The normal situation is that a debtor need not offer the pilgrimage until he has settled his debts. However, if he has bought a car on installments and his regular income makes him perfectly able to pay each installment on time until he clears the debt, and yet he has enough money to meet the pilgrimage expenses, he should do the pilgrimage.

• Pilgrimage: Deception  on the legitimacy of sources XE  "Pilgrimage: Deception  on the legitimacy of sources" 
Some people realize that their earnings have not come from legitimate or halal sources. Nevertheless, they want to perform the pilgrimage, using the same money, after "purifying" it. The purification is done in one of two ways: They either borrow an amount of money sufficient to cover the expenses of pilgrimage, making use of the cash they borrowed in meeting their expenses during their pilgrimage and repaying the same amount later from their normal earnings; or they pay the dower due to their wives and then the wife makes a gift of the same dower to her husband. He then uses that money to perform the pilgrimage. My question is whether at the end of the day, the money used for pilgrimage is considered to have been legitimately earned. Is pilgrimage done in this way valid and acceptable?

It is well known that pilgrimage earns the reward of complete forgiveness of past sins. A Muslim undertakes this difficult journey, hoping to wipe his slate clean and to shed the burden of sins and misdeeds he had accumulated in his life. Pilgrimage, therefore, comes as a result of a process which includes taking stock of what one may have done in the past, concluding that one needs to get rid of the burden of the past and make a fresh start. For a Muslim the best and the surest way of doing that is through pilgrimage. For this reason, a person who intends to go on pilgrimage should declare his repentance for what errors and slips he may have made, and resolve not to repeat these in future. When such a repentance is coupled with undertaking the journey of pilgrimage it ensures Allah's acceptance and forgiveness.

When we speak of repentance and forgiveness, we cannot but remember that Allah forgives any violation of limits He has imposed on us, as long as it represents an offense against Him. He does not forgive an offense which we may commit against other people, unless the aggrieved party forgoes his rights first. When Allah wants someone to be forgiven even that latter type of sins, He takes it upon Himself to satisfy the aggrieved party either by giving him much more than he would have taken from the offender or by increasing his reward. A person who earns his money in an illegitimate way must have earned it through wronging other people. If this is the case, then he cannot hope to be forgiven such an offense by using that money which he has earned through an illegitimate means to cover the expenses of his pilgrimage. 

If one person takes the money of another in an illegitimate way and then prays to Allah to forgive him while using that money for his own benefits, then he is creating a very farcical situation and playing games with Islamic principles. There is one genuine way for him to be forgiven that offense. That involves repenting his offense, returning the money which he has taken unlawfully to its rightful owner, asking him to accept it and to pardon him. Then he should pray to Allah for forgiveness. If he does all that, his repentance is genuine.

The situation which you have mentioned is very similar to our farcical example. Imagine someone who has poured himself a glass of whisky. Holding the glass in his hand, he says: "My Lord forgive me," then he drinks that whisky. To us, such a situation seems ridiculous and we may tend to say that Allah will never forgive such a person, because he knows what he is doing and insists on doing it and he may be making fun of the Islamic principle of forgiveness. Yet, Allah may forgive such a person much sooner than one who undertakes the pilgrimage in the way you have described.

What such people actually do is to try to deal with Allah in the same way as they deal with their fellow human beings. A person may try to evade payment of income tax by a variety of tricks he may play on the tax inspector. He may get away with that because he knows that the tax inspector is a human being and he can only act on the basis of the information he has. That information is never complete. If a person tries to deal with Allah in the same way, he runs the risk of incurring Allah's displeasure. That is something which none of us can afford.

Let us examine the two ways you have mentioned as being employed as a "purifying process." The first one is a straightforward loan. It is true that the money you have in hand as a result of borrowing is lawful. When you pay that money for your pilgrimage expenses, you are using legitimate money. But how is the loan to be settled? Obviously from the money earned illegitimately. It needs neither a mathematician nor a philosopher to say that the pilgrimage expenses were paid from illegitimate money. Illegitimacy is not a stain which is placed on the currency itself. It is something attached to the whole transaction which resulted in illegitimate earnings. That process of borrowing and settling a loan is superfluous. It does not change the facts.

The same applies to the other method. By paying one's wife her dower and getting it back as a gift, as a result of either an explicit or implicit agreement, one does not change the position in any way. Why has he chosen this time in particular to make these arrangements? It is only to try to convince himself that he is going on pilgrimage using legitimate funds. He only deceives himself by doing so. He cannot deceive Allah.

There are two Hadiths which are particularly relevant to this whole affair. The first says: "Allah does not look at your shapes and forms, but he looks at your deeds." This means that a genuinely good deed is rewarded, while a bad one is punishable. Either method of "purification" of earnings has no motive other than giving a false disguise. Allah knows that and knows the reality of the intention behind every action. He evaluates such actions on the basis of the intentions behind them. This is what is meant by the Prophet's Hadith: "Actions are only by intention. Every human being shall have only what he has intended." So, a person who seeks to play a trick on Allah will get only what such an action merits. He simply deceives himself and he spends his money to no avail. We must remember what the Prophet, peace be upon him, says: "Allah is good and He accepts only what is good." Playing a trick is certainly not good. An action which involves any such trick is simply rejected by Allah.

In the case of a pilgrimage paid for by money earned unlawfully, we have to remember the Hadith which states: "When a man sets on pilgrimage, having good money earned legitimately and declares his intention saying: "Labbaik Allahumma Labbaik" (which means: I respond to your call, my Lord), the angels will answer him: "Your response is welcome, so be happy: You have food paid for by good money, and your expenses are paid by legitimately earned money and your pilgrimage is accepted." On the other hand, when a man sets out on pilgrimage with money unlawfully earned, then as he makes his declaration that he is responding to Allah's call, the angels will say to him: "No response is accepted from you, and no happiness is given to you: Your food is unlawfully earned and your expenses are paid with illegitimately earned money, and your pilgrimage is unacceptable."

This Hadith shows how Islam lays strong emphasis on the need to have lawfully earned money to pay for the great act of worship of pilgrimage which earns complete forgiveness of past sins. We cannot hope for such a forgiveness if we intended to go on with our erring ways. Those people who resort to such tricks are simply demonstrating their unwillingness to repent of their erring ways. How can they hope for Allah's forgiveness! I do not know. 

• Pilgrimage: Father's pilgrimage XE "Pilgrimage: Father's pilgrimage" 
You have mentioned that a Muslim is not obliged by duty to take his wife to pilgrimage. Does the same apply to one's father? A friend of mine says that he has sent money to his father to help him offer the pilgrimage. Need he not have done so?

As I have explained, pilgrimage is an individual duty. If a person meets the conditions of ability to offer the pilgrimage, then it is a duty incumbent on him. If he is unable to offer the pilgrimage, that duty does not apply to him. An Islamic duty is not made dependent upon someone else. Otherwise, we will be accountable to Allah for that over which we have no control. Allah is too merciful to put us in such a difficult position.

In the case of a father and son, if the father does not himself meet the conditions of ability to offer the pilgrimage, the duty does not apply to him. If he dies without offering pilgrimage, Allah will not hold him to account for any omission. However, the case of his son being able to bear the expenses of his pilgrimage is not of dutifulness. A person may argue that he is not required to fulfill the religious duties of his father. But is he? The Prophet was asked once by one of his companions whether he should offer the pilgrimage on behalf of his father who died before completing that duty. The Prophet asked him: "Had your father left some debts unpaid, would you pay them on his behalf?" When the son answered in the affirmative, the Prophet said: "A debt owed to Allah has a better claim to be paid."  This Hadith show clearly that a son is responsible to settle his father's debts. If a son is required to offer the pilgrimage on behalf of his father after his death, then it stands to reason that helping a father offer the pilgrimage himself is far better. Not only would he be bringing happiness to his father, but also he will benefit by his father's supplication to Allah in the Haram and in Arafat and the other places to help, protect and be pleased with his son. A parent's prayer is certainly answered. Moreover, the son would earn the meritorious position of being dutiful.

• Pilgrimage: Forgiveness and some highly sinful practices XE "Pilgrimage: Forgiveness and some highly sinful practices" 
If a person has been guilty of some very serious offenses such as worshipping graves, attending death anniversaries of pirs and grand pirs, do these practices reflect on his faith? Suppose he offers pilgrimage, is he forgiven for his sins? Suppose he gives up these practices but is unable to perform pilgrimage, how can he achieve forgiveness?

Let me first explain that we use the expression "the worship of graves" to denote the practices of some people who visit graves of some dead persons whom they consider to have been saints or blessed people and ask them to accomplish certain needs of their own. They may do this at the Prophet's grave in Madinah, but they do it more often in their own towns and villages, having elevated certain people to a saintly grade. All this is unacceptable in Islam. In fact it runs contrary to the very concept of the Oneness of Allah on which Islam and all divine religions are based. It is not possible for any human being to remain within the fold of Islam while at the same time believing that a certain person, whether dead or alive, can be of any benefit to him in the hereafter. If he also believes that a dead person can answer any request or prayer, he is making a god of him. That is polytheism, or, to use the Islamic term, shirk. It is needless to say that there is no offense more serious or more grave than this.

It is unfortunate that in many Muslim areas, people tend to think that pirs, who get their position merely through belonging to a family of pirs, should be obeyed in all matters. A person who has that rank may have very little knowledge of Islam, its beliefs, worship, systems, practices and values. Nevertheless, he does not hesitate to give guidance to all those who look up to him to provide such guidance. They give him money and gifts and humble themselves before him. They consider that if he is pleased with them, they are ensured salvation in the hereafter. This is again a form of shirk, which is totally unacceptable.

Whether such thoughts, beliefs and practices are forgiven on the performance of the pilgrimage or not is a matter which needs clarification. The Prophet teaches us that pilgrimage offered with sincerity and dedication ensures the forgiveness of all sins. But when he says that, he only refers to sinful practices. He does not include false beliefs. Forgiveness is granted by Allah to people who do not associate any partners with Him, or, in other words, are not guilty of shirk. Allah states clearly in the Qur'an a rule which must remain with us as part of our beliefs: "Allah never forgives that partners should be associated with Him, but He is ready to forgive whomsoever He wills anything other than that." This means that when it comes to belief, we must be absolutely clear. No trace of polytheism may be allowed to creep into our minds. When we have reached this stage, the forgiveness of any sins is obtainable, with Allah's grace. But once our beliefs involve polytheism in any shape or form, forgiveness is absolutely denied.

On this basis, I can tell you without hesitation that if a person is guilty of entertaining such beliefs or following this line or practice which elevates a pir to a position of godhead, the offering of pilgrimage will not bring him any forgiveness. Not even if he offers that pilgrimage every year. First he has to eradicate any trace of polytheism from his beliefs. It is only then that he can hope for forgiveness.

In fact the forgiveness of such practices does not require pilgrimage. What it requires is for the person concerned to examine his beliefs in the light of Islam. He must first of all clearly understand the meaning of the declaration which brings a person into the fold of Islam, i.e. the Kalimah which can be stated in translation as: "I bear witness that there is no deity save Allah, and I bear witness that Muhammad, peace be upon him, is His messenger." He should understand what godhead means and what the concept of the Oneness of Allah actually means in beliefs and in practices. He should also be fully aware of what the declaration that Muhammad, peace be upon him, is Allah's messenger entails. I can tell you very briefly that it means that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, is the only person through whom we receive Allah's instructions on how to conduct our lives, what principles to follow, what values to observe and what practices to adopt.

When we have understood that very clearly, we should mold our lives in accordance with this basic and fundamental aspect. We should always be keen to learn more about Islam so that our understanding of it is very clear. When someone suggests to us that a certain practice will improve our standing with Allah, we do not accept his statement without question. We look at it in the light of the teachings of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him. If we find it in accordance with those teachings, we accept it; if not, we reject it off hand.

If a person who has been guilty of the practices and beliefs you have mentioned follows this course and examines his beliefs and practices in the light of the guiding principles included in the declaration of belonging to Islam, and then repents of what he had done in the past, gives it all up and starts to conduct his life according to the Prophet's teachings, he is sure to earn Allah's forgiveness. He should then go to pilgrimage as part of his duties as a Muslim. When he offers the pilgrimage with sincerity and dedication, he is forgiven all his past sins. As you realize, pilgrimage is a duty of all Muslims who can afford to undertake the journey, physically and financially. What this means is that forgiveness of the aforementioned beliefs and practices can be earned through repentance and the rectification of one's beliefs. Pilgrimage brings about the forgiveness of lesser sins.

• Pilgrimage: Fulfillment of duty & reward — unattached issues XE "Pilgrimage: Fulfillment of duty & reward are unattached issues" 
In my last pilgrimage, I met a person who came from Asia to perform the pilgrimage, sponsored by a non-Muslim film actor. How far is this acceptable from the Islamic point of view?

We have a couple of points to consider it. The first is that if a person earns his money in an illegitimate way, such as accepting bribes or selling forbidden things like wines, drugs, etc., and he offers the pilgrimage, using for his expenses money that he has earned in this way, his pilgrimage is not accepted and he receives no reward for it, but he is deemed to have fulfilled his duty. The two things are separate, because pilgrimage is a personal and financial duty. Since, he has gone to pilgrimage in person and fulfilled its duties, he has discharged that requirement, but because his money is foul, he receives no reward for his pilgrimage.

From another point of view, if a person is invited by another to offer the pilgrimage at the latter's expense, he may accept that invitation. He will be rewarded for his pilgrimage and his duty will be deemed to have been discharged. However, he is under no obligation to accept that invitation. If he declines it, he does no wrong. It is permissible for a Muslim to accept a gift from a non-Muslim, as long as he is certain that the non-Muslim does not have any ulterior motives which may be detrimental to Islam. Such a gift is considered a legitimately earned money. If one uses it for his expenses in pilgrimage, he does no wrong.

In the light of the foregoing, when this man has done the pilgrimage at the expenses of the actor, his pilgrimage duty is fulfilled. He certainly need not have accepted that gift. Whether he should have declined it or not is something else. He should have asked himself why the actor is offering such a sponsorship? Definitely not as a service to Islam, because he is a non-Muslim. Most probably, the actor is after increasing his own popularity and to win favor with Muslims. He may also want to give his own people an image of tolerance. In the circumstances, I would say that Muslims should not help such people achieve their purposes. That man should have declined to do his pilgrimage at the expense of a non-Muslim actor.

• Pilgrimage: Hajj Akbar XE "Pilgrimage: Hajj Akbar" 
Is there any special pilgrimage described as "grand" or "Hajj Akbar"? If so, when does it fall?

No, there is nothing called grand pilgrimage. There is a mistaken notion that if the day of Arafat happens to be on Friday, then that pilgrimage is grand and it is rewarded as seven times the reward of ordinary pilgrimage. As I say, this notion is completely mistaken. The mistake comes from misinterpreting a phrase which occurs at the beginning of surah 9, entitled "Tauba " (repentance). That verse speaks of a declaration which the Prophet was ordered to make to people on the "grand day of pilgrimage." Some people misinterpret it as "on the day of grand pilgrimage."  The grand day of pilgrimage is said by some scholars to be the day of Arafat, while other scholars consider it to be the following day, i.e. the day of Eid, when the pilgrims have to do several duties.

• Pilgrimage: Inability to bear heat of summer XE "Pilgrimage: Inability to bear heat of summer" 
A relative who is in his sixties has asked me to perform the pilgrimage on his behalf. Although he is quite healthy and capable of looking after himself in every way, he feels unable to bear the heat of the summer. He says that he gets weak and tired if he is exposed to the sun for a long time. This makes him reluctant to come for pilgrimage. Please advise.

Pilgrimage is a personal duty which is owed to Allah by every human being. A personal duty must be performed by every person. However, Allah has given a concession to those who are very old or chronically ill to ask someone else to do the pilgrimage on their behalf. The person who makes such a request must fulfill the conditions of ability to undertake the journey, other than his illness, including his accommodation and the fares for all necessary travel undertaken in connection with the pilgrimage. He need not pay him any wages for his undertaking. The person traveling to do the pilgrimage on some-one else's behalf must have done the pilgrimage himself in order to qualify for such a substitute pilgrimage.

While illness is an acceptable justification for asking someone to do the pilgrimage on one's behalf, many scholars suggest that illness should be of a type that is unlikely to be cured. The Prophet was asked by a woman how she could help her father do the pilgrimage when he is too ill to sit up on the back of the camel. The Prophet told her to do the pilgrimage on her father's behalf. It could not have been expected that the woman's father could recover his strength, when he was too old and his illness had very much to do with old age.

In the case of your relative, he is quite healthy but he is worried about the heat. What he should do is to consult a doctor who is well familiar with the duties of pilgrimage and the conditions that are likely to prevail in June [or in any other month involved] in Saudi Arabia. If the doctor tells him that he could not bear the heat and that such an exposure is likely to make him ill or sap his strength in a way which makes it very difficult for him to regain it later, then you may do the pilgrimage on his behalf. If he is simply worried, he should try to determine the most comfortable way of offering the pilgrimage, trying to minimize his exposure to the sun. For example, he could ask someone to do the stoning on his behalf, or he can do it very close to sunset, or even after sunset. The Prophet made this concession to women as well as to weak and elderly men. When he is in Makkah, he can stay indoors during the day and go to the Haram at night. If he can possibly do the pilgrimage himself, he may not appoint someone to do it on his behalf.

• Pilgrimage: Interrupting Hajj, Umrah XE  "Pilgrimage: Interrupting Hajj, Umrah" 
A person who makes the intention of going on Umrah, put on his Ihraam garments. However, before he left his home in Jeddah, some visitors arrived. He changed back into his ordinary clothes. Four hours later, when they had left, he put on his Ihraam garments again and went to Makkah for Umrah. Please comment.

It is very clearly required that when we start on pilgrimage or Umrah, we do not interrupt our purpose for any reason. We are required to complete the duty that we have started upon. What is meant by this is the actual start presented by the declaration of intent. That is to say: when one verbally declares that he is embarking on doing the pilgrimage or the Umrah. That takes place after he has put on his Ihraam garments.

Therefore, if this friend of yours has made this declaration, after putting on his Ihraam, he was in a state of consecration, or Ihraam, from that moment until he has finished his Umrah, the fact that he changed into his ordinary clothes withstanding. He must compensate for violating the rules of Ihraam by sacrificing a sheep in Haram area, i.e. in Makkah or Mina, and distributing it to the poor. He is not allowed to partake of the meat of that sacrifice.

On the other hand, if your friend put on his Ihraam garments and was about to offer his two rak'ahs, which are the Sunnah of Ihraam, when the arrival of his friend was announced, then he has not actually started the Umrah. He has not verbally declared at that particular moment that he has embarked on the Umrah. There was nothing to stop him from changing into his ordinary clothes if he wanted to. In that case, no compensation is required of him.

The difference between the two cases is that in the first one he has made the declaration of intent, while in the other he has not. The verbal declaration is the actual start of Umrah or pilgrimage Without it, Ihraam garments are like any other clothes one wears. It is for him to judge whether he needs to compensate for violation of Ihraam or not.

• Pilgrimage: Jamrah — throwing stones in wrong order XE "Pilgrimage: Jamrah — throwing stones in wrong order " 
You should begin stoning with the First Jamrah, or the "small" one, as it is commonly called. When you have completed this stoning, you move on to the second, or the Middle Jamrah. You finish with the third or the "Grand" Jamrah, which is also known as the Jamrah of Aqabah. This is the proper order for stoning on the second, third and fourth days. On the first day, you do the stoning only at the third or Grand Jamrah.

If, however, you do the stoning in the wrong order, beginning with the third and moving on to the middle one before finishing the Third Jamrah, only the last one is correct. The other two are invalid. You have to go back to them and do the stoning in the right order, as long as this happens before sunset on the 13th Zul Hajjah. If one has done the stoning in the wrong order on all the three days, then he has to compensate for this because his stoning remains incomplete. If he has done it on one day only, then the compensation may be in the form of a sadaqah, or a charitable offering.

• Pilgrimage: Left unfinished XE "Pilgrimage: Left unfinished" 
A friend of mine came to Makkah on the first day of Thul-Hajjah and started Umrah. He then fell sick and his condition deteriorated and did not respond to medication. Four days later, when his temperature was still too high, he was advised that it would be wrong if he went to pilgrimage in this condition. A friend residing in Makkah told him that he would do the pilgrimage on his behalf. Therefore, he went back to where he lived. On arrival, he was admitted into hospital for four days and he was discharged on the 10th Thul-Hajjah. Please comment on the validity of his Umrah and pilgrimage, bearing in mind that he did not do the tawaf of farewell.

Scholars are unanimous that a person who is able to undertake the journey of pilgrimage himself may not appoint someone else to do the pilgrimage on his behalf. This is due to the fact that pilgrimage is a personal duty, which every single person, man or woman, owes to Allah, once he or she is able to perform it. Substitute pilgrimage is permissible only when there is a legitimate reason to prevent someone from fulfilling this task, with a strong likelihood that this condition is permanent. Thus, substitute pilgrimage may be offered on behalf of someone who died before he could perform this duty himself, or when it is done voluntarily on behalf of a deceased person, or when someone is physically unable to go on the journey of pilgrimage because of old age or chronic illness. In any of these situations, substitute pilgrimage may be offered.

If someone is physically and financially able to offer the pilgrimage, he must do it himself. Temporary incapacitation, through illness, does not allow that person to ask someone else to do the pilgrimage on his behalf because his handicap is temporary. He may wait until he has recovered. Our friend here has had a bout of influenza. It might have been very severe, raising his temperature and weakening him considerably. He tried to treat his illness by himself, using antibiotics and cough mixtures. He apparently needed proper medical treatment which, he felt, was not readily available to him in Makkah. He listened to the first person's advice that he could not do the pilgrimage in that condition and returned home. After a three-day stay in hospital, he is completely recovered. This is no justification for using someone else, paid or unpaid, to do the pilgrimage on one's behalf. What our friend should have done was to seek proper medical advice in Makkah. He was able to travel to his home town. Had he stayed, he would have been able to go to Arafat on 9th Thul-Hajjah and return to Mina the following day. He could have stayed in Mina, or returned to Makkah, asking someone else to do the duty of stoning on his behalf. He could have delayed in tawaf of Ifadah until he was strong enough.

If our friend thinks that he has done the pilgrimage, I have some disappointing news for him. That pilgrimage undertaken on his behalf by the person he hired for the purpose is not valid. If this was his first pilgrimage, he still owes that duty to Allah. Allah will reward him for the expense he had incurred and for doing the Umrah. But the duty of pilgrimage remains to be fulfilled.

No compensation is due from him since he has done the Umrah only.

• Pilgrimage: Meeqat point & Ihraam violations XE "Pilgrimage: Meeqat point & ihraam violations" 
Some eleven years ago, I came to Saudi Arabia. Two months after my arrival, I went out with two friends to do the Umrah for the first time ever. We started from Madinah by car, without any knowledge of the Meeqat. It was the driver who was supposed to tell us. When we reached near Badr, the driver showed us a small mosque by the roadside and said that it was the Meeqat. We put on our Ihraam garments there. We later performed several Umrahs, always wearing the Ihraam garments at that mosque. But subsequently I learned that the Meeqat was different. I did not offer any sacrifice or compensation, because a friend told me that mine was a genuine mistake. Could you please explain whether compensation is required.

You remain at fault for not asking a proper person to tell you where you should start your Umrah. You relied on a driver who was not even a national or a regular driver on the road. So, your source of information was definitely wrong. Relying on him is certainly your fault, and cannot be described as a genuine mistake. It is negligence on your part. As such, compensation is required, but the sort of compensation is determined by the nature of your fault.

One possibility is that you started from Madinah with the full intention that you are going to do the Umrah. As such, you are considered automatically to be in the state of consecration or Ihraam when you reach the point of Meeqat, although you may still be wearing your ordinary clothes. This means that you were in Ihraam without observing its rules. Hence the compensation is less severe and you have three options to choose from. You may, if you wish, fast for three days, or feed six poor people, or you may slaughter a sheep. Whatever method of compensation you choose is adequate.

The other possibility is that you did not form your intention to do the Umrah until you reached Badr. In such a case, you crossed the Meeqat and you did not resolve to do the duty of the Umrah. Here the violation of the rules is more serious, and the compensation, consequently, more restricted. You have only one option which is to slaughter a sheep.

It is you who can tell which of the two violations you did, and it is you who can decide which compensation is due of you. But this compensation is required for each time you did the Umrah starting from that little mosque at Badr. I recommend you to go ahead and do the compensation in order to make each one of your Umrahs complete.

• Pilgrimage: Mina — stay at and the mistakes committed XE  "Pilgrimage: Mina — stay at and the mistakes committed" 
When we did the pilgrimage, we did not manage to reach Muzdalifah until after sunrise because of the heavy traffic. We could not walk because some in our party were sick. We halted for a while and proceeded to Mina. We did not manage to stay in Mina for the three nights, but we stayed two nights just before the Mina boundaries. 

The majority of scholars consider the stopping at Muzdalifah after leaving Arafat to be a duty of pilgrimage. What is necessary to do there is to offer the two prayers of Maghrib and Isha and to stay until one has prayed Fajr. One then proceeds to Mina before sunrise. However, women and those who are weak or elderly may proceed from Muzdalifah after midnight.  Since this is a duty, you should have tried harder to make sure of doing it.

Since you did not do it, compensation is necessary, which is the slaughter of a sheep for every one in your party. The sacrifice must be done in the Haram area and the meat distributed to the poor there. You may not partake of its meat.

You may do the sacrifice now, through a friend or someone who is going to Makkah to do it on your behalf. Even the women in your party should offer this sacrifice, because they did not do this duty at all.

They are unlike those who stayed for a while and offered the two prayers in Muzdalifah before proceeding to Mina. They have not reached there at all.

You need not compensate for not staying those two nights in Mina. According to the Hanbali school of thought and other scholars, staying in Mina on these nights is a Sunnah, not a duty. Hence, no compensation is necessary. Staying in Mina on the 8th of Thul Hajjah, before pilgrimage, is Sunnah according to all scholars. There is no disagreement among scholars on this point. So there is no compensation due on that count either. In other words, you have to compensate only for missing out on the duty of staying the night in Muzdalifah and praying there.

• Pilgrimage: On behalf of others — enjoying good health XE "Pilgrimage: On behalf of others — enjoying good health" 
What does Islam say about those who perform Umrah on behalf of their relatives who are enjoying good health in their own country? Is it permissible?

Doing the substitute pilgrimage or Umrah is allowed in order to give a chance to those who are unable to offer it themselves, because of circumstance beyond their control, to have this duty fulfilled. If you look at those who put the question to the Prophet in order to know whether doing the pilgrimage on behalf of their relatives was permissible or not, you will find that they put to him the circumstances which did not enable that person to fulfill his duty himself. A woman told the Prophet that her father could not sit up on the back of a camel, because of old age. The Prophet told her that she could do the pilgrimage on his behalf. Another person asked about his father who had died, implying that the father meant always to offer the pilgrimage. Again the Prophet told him to pay the debt owed by his father to Allah, i.e. pilgrimage.

It is needless to say that a person who has the physical and financial ability to offer the pilgrimage or the Umrah is required to fulfill those duties himself. If he is financially unable to do his duty, then that duty is not required of him. If he is chronically ill but is well off, he is required to send someone on his behalf. What people these days do when they find a relative of theirs working in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is to ask that relative to do the Umrah or Pilgrimage on their behalf. He willingly obliges and they feel that they got this duty done for them on the cheap. This is not the way to deal with Allah. A substitute pilgrimage or Umrah is acceptable and meaningful when there is a compelling reason for it. If the reason is merely convenience, then that is not the way to approach our Islamic duties.

• Pilgrimage: On behalf of others — the order of preference XE "Pilgrimage: On behalf of others — the order of preference" 
My father-in-law is very old and physically too weak to undertake the pilgrimage himself from India. He has requested me to perform the pilgrimage on his behalf and he will meet the expenses. Is this permissible? May I add that I lost both my parents many years ago. Neither of them offered the pilgrimage during their lifetimes. Can I offer the pilgrimage on their behalf now? If so, to whom should I give priority? Is it permissible to offer the pilgrimage or the Umrah on behalf of a person who is not alive?

Of course it is permissible to offer the pilgrimage or the Umrah on behalf of a deceased person, particularly a parent or a close relative. You have only to make your intention clear before you embark on your pilgrimage journey that you are offering the pilgrimage on behalf of the person concerned. If you do it on behalf of a deceased parent, it is a mark of dutifulness for which Allah will undoubtedly reward you and He will, if He so wishes, credit its reward to your parents. 

A living person who is too ill or too old to undertake the journey may ask someone else to do the pilgrimage on his behalf. When you do so, you have to cover his expenses. Indeed, the case of your father-in-law is a classic one for a person who may appoint someone else to do the pilgrimage on his behalf. Since he is too old and too weak to undertake the journey, he is unlikely to acquire enough strength to do the pilgrimage later. Therefore, he should appoint someone else to do it. That person need not be a relative.

A person in this situation should cover all the expenses of the person offering the pilgrimage on his behalf. The latter should be careful what he spends. He should always be reasonable. He may not invite others to anything at the expense of the person who appointed him. However, if the first person tells him: Do the pilgrimage on my behalf and I will give you, say, ten thousand Riyals, he is free to spend it as he wishes, provided that he makes sure to fulfill the duties of pilgrimage in the right manner. Scholars are of different views on whether such a person may receive wages for undertaking the pilgrimage on behalf of someone else. Imam Abu Hanifah says that this is not permissible, while Al-Shaf’ie and Malik say that he may have some wages. [In either case, it is better that a mutually agreed sum is handed out for expending to the person appointed for performing the pilgrimage on your behalf; as thus providing him with a free hand to spend as he wishes without worry about accountability. His only concern shall be the fulfillment of all the duties of pilgrimage.]

With regard to my first reader's question about the priority, I would say that his deceased parents have a stronger claim on him. He should begin by offering the pilgrimage on behalf of his mother. He then tries to offer another pilgrimage on behalf of his father. Subsequently, he may offer the pilgrimage on behalf of his father-in-law, if he so wishes. The reason for this ruling is that his father-in-law may appoint someone else to do the pilgrimage on his behalf. My reader may wish to write to his father-in-law and explain this to him. He may suggest to him to appoint a friend whom my reader trusts as a man of integrity, honor and piety.

• Pilgrimage: Order of performing pilgrimage duties

When I did the pilgrimage, I shaved my head after stoning at the Grand Jamrah on the day of the Eid. I had bought a voucher for the sacrifice from the bank. I intended to delay my Tawaf of Ifaadah, so that I could do it with my elderly mother. Other pilgrims in our party objected to what I did on account of their inquiry at the Bank and learning that the sacrifice would only be done the following day. They advised that I had to compensate for the error by sacrificing a sheep. I acted on what I had read in a book that the sequence of these duties is merely recommended. Please advise.

There are two points involved in your question. The first is which duties of the day of the Eid need to be accomplished before a pilgrim may release himself from the state of consecration, or Ihraam. The duties concerned are three only, not four as many people think. These are the stoning at the Grand Jamrah, Tawaf of Ifaadah and the shaving of one’s head, or shortening of one’s hair. Any two of these are sufficient for the release from Ihraam, except that conjugal relationship with one’s wife remains restricted until after the Tawaf of Ifaadah. In other words, all other restrictions are relaxed after one has stoned at the Jamrah and shaven his head or shortened his hair. That is exactly what you did, and it is perfectly legitimate. No compensation is needed because there was no offense.

Many people add to these three duties the duty of sacrifice, which is incumbent on any one doing the pilgrimage in the Tamattu’ or Qiran methods, and a Sunnah for those doing the Ifraad method. This is a duty, which becomes due on the same day as well, but could be performed later as well. It has no bearing on the release from Ihraam. Therefore, the timing of the sacrifice in the voucher system is immaterial in as far as the release from Ihraam is concerned. There is no need for the reader to worry about.

The second point in the question is that the sequence of the three or four duties is not an important factor. Some scholars argue that it is a Sunnah because the Prophet, peace be upon him, did them in a certain order. That is true in as far as it goes. We have learnt that the Prophet, peace be upon him, did these duties in a certain order, and we wish to do likewise. However, the Prophet, peace be upon him, was asked by many of his companions about the sequence they performed their tasks, and they gave him every possible permutation. In all cases, he approved what they did; saying that there was no harm in that. His answer emphasizes a basic principle of Islam, which ensures the removal of difficulty and the desire to maintain ease. Today, if only one quarter of pilgrims insist on doing these duties in the same order the Prophet, peace be upon him, did, there is bound to be much disruption and difficulty. This is what Islam is keen to avoid.

• Pilgrimage: Prayers at Arafat and the Azaan

On the day of Arafat, people in our party called the Azaan twice for the prayers of Zuhr and Asr with one Iqamah for each prayer. Is this correct?

The section of the group you joined was wrong. One call to prayers, i.e. Azaan, for both prayers is required. Two Iqamahs, or call to being the congregational prayers, are needed, one for each prayer. All scholars agree this, and it applies to any combination of prayers.

• Pilgrimage: Repeated pilgrimage, repeated sins XE "Pilgrimage: Repeated pilgrimage, repeated sins" 
The main and clear aspect of pilgrimage is that we hasten to respond to Allah's call, wearing nothing of the ornaments which are part of our custom. When we feel our dedication in this way and when our submission is truly genuine, Allah rewards us generously for our pilgrimage. He wipes off our sins. When we have finished, we start with our slate clean. We know that when we committed those sins, we wronged ourselves and we disregarded our duty to obey Allah. When we respond to Him with dedication and submission as we do in pilgrimage, He accepts our submissions and erases our past sins. 

This is confirmed by numerous Hadiths. The Prophet is quoted to have said: "The only proper reward for pilgrimage offered with dedication is paradise." He also says that every time we do the Umrah, we have our sins which we have committed since our last Umrah, forgiven. There is no doubt that forgiveness is the reward Allah has promised for those who offer the pilgrimage and the Umrah to emphasize their submission to Allah.

This is not surprising because Allah forgives anyone who turns to Him in genuine repentance, even when the sins he had committed are grave indeed. The Prophet is reported to have said : "A person who repents having committed his sins is like one who has committed no sins." Every time we turn to Allah in repentance, He turns to us with forgiveness.

But the stress is always on our attitude being genuine. Our dedication must be complete; our submission must be total; our repentance should be sincere. A person who declares that he has repented having done a particular sin, while at the same time he knows that if a chance offers itself again, he will not hesitate to do the same sin again, will not be forgiven that sin. His repentance is merely verbal. He does not mean it because a good believer always regards his sins as something totally undesirable, even though at the time of committing them, he might have enjoyed them. People commit adultery or fornication in order to satisfy their desires. This indulgence may provide them, at the time of committing these actions, with pleasure, enjoyment and ecstasy. However, when they reflect on what they have done, they are genuinely sorry for having exceeded the limits set by Allah. That genuine regret, combined with a prayer for forgiveness, ensures that Allah looks compassionately on us and forgives us that sin. Pilgrimage is the greatest act through which we demonstrate our submission to Allah, regret for having committed sins of any sort and type, and resolve to do better in our future days. Therefore, the reward for pilgrimage is total forgiveness and heaven.

But the Prophet speaks of a pilgrimage offered with total dedication. That involves a firm resolve to abide by Islamic rules and teachings. We cannot just say to Allah that we are responding to His call and we are certainly sorry for our past mistakes, but this is merely for the present. As for tomorrow, we go back to the same old practices. This is no demonstration of our submission to Allah. It does not show that we have really repented what we did in the past. On the contrary, it shows that we still do not have the necessary respect for Allah's teachings. How can that be rewarded with forgiveness?

Such an attitude is similar to that of a person, having committed a sin, that he is sorry for it but will go back to it the next minute, if the chance offers itself. This is playing games with the great concept of repentance and forgiveness. Allah accepts no such verbal declarations, because they are devoid of any real substance.

Having said that, I must explain that what counts is ones feelings at the time when one declares one's repentance. If at that particular moment a person is genuine in his repentance, then he is forgiven his past sins. If nevertheless he commits the same sin later because he is too weak to resist the temptation, his weakness is not taken against him except in as far as the new sin is recorded against him. That is because at the time when he declared his repentance, he was sincere. This is indeed a mark of Allah's grace which He bestows on us in abundance. He knows beforehand that we will be going back to our sins, but He also knows that at the time we declare our repentance, we are genuine. He, therefore, accepts our genuineness and responds to it accordingly.

When He forgives us something, He does not record it against us again. A person may commit the same sin many times, but if he genuinely repents it every time he commits it, then he is forgiven that sin every time. Eventually, he is surely to acquire the necessary resolve and strength to be able to resist any temptation.

If the attitude is one of playing games, thinking that one can commit all the sins one wants and then have slate wiped clean because one offers Umrah or pilgrimage, then the attitude is one of carelessness and disregard to Allah's teachings. It is very doubtful that Allah will accept such an act of worship in which one declares repentance when one has not actually repented.  The fact that one intends to go back to it shows that the repentance is only verbal. The Umrah and the pilgrimage cannot be approached in such a casual manner. They are very serious acts of worship, the importance of which cannot be over-emphasized. A casual attitude cannot earn Allah's forgiveness. It is imperative to resolve to make a clean break with the past and make the act of worship a genuine beginning of a life of obedience to Allah and proper observance of His commandments.

• Pilgrimage: Sa'ie and jogging with a woman companion XE "Pilgrimage: Sa'ie  and jogging with a woman companion" 
If one is doing the sa'ie with a woman companion, his wife or mother, what should they do in the area where pilgrims are required to jog? Should the man not jog or should the woman jog in order to stay together.

Jogging between the two green lights in sa'ie is recommended for men but not for women. Therefore, if you are doing the sa'ie in the company of a woman and you fear that if you leave her to do the jogging and wait for her at the end of the distance, you may lose her because of the over-crowding or if you think that your stopping at the end will cause inconvenience to other people, then it is better to dispense with the jogging and confine yourself to walking normally alongside your woman companion.

• Pilgrimage: Sacrifice of animals through bank XE "Pilgrimage: Sacrifice through bank" 
Is it permissible to have the sacrifice required for pilgrimage through the bank as this facility has been offered over the last few years? It is said that release from Ihraam cannot be done until the sacrifice has been offered. How would a pilgrim know that the sacrifice has actually been made for him when he assigns the task to the bank or special committee formed for this purpose?

The service that is being offered through the bank these days is to buy a voucher at any time before the day of sacrifice from any of the branches of the bank operating this service. The voucher entitles you to receive a sheep on the actual day of sacrifice, if you go to the slaughter house and present it. Alternatively, you may assign the task of the slaughter to the bank committee operating this service by surrendering this voucher. You indicate whether it is a sacrifice of gratitude or compensation for an omission or a voluntary sacrifice. The committee undertakes to do the sacrifice within the four days of the Eid, the time allowed for this task. It makes sure to distribute the meat to the poor in the Haram area, until they are totally satisfied. What remains of the sacrifice meat, which is plentiful, is sent by plane or any other fast means of transport to poor Muslim countries. By so doing, the committee ensures that no meat is wasted, as used to be the case earlier. This is perfectly acceptable. Moreover, it ensures that the benefit of this religious task reaches those who deserve it most. It does become an act of mutual solidarity.

As far as the personal duty is concerned, you are deemed to have fulfilled what is required of you on time, once you have assigned the voucher to the bank committee. You need not worry about the actual time of sacrificing the sheep which has been purchased on your behalf.

It is not true that you cannot release yourself from the state of consecration until you have offered the sacrifice. Indeed, the sacrifice has nothing to do with this release. The release is made on the 10th of Thul-Hajjah, after you have done any two of the three duties which are required of you on that day, namely, the stoning, you may proceed to shave your head or shorten your hair and follow that with the first release from the state of consecration. This allows you to do almost everything that was restricted. The complete release from the state of consecration is achieved when you have done your tawaf of Ifadah.

• Pilgrimage: Seeking the employer’s permission for it XE  "Pilgrimage: Seeking the employer’s permission for it" 
May I ask whether it is appropriate to perform the pilgrimage without the consent of  one's sponsor? Some people suggest that a worker is like a slave, which means that it is not obligatory for him to do the pilgrimage. Please comment. 

From the Islamic point of view, no one need to take any permission from any human being to offer pilgrimage. This is a religious duty and no one needs permission to do what God has required. It is just like offering your prayers. Do you seek anyone's permission to do it?

Having said that, I should also explain that Muslim ruler may enact some regulations, in order to ensure the safety of pilgrims and to enable all those who come for pilgrimage, to restrict entry for pilgrimage more than once every five years and thereby reduce overcrowding at the places where the rituals are offered. This is particularly true with the easier travel facilities that have become available everywhere.

On the other hand, if the conditions specified in one's contract of work require him to attend to duty on particular days and not to travel without permission from his employer, then he must abide by these [contractual] conditions. It is not lawful for the employer to prevent any employee from doing the pilgrimage except for a valid reason, such as the disruption of important facilities or services to the people of the area where the employee works. The notion that a worker is like a slave is certainly absurd. No employer has the right to dictate any conditions to employees other than in connection with their work duties. Besides, who says that a slave need not do the pilgrimage? A Muslim slave, in the days of slavery, was required to do the pilgrimage as much as a free man.

• Pilgrimage: Substitute pilgrimage for a fiancée XE "Pilgrimage: Substitute pilgrimage for a fiancee" 
I was engaged to a lady but she died before we got mar​ried. Some people tell me that I could not recite the Qur'an, do the pilgrimage or the Umrah on her behalf or give anything in charity either. Other people say that all this is permissible. Please comment.

I am not sure how far your relationship with the late lady went. People speak of being engaged, although they may be in different stages of this relationship. In other societies, a long period of time may lapse between making the marriage contract and the wedding. Although the contract is the formal step which makes a man and a woman married, they remain apart, each living with one's own family until the wedding takes place. If you had the marriage contract made, the young lady, may Allah have mercy on her, was your wife, although your marriage was not consummated. In other societies, the marriage contract is made on the wedding night and it constitutes the change of relationship. Prior to it, the man and the woman have no formal relationship.

If your relationship with the late young woman was of the first type, i.e. you have your marriage contract made, then the whole question should not arise. Whatever you do on her behalf is simply done by a husband for his late wife. Nothing can be more appropriate. Some people may question your attitude in doing things in memory of her when she is not really related to you. That is a narrow view. You have made a formal agreement with her and her family that you would be married soon. The engagement is a real relationship although it was not formalized by a marriage contract. That was the next stage which you would have reached had she remained alive. You might have spoken about your future life together on several occasions when you visited her at home or spoke to her parents. You might have exchanged ideas about what sort of home you would establish. You might have had dreams of the sort of family you would be starting. All this is left in your memory which cannot be taken away from you. If her death has left you in grief, that is the most natural thing in the world. To think, as a result, of doing something to please Allah on her behalf is highly commendable. If you do the pilgrimage or the Umrah or you give money in charity on her behalf, and if you pray for her to be admitted into heaven, then Allah will reward you for that. All you need is to declare at the beginning of the action you intend to do on her behalf that you want it so. When, say, you want to do the pilgrimage on her behalf, you declare at the moment you are entering in the state of consecration that this is a pilgrimage you are doing on behalf of your late fiancee, mention​ing her name. Allah will accept it that way and will give her its reward and reward you for doing it. 

It is perfectly appropriate to offer the pilgrimage on behalf of someone who is not related to us. At the time when the Prophet went on his pilgrimage, he heard a man declaring that his pilgrim​age was intended on behalf of Shibramah. The Prophet asked him who Shibramah was. The man answered: "A brother of mine." The Prophet did not ask him whether Shibramah was his real brother or simply his brother in Islam. The man's answer could be taken either way. Hence, it is appropriate to do the pilgrimage or the Umrah or similar acts of worship on behalf of any Muslim brother. The Prophet only asked the man whether he had done the pilgrimage him​self. When he answered in the negative, the Prophet told him to do the pilgrimage for himself first and then do it again on behalf of Shibramah.

As I have said, your past engagement with the late young lady makes it appropriate to mention her in your supplication, praying Allah to grant her forgiveness and admit her into heaven, do the pilgrimage or the Umrah on her behalf . But that is as far as it should go. Keep her memory to yourself and do not talk to others about it.

• Pilgrimage: Tamattu' method XE "Pilgrimage: Tamattu' method" 
My wife and I intend to do the pilgrimage, but she is too weak and cannot walk for a long distance. We are, Allah willing, going to do the pilgrimage in the Tamattu' method. So we want to offer the Umrah now and travel to Mina direct for pilgrimage. Is this permissible?

The Tamattu' method is the one preferred by the Prophet for all Muslims. It involves doing the Umrah and pilgrimage separately, starting with Umrah which includes Ihraam, tawaf, sa'ie and shortening one's hair or shaving one's head. One releases oneself from Ihraam immediately afterwards and then re-enters Ihraam on eighth of Thul Hajjah for pilgrimage. As such, the rituals of each major duty are done separately. Therefore, you have to do a sa'ie for Umrah and another for pilgrimage.

This, however, should not cause your wife any great trouble with the facilities available in the Haram. If she cannot do the sa'ie herself, especially after the tawaf of Ifadah, when the place is over-crowded, she could use a wheelchair. You should either push the wheelchair yourself in the passage especially provided for the purpose or ask someone to push it for you. You could also use the second floor which is less crowded.

You could do the tawaf on the second floor. The distance there is much longer, but you can again use a wheelchair. The time needed for this tawaf will not be much longer than if you do it at the ground level, because of the over-crowding there. She can start by walking whatever distance she can manage herself and use a wheelchair when she is tired.

In her condition, she obviously cannot do the stoning herself. It is better if she asks you to do it on her behalf. When you have finished stoning at each Jamrah for yourself, you do it again on behalf of your wife. This way you reduce the physical effort which may be troublesome to your wife. I pray that both of you will be able to do the pilgrimage in comfort. May I just remind you that doing the pilgrimage in the Tamattu' method requires each of you to sacrifice a sheep in gratitude to Allah. You may partake of the meat of your sacrifice.

• Pilgrimage: Tawaf — the proper way XE "Pilgrimage: Tawaf — the proper way" 
Could you please explain how tawaf should be done and what is permissible or required during tawaf? May I also ask in particular about the practice of people who lift their hands to greet the Ka'aba as they first see it when they enter the Mosque.

It is recommended as one sees the Ka'aba for the first time on arrival for his pilgrimage or Umrah to offer some supplication. It is said that such supplication is sure to be answered. Hence, one should make a short prayer for something he desires most, such as: "My Lord, admit me into heaven without causing me to face the reckoning." Lifting one's hands to greet the Ka'aba from a dis​tance is not recommended.

The proper way to do the tawaf is to come to the area between the corner known as Rukn Al Yamani and the corner of the Black Stone. Joining the worshippers about one meter before the corner of the Black Stone, one makes clear his intention to do the tawaf, which means to go around the Ka'aba seven times either in obligatory or voluntary worship. One must have ablution before starting, because tawaf is a form of prayer with the only difference from regular prayer being that it is not invalidated by ordinary talk. As one walks he is recommended to get to the Black Stone, kiss it and say: "In the name of Allah, Allah is Supreme." or "Bismillah Allahu Akbar."  If the place is too crowded, one can lift one's hand and signal to it as he says these words. Then he walks in an anti-clockwise movement around the Ka'aba, going beyond the semi​circle part known as Hijr Ismail or Al Hareem. As one reaches the corner known as Rukn Al Yamani, one touches it and says a little supplication. As he gets parallel with the Black Stone, he repeats what he did the first time, kissing it if he can, or signaling to it if he cannot. This is repeated seven times.

When one finishes, one is recommended to offer two rak'ahs behind the place known as Maqam-e-Ibrahim. This does not mean that he should be very close to that place. During pilgrimage and in Ramadhan, the area is too crowded. He can be at a distance behind the Maqam or he can offer these two rak'ahs anywhere in the Haram. To offer two rak'ahs in Hijr Ismail afterward is also recommended. To stand at Al-Multazam beneath the door of the Ka'aba to offer supplication is also recommended. Tawaf is the same for men and women.

• Pilgrimage: Wife's Hajj — an obligation for husband? XE "Pilgrimage: Wife's Hajj — an obligation for husband?" 
Is it obligatory for a husband who has enough financial resources to take his wife to pilgrimage? Does the sound financial position of a man make pilgrimage obligatory for his wife, or is it necessary for her to have her own money in order to discharge her pilgrimage duty?

It is important to remember that pilgrimage is like all other Islamic duties. They are imposed on every individual, man or woman, in the same degree. When we stand before Allah on the day of judgment, and our deeds are reckoned for or against us, and our destiny is determined on the basis of what we had one in this life, every one of us stands as an individual. The fate of any one of us is never determined by what someone else has done for him or her. Nor is the forgiveness of any person withheld as a result of someone else's failure to do what he is required to do for that person. Pilgrimage is a duty required of every Muslim man or woman. But it does not become a binding duty until a person is able to undertake the journey, from every point of views. That ability includes having enough funds, transport, safety during travel, etc. It also includes in the case of a woman having a male companion who is closely related to her and who is known as "mahrem." When the conditions of ability are not met in the case of any particular person, that person is not required to do the pilgrimage as a duty. 

The same applies in the case of a married woman. The conditions of ability must be met by her, not her husband. Therefore,  if she does not have enough funds to undertake the pilgrimage, she is not required to go on pilgrimage as a duty. This is true even if her husband is one of the richest people. Some people may be stingy, even when they are rich. If we were to consider that pilgrimage becomes a duty to a woman simply because her husband can afford to give her what is enough for her trip, what would she do if he does not readily come out with the money? Islam does not require her to implore her husband to take her to pilgrimage or to provide her expenses. 

Further than that, a woman must not travel without being accompanied by a mahrem, who is her husband or a close relative who she can never marry, such as her father, brother, nephew, etc. If she is taking someone with her as mahrem, she is required to pay his expenses. Therefore, if she has sufficient funds for her own journey and expenses, but she does not have an extra amount to cover the expenses of her mahrem, she is deemed not to be able to undertake her trip. Obviously, it is possible that one of her mahrems may be going on pilgrimage himself. She may accompany him without having to pay his expenses. 

Having said that, I am only stating the rules. It is needless to say that a husband who takes his wife to pilgrimage, paying all her expenses, does something which is highly rewarding in more senses than one. His wife will be ever grateful to him for enabling her to go on this trip which ensures her forgiveness by Allah for all her past sins. She feels that her husband is closer to her than ever before. If they share this experience together, they will always have something enjoyable and much more for every riyal he spends on the pilgrimage of his wife. Muslims have realized this ever since the time of the Prophet. It is gratifying to see the majority of Muslim men always willing to take their wives to pilgrimage, whenever they can afford that.

• Pilgrimage: With company loan outstanding XE "Pilgrimage: With company loan outstanding" 
If the Company gives loans for buying a car, it suggests that they are pleased with your work and intend to retain you for a long time to come. That will make it easy for you to settle the loan by monthly installments. Moreover, if something should happen to you, the company may take the car and sell it in order to get back the amount it had loaned. The company must consider that the car represents more than sufficient collateral to ensure the payment of their loan. It is perhaps worthwhile to explain an important point about pilgrimage and debt. When a person has incurred a debt, and he needs some time before being able to settle it, he does not fulfill the conditions which make him "able" to do the pilgrimage. In other words, he is not required to do it, since pilgrimage is a duty incumbent on those who are able to undertake the journey. I have already explained that by ability, most scholars mean health and financial ability, as well as the absence of any physical hindrance to prevent from taking the journey. The condition of financial ability is not met by anyone who has a loan to pay. Therefore, he is not required to fulfill the duty of pilgrimage until he has repaid the loan.

• Pilgrimage: With zakah money XE "Pilgrimage: With zakah money" 
Can pilgrimage be performed with zakah money? Many people back home ask for zakah funds to pay for their pilgrimage.

One of the purposes of zakah funds is that mentioned under the heading "for the service of Allah's cause," which is included among the beneficiaries of zakah. Scholars have interpreted this as to help those who fight for Allah's cause and those who want to travel to pilgrimage. With this view in mind, it is permissible for a person to receive zakah money in order to meet some  of the expenses of his pilgrimage journey.

Having said that, I must point out that pilgrimage is obligatory only to a person who is able to undertake the journey. The conditions of ability include financial status. A person who does not have enough money to pay for his journey and to maintain his family during his absence is unable to make the pilgrimage. Therefore, the duty of pilgrimage does not apply to him.

• Pilgrimage: Women covering their faces XE "Pilgrimage: Women in ihraam" 
I understand that a woman must not cover her face while she is in the state of consecration. On several occa​sions, while I was performing tawaf, I have been told by religious attendants around the Ka’aba to cover my face. Please clarify.

You are right. A woman who is in the state of consecration or Ihraam must not cover her face or her forearms. If she does, she violates the rules of Ihraam. There is no disagreement among scholars on this point.

What happened to you, does happen quite often. I was visiting a famous scholar the other day, when he mentioned that he was doing the tawaf with his wife and other women relatives. One of the attendants around the Ka’aba told the women to cover their faces. The next round, he did the same. So our scholar told him; "Brother, a woman in Ihraam does not cover her face."

The attendant said: "Indeed, and she must not do this or that," counting the restrictions of Ihraam. Our scholar smiled and said; "Should you, then, not allow people to proceed with their worship as they are, rather than do what you did". The man apologized that it was the force of sheer habit. It is not more than that.

Those men have been in the habit of telling women to cover their faces, oblivious of the fact which they do know, that women must not cover their faces during Ihraam. What can one say?

• Pledges: An obligation that must be honored XE "Pledges: An obligation that must be honored" 
My wife made a pledge to God that she would fast for four days if I get a job in Saudi Arabia. Last year, her wish was granted and I began my job here in the Kingdom. Recently, she sent me a letter saying that because she is unwell she cannot fast those four days and asking me to do the fasting myself. She also says that she could not fast in the last part of Ramadhan because of her sickness. Could you please explain whether this is permissible.

A pledge is a commitment which a person makes freely to do something if a certain matter that he desires is fulfilled. Such a pledge becomes an obligation which must be fulfilled. However, the Prophet says that when a person makes a pledge to God to do something that pleases God, such as fasting or praying or giving something to charity, then he must fulfill his pledge, because by not doing so he incurs God's displeasure and earns a punishment.

The majority of scholars are of the view that it is not advisable to make a pledge, particularly when a person thinks that by making such a pledge, he is likely to hasten the accomplishment of what he desires. It is as if he is saying to God: "Please, God, fulfill this thing which I desire and I will do this or that for you." Needless to say, such an attitude is unacceptable, because God does not need our worship or our charity. It is better to supplicate to God, praying him to fulfill whatever we desire, because our supplication is an acknowledgment of His Lordship and a recognition that we are in need of His grace. If we couple our supplication with voluntarily doing something that pleases God, such as donating to charity or helping a good cause, then we increase our chances of having our supplication answered.

Those scholars who feel that making a pledge is appropriate argue that the most rewarding act of worship is that which is obligatory. When you offer your obligatory prayer, you earn more reward than what you receive for praying voluntarily. That is because with obligatory prayer you are rewarded for praying and for fulfilling the obligation God has imposed on you. So, when you commit yourself to doing something that pleases God, [you make it obligatory upon yourself without correlating it to the fulfillment of a desire] you are to be rewarded for that.

Whichever view you take, scholars are unanimous that when you make a pledge, you must fulfill it. There is no escape. Indeed, in the Qur'an, God praises believers as those "who fulfill their pledges." Once a commitment is made to God, then it must be fulfilled. Going back on it is a grave sin. Moreover, it is the person who has made that pledge or commitment who is required to fulfill it.

This makes it clear that in the case of your wife, it is she who is required to fast those four days. Unless she has committed herself to fasting them at a particular time, then she may choose the time which is most suitable for her. As long as she intends fully to honor her pledge at the earliest opportunity, there is no harm in delaying its fulfillment to a suitable time. But it is always better to fulfill a pledge as soon as it is due, because one cannot tell whether he will be able to fulfill it later or not.

What we have established so far is that your wife must do the fasting, and it is not acceptable that you fast on her behalf. It was not you who made that pledge, and if you do fast, you will be rewarded for fasting but the pledge remains unfulfilled and your wife will still have to honor that pledge. If she is unwell, then she may delay fasting until she has recovered.

Suppose that a person makes a pledge to fast a certain number of days and then he falls victim to some disease which is considered to be incurable. Doctors tell him that he would not be able to fast on any future date. In this case, he is still required to fulfill his pledge, but the fasting may be substituted by the normal compensation God has laid down. That is to feed a poor person two meals for every day of fasting which he cannot do. He may feed one such person for the required number of days or as many persons for one day, or he may have any number of permutation, as long as the feeding is for the same number of days he did not fast.

• Pledges: Made to Allah and attached conditionalities XE "Pledges: Made to Allah and attached conditionalities" 
It is a practice that people make a solemn intention that they will do this or that if certain wishes of theirs are granted by Allah. Is this permissible in the first place? If so, how does it vary from asking Allah to fulfill for us certain favors, without making such a pledge? What sort of pledges are preferred?

A pledge of the type you describe is known in Islamic technology as "nathr". That is different from "Niyyah," which means intention. Nathr is a pledge. You express in words your resolve that you will fulfill or do something, such as fasting any number of days, or giving to the poor certain amount of money, or offering three hours of night worship, etc. Here you are committing yourself to doing any of these action upon the fulfillment of a certain wish you have in mind. Niyyah, as it is used in Arabic, is making up one's mind to do something, whether that is dependent on the fulfillment of something else or not. It has a much wider usage and it applies to everything. That is what is meant by the Hadith which states "actions are but by intentions." It means that the value of a certain action we do is determined by the intention behind it. If someone attends congregational prayer in the mosque regularly in order to give the neighborhood a certain impression of himself, his action is not as another who attends congregational prayer less frequently but has no aim behind it other than obeying Allah and His messenger.

There is another difference between a pledge, or nathr, and an intention, or niyyah. A pledge must be fulfilled once it is made. It becomes a debt owed to Allah by the person who has pledged it. If you do not fulfill it, you will be questioned by Allah about it. The reason is that you have volunteered such a pledge and this cannot be done in jest. 

Therefore, fulfillment is required as a duty. An intention is different in the sense that if you do not fulfill it, you are not held to account for that. If it is a good action  that you have intended, you are awarded for carrying it out. If you do not do it, you lose that reward but you incur no sin.

People make such pledges because they believe that by making them, they stand a better chance of having their wishes fulfilled. That is not true. Making a pledge to fast, or pray, or do whatever, does not get them any nearer to having their wishes fulfilled. Allah does not need our worship so that He fulfill our wishes if we offer more worship to Him. It is far better to pray Allah to grant us whatever wishes we want to be accomplished, provided that they are not sinful. 

We should remember that He can grant us whatever wish we may have. His bounty is without limits. When we implore Him confirming our obedience to Him and submission to His will, He answers our prayer. Then, when our wishes are fulfilled, we express our gratitude to Him by voluntarily doing what he likes us to do. We can prostrate ourselves before Him in gratitude, and that is known as a "sajdah of thanks," (or "Sajdae shukr") or we can give something to charity or fast, or do similar actions of worship.

• Plucking of hair of eyebrows XE "Plucking of hair of eyebrows" 
I heard from a friend that plucking of hair of eyebrows or facial hair is not allowed in Islam. May I ask whether it is prohibited or discouraged?

Thinning eyebrows or changing their shape is forbidden in Islam. The Prophet has cursed the woman who does it to other women and the one who requests such an action. The prohibition is emphasized if such an action is the practice of women who indulge in indecent conduct.

However, plucking of facial hair by a woman is permissible, particularly if the hair so plucked is considered unsightly.

It may be useful to point out another unacceptable practice which relates to a woman's appearance. This is the elongation of hair by using somebody else's hair or artificial hair. Again, the Prophet curses the woman who does it and the one who requests it. This includes the usage of a wig to change one's appearance.

• Poets — description of poets in the Qur'an XE "Poets: Description of poets in the Qur'an" 
Is it permissible to read literary works such as novels, plays, short stories, poems, etc.? The subject matter of such works may be fictitious. If you say it is permissible, how can we reconcile this permissibility with the description of poets in the Qur'an?

Let me begin by referring to the description of poets in the Qur'an, because many people tend to think that Islam discourages poetry and support their view by referring to this description. Allah says at the end of the surah entitled "Poets" that poets are normally followed by people who go astray because poets are given to exaggeration and they profess things that they do not do and preach what they do not practice. However, an exception is made in the case of those who "believe and do righteous deeds and remember Allah fre​quently and (use their talent) to avenge injustice." Therefore, we cannot say that Islam discourages poetry altogether. It discourages the sort of vain poetry which many Arab poets in pre-Islamic days used to favor.

On the other hand, we find that the Prophet referred approvingly to certain types of poetry. He listened attentively to Ka'ab ibn Zuhair, when he recited his poems, before his declaring his change of attitude towards the Prophet and toward Islam. The poem begins with a few lines in which the poet mentions his beloved girl and how he misses her after she departed with her family. This was in line with all Arabic poetry of the time. Moreover, the Prophet encouraged Hassan ibn Thabit, a famous poet, to reply to the campaign of abuse which Quraish poets had launched. Indeed, poetry was an important weapon in the campaign against polytheism in the early Islamic periods. Islam indeed encourages literature and the Prophet describes fine style as particularly attractive.

What may classify certain books as reprehensible or even forbidden to read is their sub​ject matter and the way it is treated. We can put a rule that any work which is intended to encourage sinful practices or bring out something foul or evil in the reader or in society is either reprehensible or forbidden to read, according to its effect. Otherwise, it is per​fectly permissible to read literary works.

• Political philosophy of Islam

Could please explain the political system, which Islam approves? Does Islam admit democracy or secularism? Our non-Muslim friends always ask such questions, saying that Islam considers Muslims to be brothers, but what place does it give to non-Muslims? May I also put their other questions, wondering why Muslims are killing each other, as they do in Afghanistan? And why do they kill women and children when the Prophet, peace be upon him, has spoken strongly against such killings?

The Islamic system of government is based on consultation, freedom of expression, equality and serving the interest of the community. A government that does not try its best to serve and protect the interests of the community is not Islamic even if it professes to believe in Islam and its system and values. In fact the aim of all Islamic legislation is to serve the interests of the community and to protect every individual — his self, mind, offspring, property and religion, as these are the five essentials of a human being.

Islam does not lay down any model of Islamic government, leaving this to every Muslim community to determine within the guiding principles I have outlined. Islamic government is a consultative one, but the type of mechanism that consultation takes is left to individual communities to determine. 

We cannot equate this process of consultation with any particular type of democracy, but we say at the same time that a democratic government could be An Islamic government if it resolves to implement Islamic law, because by definition a democratic government provides a process of consultation. If such consultation is genuine and the law to be implemented is Islamic. It must also guarantee freedom of expression and equality of all people before the law.

Secularism is incompatible with the Islamic system, because secularism allows no position for religion in the system of government. But if we take the aspect of equality of all people which secularism advocates, then this concept of secularism is compatible with Islam.

Why Muslims kill each other, and why do they kill women and children? If they do, then they raise a very big question mark about their claim to be Muslims. The Prophet, peace be upon him, says: “When two Muslims meet, sword in hand, fighting each other, then the killer and the killed would both be in hell.” People wondered: “We understand that the killer would be in hell, but what about the one who is killed?” The Prophet, peace be upon him, answered: “Because he was just as keen to kill his fellow.” Note how the Prophet, peace be upon him, describes the two as fellows, not opponents! That is because they both lay a claim to be Muslims and they both have the same desire to subdue the other and kill him. They are equal in their disobedience to God. 

When they kill women and children, they are certainly committing a grave sin, because even in war, Muslims are not allowed to kill women and children. Islam certainly does not approve of much that is committed under its name, but before we judge any group of individual, we must be certain of our facts.

Blame is frequently put on Islamic groups for much killing. Before we suggest they are guilty, we need to establish the facts. Just as we say that much is committed under the name of Islam, much is also falsely attributed to Islamic groups and many claim to fight for Islam when they do not even understand Islam.

• Polygamy: Not a Sunnah! XE "Polygamy: Not a Sunnah!"  

May I refer to one of your replies that polygamy cannot be considered a Sunnah of the Prophet. I feel that you should have clarified a few points particularly on the definition of Sunnah. To my mind, Sunnah includes any act performed by the Prophet as it includes what he has stated or instructed. There are categories of Sunnah, such as actions related to prayer and religious duties, and actions which relate to normal day-to-day activities of ordinary life. From another point of view, some are strongly recommended and their importance is re-emphasized in Hadith while others are not backed by a Hadith but we learn them from the Prophet's own actions. Even this latter type is a Sunnah which earns us a reward, if we perform it under the conditions and requirements applicable to any individual with the sincere intention of following the example of the Prophet.  With regard to the question of polygamy, it is well known that a Muslim man is allowed to have up to four wives. He is required, however, to maintain justice among them. Considering the example given by the Prophet, is it not right to say that to have more than one wife is a Sunnah? I feel that when a man is married to two wives or more, we have a situation which tests the man and the women involved and in which they are required to show justice and patience. There is a conflict between the man's natural instinct for polygamy and the woman's possessive nature which gives her a strong dislike to share her husband with another woman. This is a most painful condition. If she does it in submission to Allah's will, she deserves a reward for it. When two women find themselves married to one man, what are their obligations to each other, to their husband and to each other's children? Is it permissible for the first wife to stay aloof when her husband marries a second time and to deny her husband the physical relationship, if he agrees to that?

This is a summary of a long letter which I have received from a lady doctor who has studied in some of the best universities in the world. She gives several arguments in support of her view that polygamy is a Sunnah recommended to us by the Prophet by action, if not by word. She seems to take for granted that it is in the nature of man to have more than one woman.

In reply I would like to start with answering the specific points my reader has put at the end of her letter. I can tell her that there are no specific obligations which Islam imposes on wives who are married to the same man. Islam, however, tells every Muslim to be kind to others and to take care of young children. Therefore, it is far more preferable for these women to try to come to terms with their new situation and extend help and care to each other. This will stand them in good stead, since they will be able to look after each other's children when one of them is unwell, or when she is in the advanced stage of pregnancy, or in the early period after giving birth to a new child, or when she goes out. But not all such wives can have such an amicable relationship. People simply may not get on well with each other. There is an added cause in such situation to make the achievement of such a caring relationship more difficult. Therefore, Islam does not place any obligation on such women toward each other. Both, however, are required to maintain the Islamic standard of morality and preserve their chastity.

As for the second question, I can say that if the husband forgoes his right to have a physical relationship with his first wife, he may do so. Otherwise, she may not deny him that relationship, because when she married him, she has agreed to it in the full knowledge that Allah has given him the privilege of marrying more than one wife. If he avails himself of that privilege, this does not alter the situation and she has to fulfill her marital duties.

I do not agree with my reader that man is polygamous by nature. Had it been so, Allah would have changed the proportion of male to female among mankind to allow polygamy to be widely practiced. The fact that the male to female ratio is, more or less, one is to one, albeit with slight variations in different societies, is ample proof that the normal situation is for each man to have one wife. It is a fact of life that when there is a large increase in the number of women over men in a particular society, polygamy flourishes. If that society does not allow polygamy, you will find that the ratio of divorce and second marriages increases sharply. If that society is lax in observing moral values, indecency spreads.

The main point which the reader raises is that of Sunnah, which means an action which the Prophet has either encouraged or recommended by word or deed or approval. We can say that a Sunnah is a recommended action which earns reward from Allah. A Sunnah may relate to religious duties and to ordinary activities. If it relates to religious practices, it is sufficient that the Prophet is known to have done something in a particular way to make it a Sunnah to follow his way. Thus, when we know that the Prophet used to sit in a particular fashion in the last sitting of a four rak'ah prayer, it is a Sunnah to sit in the same manner. He has not told us so, but by following his example we earn more reward from Allah. In pilgrimage, it is duty for a man to shorten his hair or shave his head at the end of the period of consecration. Since the Prophet shaved his head, we know that it is far more preferable to shave than to shorten one's hair. Numerous examples can be given in this regard.

When such actions are backed by verbal instructions, then the action requires a stronger status which could raise it to be an obligatory one. If the Prophet did something in practice but gave specific instructions which vary somewhat from his practice, we should take the verbal instructions as having more weight. For example, the Prophet used to recite long passages from the Qur'an in Fajr prayer. He, however, instructed one of his companions who led the prayer among his people to read surahs or passages of about 12 or 13 lines. Hence, Sunnah is to read such medium length passages, unless one is praying alone or with a small group of people who are all willing to have a lengthy prayer.

In his normal daily life, the Prophet may have done certain actions in a particular way. That does not mean that they constitute a Sunnah, unless he has backed these with a verbal recommendation or instruction. We know, for example, that the Prophet liked to eat pumpkins. Is it a Sunnah to eat them? What if a person does not like their taste? Is he at fault? The answer is that it is not a Sunnah to eat pumpkins and a person who goes through life without tasting pumpkins misses no reward and will not be asked about this omission, as it were. Otherwise, you would have seen vast areas of agricultural land in the Muslim world devoted to planting pumpkins so that all Muslims may follow the example of the Prophet. This is not the case, because Allah knows that He has created people with different tastes and many of them may not like the taste of pumpkins.

I have chosen this as a very clear example. There are many similar ones. The fact that the Prophet married several wives falls within this category. We have no Hadith or statement by the Prophet to suggest that marrying more than one woman is recommended. No companion of the Prophet tells us that the Prophet questioned him about having only one wife or suggested to him that he should marry again. That always came from the man himself. On the other hand, the Prophet did not persuade any of his companions not to marry a second time. Therefore, we can say that this is a question left to the individual; he may marry two or three or four women, but it is open to him to limit his marriage to one woman. Indeed, this is better, because he will not expose himself to the risk of not maintaining justice between his wives.

Moreover, we cannot argue that since the Prophet married so many wives, polygamy is a Sunnah. There are two important reasons for that: the first is the fact that the Prophet lived with his first wife for 25 years without marrying a second woman. Ten of these 25 years were after he became a Prophet. It is only in the last ten years or so of his life that he was married to more than one wife. Which one of the two situations is a Sunnah? If we say that it is the latter, can we support our view with any statement which shows that the Prophet considered that the latter situation was preferable to the first? Indeed, he always remembered his days with Khadeejah with more compassion and a loving memory.

The second point is that the Prophet had a specific reason for each of his subsequent marriages. A detailed study of his marriages will show that there was not a single one which was motivated by the desire to simply have another wife. Each of his marriages had an additional advantage which could be a political or social or legislative nature. None of us is in that situation.

Perhaps I should add a third point in support of monogamy. It is more conducive to the happiness of a family that a man be married to one woman. He is also more likely to be able to provide a sound upbringing for his children and more likely to make his wife happy and, as a result of both these factors, he is more likely to be happy himself.

• Polygamy: Rectifying its abuse is a duty of the individual XE "Polygamy: Rectifying its abuse is a duty of the individual" 
When the legislation of polygamy was approved, it sought to curtail that practice in Arabia, but Muslims these days have come to abuse this facility, sticking to its letter and ignoring the spirit. Could you please explain what the Islamic authorities should do to guide people back to the proper observance of this facility?

Many of us tend to think always of what the government or the authorities should do in order to rectify a faulty practice. In a case like this, where a man marries more than one wife, the onus is on that person to abide by Islamic legislation and implement what Allah requires of him in [deciding to have more than one wife and] his treatment of his wives.

No human authority, local or national, can ensure that the proper Islamic standards are maintained in every home and by every person. Islam relies in its implementation mainly on the individual and his conscience. It tries to cultivate a keen sense of duty, motivated by a real feeling that Allah watches us all the time, and that He is aware of our actions and the intentions behind them.

• Polygamy: Rights of wives XE "Polygamy: Rights of wives" 
When a women learns of her husband intending a second marriage, is it permissible for her to tell him that he may not bring his second wife in her home and that he must provide a second accommodation for her. Can she say that even when her husband has only a small house provided to him by the company and he has only a limited income which may not be sufficient to keep two houses. Can he choose a Christian woman for his second wife?

Islam views marriage as a relationship between human beings. Therefore, the rights and privileges as well as the feelings and emotions of each partner in this relationship must be taken into consideration. Since the woman is the weaker partner in a marriage relationship, Islam has taken care to ensure that her rights are respected. When a man defaults on his duties towards his wife, this constitutes sufficient ground for the nullification of the marriage, if an Islamic court determines that the situation cannot be mended. Such annulification can be enforced despite the objections of the defaulting husband.

Every married woman is entitled to have a decent home of the standard to which women in her social status are accustomed. If she agrees to marry a man of limited income, she implicitly consents to have a home of the standard her husband can afford. Whatever may be the family circumstances, her right to a decent home is undeniable. This is part of something greater to which she is also entitled by right, namely, a family atmosphere based on care, affection and compassion. In short, a homely life.

It is well known that Islam allows a man to marry up to four wives at a time. When a man intends to marry a second wife, it is not obligatory that he should seek or obtain his first wife's consent. But she remains entitled to all her rights and privileges. The second wife also enjoys similar rights. Both of them are entitled to equal standard. He cannot, say, give one of them a detached two-story villa with a garden and accommodate the other in a small apartment in a large block of flats. If he does that, then he is guilty of unfair and unequal treatment.

When we consider this very carefully, we realize that it is the duty of any man who intends to marry a second wife to make sure that he can support both of them on an equal basis. The Qur'anic instruction is very clear: "If you fear that you may not treat them equally, then limit yourself to one (wife)."  It may so happen that a married man finds himself deep in love with another woman and she consents to be his wife, knowing that he is of limited means. He should reflect, however, that marriage is not a temporary arrangement. He must never overlook his duties toward his first wife, or indeed the second.

The first question he should ask himself is whether he would be able to maintain two homes. It is not lawful for a man who has married two women to force them to live in the same house, whether it is big or small, unless both of them agree to that arrangement without coercion. This is due to the fact that in such circumstances it is only natural for them to harbor feelings of jealousy and hostility toward each other. Each of them will be always on the watch, trying to discover any sign of favoritism which her husband shows toward his other wife. That will inevitably lead to endless quarrels and the atmosphere in the family home will be unhealthy for the upbringing of the children. Moreover, why should a wife be exposed to such a situation which enhances ill-feelings. On the basis of this, it is perfectly legitimate for the first wife to tell her husband when he embarks on a second marriage that he must not at any time enforce on her the burden of sharing her home with his second wife. If she makes that clear to him and he nevertheless tries to impose it, then this constitutes a basis for the nullification of the marriage, if she so desires. She will be entitled to all her rights.

Having said that, I realize that not every woman who finds herself in such a situation would like to have her marriage nullified. A wife may still be young and she may have young children who need to have both their parents around. She may have no feasible alternative. If she gets her marriage nullified, she may face the problem of being separated from her children. Many a woman would sacrifice her happiness in order to stay with her children. Therefore, it is only right that a woman is given the freedom of choice with regard to the type of home she may have when her husbands marries a second or a third wife. As I have already said,  a man may not force his two wives to share one house without their consent. If both of them agree to such sharing, they are forgoing part of their right and this must be on the basis of free choice.

A husband may arrange for both his wives to have separate rooms in one house only if such is the nature of housing people in the same social status as his wives have. If, for example, a man's wife comes from a family which shares her home with another family, then such a shared accommodation is the type of her equals. He may, then, ask her to have separate rooms in a house which she shares with his other wife.

When we consider all this, we find that in the case the (lady) reader cites, the husband will be ill-advised to marry a second wife. His company is unlikely to give him a second home for the second wife. Therefore, he will have to rent a flat for her which will constitute a heavy financial burden and will take a considerable portion of his income. If he is thinking of getting both his wives to share his small accommodation, he is depriving both of them of their rights. As we have said, he cannot do that unless both of them freely consent. 

What we have also to consider is that Islam allows polygamy only as a solution to social problems. When a man is happy with his family life with his first wife, he should not think of marrying again. His own happiness is at stake. Having said that, it is perhaps valid to say that a man does not normally think of a second marriage, if he is happy with his first wife. When a woman finds herself threatened with the prospect of having to share her husband with another woman, she should examine her situation very carefully and think whether her husband is motivated to take such a step by the lack of happiness in the family home. Perhaps she may do something about that to ensure that everyone of her family is leading a happy life.

The other point the lady reader raises is whether it is permissible for a man who is married to a Muslim wife to choose a Christian for his second wife. The answer is that it is permissible, but far from recommended. What we have also to understand is that Islam may permit certain things but it advises its followers against resorting to them. We know that divorce is permissible, but is one legal thing which Allah dislikes most. Allah would not have allowed it, had it not been for the fact that there is a certain social need for its legality. 

The same applies to marrying a woman who adheres to another faith. The problems which may arise in such a marriage are enormous, but it has been legalized nevertheless because there are circumstances which make it the most practical solution.

• Polygamy: Unacceptable second marriage XE "Polygamy: Unacceptable second marriage" 
Can a man marry a second wife in order to punish his first wife for her disobedience and failure to fulfill her duties towards him?

Islam provides a system which regulates family life as well as the life of the community as a whole. In every respect of its legislation and in its regulation of relations between various groups and individuals in society, Islam maintains justice, fair treatment and a balance between rights and responsibilities. In this way it provides a solid basis for a strong, closely knit community.

Within the family, Islam has established certain rules and distributed responsibilities to each of the two partners, adding commensurate rights which should be observed and fulfilled by both of them. A woman should obey her husband as long as he does not tell her to do something which is unlawful, from the Islamic point of view. In return, she is to be treated with respect and kindness and to be well looked after so that she has no worries about her own or her children's needs.

Because the woman is the weaker partner in the family relationship, Islam places strong emphasis on the importance of being fair to women, and not to abuse them in any way. The Prophet describes those who are kind and good to their wives as the best of people. He says : "The best among you are those who are best to your households; I am the best among you to my house-hold." This is a clear statement which encourages every kindness toward one's wife and children. Such a kindness is certainly a measure of good character. It is also the gauge for a happy family life. There is no doubt that by the way a man treats his wife and the care and kindness he shows her, he sets the pattern of life in the family home. If he is kind, good and caring, mutual affection and happiness will be well established. If he is quarrelsome, unkind and dictatorial, his life at home will be beset with problems. While a woman can influence the pattern of life at home to a large extent, there is no doubt that the ultimate responsibility for the happiness of the family lies with the man. 

When we say this, we are certainly speaking in a general manner. Families differ as much as individuals differ in their habits, temperaments, cares and prejudices. Moreover, they differ according to the degree of compatibility between man and wife. Everyone of us requires certain qualities in his or her life partner. It is no exaggeration to say that none of us finds in the other the ideal partner that he or she has imagined before marriage. There is always need to compromise. That need continues with us through life and the more ready we are to make such compromises, the happier we become. It is perhaps with an eye to this need that one of the final commandments of the Prophet was concerned with the treatment of wives and women generally. On his deathbed, the Prophet continued to remind the followers of three areas as needing continuous attention. The first concerns man's relationship with Allah while the other two are concerned with human relations, concentrating on the need to protect the rights of two vulnerable groups in society, namely, women and slaves. He said repeatedly : "Attend to your prayers. Do not ask those whom your right hands possess to  accomplish for you what they cannot do. Fear Allah in your treatment of women."

With such emphasis on the rights of women and the need to extend to them the proper and kind treatment they expect and deserve, every Muslim must do his best to ensure that in his treatment of his wife and the rest of his household, he provides an example to be followed by others. We all know that Islamic society is compassionate and caring. These characteristics start in the family home and with every member of the family extending them to the others, according to each one's responsibilities and duties.

On the basis of the foregoing principles, we look at the question posed by our reader. It is well known that Islam allows a man to marry up to four wives at any one time. Furthermore, Islam allows divorce. In each of these two cases of polygamy, there are rights which belong to the husband and each of his wives.

A man may marry a second wife for any one or a number of reasons. These, however, do not include punishing his first wife for her non-fulfillment of her duties towards him. She may be disobedient and totally undutiful. Her behavior may  leave much to be desired. The proper way to correct such a situation is not by marrying a second wife. It is true that such a marriage may jolt her violently and she may correct her attitude towards her husband. But then, that is not the primary consideration in such an equation. We have to begin with the second wife who is being used as a means of punishment or retaliation in a situation in which she remains not involved up to the point of her marriage. When she accepts to marry her husband, she may be totally unaware of his intentions and the general situation which exists in his home and the relationship between him and his first wife. On the other hand, she may be given a highly false impression of that situation. What will happen next is, in most cases, a continuing rivalry, fed up by jealousy, between the two women, until one is finally able to win a special position of favor with the husband who may, in turn, suffer as a result of this rivalry. In such a situation, the making of a good family home is totally lacking. The real sufferers, at the end of the day, are the children of either one or both of the two women.

If the second marriage is intended as punishment for the first wife, is it not appropriate to ask : what happens if the punishment works and the first wife becomes obedient, loving and caring? Will the husband in this case divorce the second wife, as the role which she was brought in to play has been fulfilled? If the answer is in the affirmative and that a divorce will take place, then the whole affair is absurd. It involves an exploitation of a human being, the second wife, to remedy a situation which is neither of her making nor of her concern. Nor has she been told that her role will be over when the punishment proves to be effective. Moreover, by that time, children may have been born to the second wife and they have rights to claim against their father. 

If the answer to the above question is that no divorce will take place and the second marriage is permanent, as every marriage should be, then the husband is guilty of playing games with the interests of the family as a whole. This is something which Islam does not accept at all. Islam views marriage very seriously and emphasizes that all rights of all partners must be honored and strictly observed.

To sum up, the second marriage while retaining the first wife is allowed in Islam for any of the good reasons for which such a concession has been allowed us by Allah. The duties of husband and wife must be fulfilled, as they are commensurate with their rights. A wife obeys her husband and looks after her. Both care for each other and respect and honor each other. A second marriage contracted with the aim of punishing the first wife for her lack of observance of her duties towards her husband cannot be approved because it involves unfairness to others. Moreover, it betrays an unacceptable attitude to marriage as a whole, which Islam views very seriously. 

• Polygamy: Why is it permitted? XE "Polygamy: Why is it permitted?" 
Why has polygamy been allowed in Islam? What is the punishment for illegal contact between a man and a woman?

Polygamy has been permitted in Islam as a solution to social problems that may not have any other satisfactory solution. Take, for example, the case of a woman who has a chronic illness which makes her unable to satisfy her husband's needs. Rather than divorce her, her husband is allowed to have a second wife. Other examples can be given in which marriage with a second wife provides a bet​ter solution to a problem than any other alternative.

There is an important condition for a second or third marriage, namely that the husband should treat his wives with absolute fair​ness and equality. If he feels that he may not be able to do that, then he must not take a second wife.

Punishment for fornication [or intercourse between unmarried persons] is flogging in public with 100 lashes. Punishment for adultery [or intercourse between the married persons] is stoning to death. However, these punishments cannot be enforced unless proof is obtained either through freely given confession, [which, incidentally, may be retracted] or through the testimony of four men who testify under oath to have seen the offense being committed. Otherwise, punishment is left to Allah to inflict on the day of judgment, or in this life as He pleases. It is his prerogative to inflict punishment or to forgive the offender.

• Polytheism — creeping into people's minds XE "Polytheism: Creeping into people's minds" 
I have read a Hadith which states that "Polytheism may be more subtle among my nation than the movement of an ant on a black stone in the dark night." Could you please comment on what is metaphorically expressed here. How to diagnose this? and how to purify oneself from it?

The authentic Hadith warns us against entertaining any thoughts or indulging in any practices which smack of polytheism,  although they may not appear to have any relationship with faith. It also aims to keep us on our guard so that we may watch our actions and examine our thoughts in order to always ensure that our faith remains pure and our actions remain free from elements which detract from our sincerity and dedication.

As you are well aware, Islam places very strong emphasis on the need to maintain sincerity of faith. That can only be achieved if our actions are dedicated to Allah and if our dedication to Him is pure. Every human being may profess himself a believer. However, a true faith can only be expressed through actions. It is for this reason that the Prophet, peace be upon him, defines faith as that "which is entrenched deeply in the heart and to which credence is given through actions." If somebody professes to be a firm believer and that he associates no partner with Allah in any shape or form, he must confirm these statements with actions. If he does not, his claim is false. He may be in actual fact a polytheist or at least he may allow element of polytheism to creep into his mind.

It is perhaps useful to look at certain actions which involve such elements of polytheism. The first that springs to mind is hypocrisy. I do not mean here the sort of total hypocrisy which is practiced by a person who knows himself not to believe in Allah and the message of Muhammad, peace be upon him, and yet professes to be a Muslim. Such a person knows that he is not a believer. When he is alone or with people like him or those who are open enemies of Islam, he acknowledges his lack of belief and that he wishes Islam ill. What I mean by hypocrisy here is the sort of hypocritical attitude in people's dealings when a person, for example, shows his superiors at work that he is totally devoted to them and that he is keen to serve the interest of the establishment in which he works, but his claims are in fact false. Moreover, if a person praises another and extols his qualities to a degree of clear exaggeration, without actually being honest about what he is saying, his attitude is hypocritical. When we realize that even very simple and elementary hypocrisy is polytheistic, this becomes very clear to us.

Another aspect of such subtle polytheism is that evidence by actions and feelings such as loving someone or something although that love may lead to or involve some injustice and to hate another although it may lead to or involve more injustice. A true believer must always be on the side of justice and must fight injustice in every shape and form. Allah states in a Qudsi Hadith: "My servants, I have banished injustice away from Me and I have made it forbidden to you." A person of sincere faith will be naturally and instinctively inclined to the side of justice. When that does not happen and he favors injustice in any situation, then he is after self-interest. The same is true when he dislikes or disfavors justice. Any person who allows himself to maintain such attitude places his self-interest above basic Islamic principles. That is clear evidence that he does not have firm beliefs. His faith is suspect. That is a mark of subtle polytheism.

Perhaps a clearer example of what the Prophet, peace be upon him, described as subtle polytheism is to believe that a human being, dead or alive, or something such as a charm or a shrine or whatever, can cause benefit or harm. A believer in the Oneness of Allah is one who attributes to Him everything that comes one's way of benefit or harm. A true Muslim always prays to Allah to ask Him to fulfill his wishes whatever they are. He knows that the realization of his hopes and the fulfillment of his aspirations can only come with Allah's help. Similarly the avoidance of any trouble and the relief of any evil or hardship that happens to one can only be accomplished by Allah. Therefore, he asks no one else for such help. But many people do not realize that when they believe that a certain person or a particular thing can be of benefit to them or can cause them evil, they are elevating that person or that thing to the degree of partnership with Allah. Islam allows nothing of the sort. Allah states in a Qudsi Hadith: "I am the least desirous of any sort of partnership. Anyone who associates with Me a partner from among My creation, I abandon him to that which he claims to be My partner." This means that Allah rejects any person who associates any partners with Allah. Whomever Allah rejects will never prosper.

That association of partners with Allah does not necessarily take a deliberate form. It is not necessary that the person concerned is aware that he believes that Allah has partners on the same level with Him or even to a level below Him. The fact that he believes that a person or a thing can cause him benefit or harm is a manifestation of polytheism. The Prophet, peace be upon him, warns everyone against entertaining such thoughts. He says: "Whoever humbles himself in front of another in order to achieve any worldly gains loses two thirds of his faith."

All these attitudes and similar ones are often unrecognized by people as forms of polytheism. In order to enhance our awareness and keep us mindful of what we believe and what thoughts we entertain, the Prophet, peace be upon him, uses such a highly vivid picture, describing certain elements of polytheism as more subtle than the movement of ants. It is very important for every Muslim to examine his thoughts and beliefs every now and then so that he may purge any alien thought and maintain purity of faith. 

• Poor with deceptive look XE "Poor with deceptive look" 
In reality, we are needy people, but our sense of honor prevents us from asking others for help, although helping the needy is a requirement of Islam.

In the Qur'an, Allah praises those poor people who conduct themselves with honor giving the impression of being well off and who do not ask other people to give them anything of what they have. These people are praised in the middle of a passage which encourages the Muslim community to be liberal with its money, giving to the poor and the needy and promises good reward for such charity. Furthermore, the believers are strongly encouraged to keep their charitable action secret, so as not to embarrass the recipients of charity. The praise comes in verse 273 of surah 2 entitled, "The Cow".

Your attitude is certainly commendable. You have to remember that it is not permissible for a Muslim to beg, except in very limited cases. Once a man came to the Prophet asking him for charity.  The Prophet asked him whether he had any article of clothing or furniture in his home. The man was very poor and he had a couple of articles which could not fetch anything. The Prophet nevertheless asked him to bring them over. The Prophet asked his companions whether any of them would like to buy those two articles. One person bought them for a small amount. The Prophet divided the money in two halves, giving the man one half to buy food for his children. With the other, he told him to buy an ax and a rope. Then he told him to go to the nearby mountain and collect firewood. When he has made a bundle, he should take it to the market and sell it. The man was to continue with this type of work for a fortnight, during which he should not come to see the Prophet. At the end of this period, the man came wearing a new dress and told the Prophet that he has been able to save a little amount of money. The Prophet said: "It is far better for any one of you to take an ax and go to the mountain to collect firewood than to ask people for charity, whether they give him what he asks for or decline to give it."

Having said that, I should add that the Muslim community should look after the poor and needy people. The onus is on rich people to pay their zakah and find deserving people to whom they should give it. This is indeed something which should be undertaken by the Islamic state. When there is no central authority to collect zakah and distribute it among its beneficiaries, then individual Muslims should pay their zakah.

• Pork: Prohibition of XE "Pork: Prohibition of"  

Could you please explain why eating pork is forbidden. There are so many opinions, but can you provide a final answer? May I also ask whether breeding pigs is forbidden?

Allah describes the Prophet Muhammad in the Qur'an as one who "makes lawful for them (i.e. his followers) all things that are good and forbids them all that is evil." Therefore, anything which is clearly forbidden in Islam must be evil. Otherwise, it would not have been forbidden to us.

This is a general statement which applies universally. It is sufficient for us to know that pork is clearly forbidden to conclude that it is evil. When we examine religious teachings we find that certain prohibitions are clearly related to their causes. We are told that this particular thing is forbidden because it results in so and so. In such cases, when we are certain that the effect no longer applies, then the prohibition is relaxed. In other cases, there is no cause stated for the prohibition. This means that the prohibition will continue for all time. In the case of pork, no cause has been specified. Therefore, pork will remain evil and forbidden for all time to come.

It is perfectly in order for Muslims to try to determine the cause of prohibition of any matter. When they come out with an answer, they must not make their conclusion final, in the sense that they will say that the prohibition is only linked to this particular aspect. If they do, they run the risk of superimposing their conclusion on Allah's legislation. This is not allowed to anyone. 

In the case of pork, people have suggested a variety of causes for its prohibition. Any one or all of these reasons may be relevant and correct. However, we cannot say that only for these reasons pork has been forbidden. Let me say that pork is forbidden because it is evil and will remain so for all time.

According to Islam  it is forbidden to produce or sell or breed what is of no benefit. What is forbidden is without benefit whatsoever. It is forbidden to sell or breed or produce intoxicants. The same prohibition applies to pigs and pork.

[Added: When you fall sick, you go to a specialist who prescribes certain medicines and tells you to eat some special diet and that you should refrain from eating certain food. You do not argue or probe or even for a moment doubt the judgment of that specialist. It is surprising that a prohibition by Allah should become a matter for discussion.]

• Postmortem XE "Postmortem" 
According to Islam, the bodies of dead people must be buried. Doctors, however, prefer to take the dead bodies to the anatomy department in a medical college where students can learn about the various parts of the body. Please comment.

A postmortem is permissible if it is conducted for the right purpose. We can say that determining the cause of death, either when a crime is suspected or to enable medical students and their teachers to learn about the effects of certain diseases, is a legitimate purpose to carry out a postmortem. Many people are under the impression that postmortems are forbidden in Islam. It is certainly forbidden to show disrespect or to assault the dead body of any person. Islam forbids the disfigurement of enemy soldiers in battle. It would certainly not allow the cutting up of dead bodies for idle play. A legitimate purpose, however, is different. If a medical purpose is not legitimate, what is?

• Poverty — does Islam consider poverty a virtue? XE  "Poverty: Does Islam consider poverty a virtue?" 
You mentioned in one of your replies the story of a young man from Yemen who came to the Prophet, peace be upon him, and requested him to pray to God to make him rich at heart. This is inspiring because in our world people tend to make too much of material wealth and make it the standard by which people's quality is determined. The Prophet, peace be upon him, was keen to impress upon his people that material wealth counts for little. He prayed to God to make him live and die as poor and to be resurrected with the poor, so that he would enter paradise 500 years ahead of rich people. May I ask whether the Prophet, peace be upon him, wanted his followers to be poor, as he wished that for himself? What is the limit of wealth a believer should have? What should a rich Muslim do in order to enter heaven along with the poor?

Let me first of all remind my readers of the story of this particular young man before I attempt to clarify the frequent confusion which makes people think that poverty is viewed as desirable by Islam.

In the last two years of the Prophet's life, delegations from all over Arabia came to Madinah to pledge their loyalty to him and declare their acceptance of Islam. One of these delegations represented the tribe of Tujeeb which lived in Yemen. In the delegation there was a young man who stayed behind where the delegation encamped. A few days later, when the delegation were ready to leave, they told the young man that he might go to the Prophet, peace be upon him, to ask him whatever he wanted.

When the young man met the Prophet, peace be upon him, he told him that he had something different to ask him. All he wanted was that the Prophet, peace be upon him, should pray to Allah to make him rich at heart. The Prophet, peace be upon him, did and the man took farewell and left with his tribesmen. It is well known that God answered every prayer the Prophet, peace be upon him, said in a clearly demonstrable way. His people often praised that young man for being so contented. Great riches would be on offer, and he would have nothing to do with them. He lived as a model for a person whose faith characterized all his actions. After the Prophet, peace be upon him, passed away, and Arabian tribes started to rebel and many became apostate, there were similar calls in Tujeeb. This young man spoke out and his words made all the difference. He particularly ensured that no one from Tujeeb renounced his faith as happened in many other tribes.

Does the story tell us anything which suggests that poverty is a virtue? Certainly not. What it suggests is that material wealth does not count for much. When it is compared with a contented heart, its value becomes insignificant. The young man captured the basic essence of faith and requested the Prophet, peace be upon him, for a prayer which would ensure that he would always have an accurate sense of values. That was granted him. Therefore, he demonstrated a proper attitude of accepting whatever came his way of material gains without troubling himself over what may happen to him or his family in the future, realizing that in this life all situations will pass and the result of our work is the one which counts, because it determines what happens to us in the Hereafter. 

There are some statements by the Prophet, peace be upon him, which warn against the attitudes that are generally associated with wealth, such as arrogance and conceit. These, however, do not constitute any preference for poverty as a state to be desired. In other words, poverty is not sought for its own sake. It is well known that the poor endure much suffering as a result of poverty. Numerous are the parents who endure nights of agony as they watch their children suffer from illness when they do not have the money to buy for them the necessary medicine. When a father has toiled all day long and then discovers that what he has got is barely enough to buy food for his family, his suffering is genuine indeed. When he is forced to let his children wear the same clothes from year's end to year's end, depression may creep into his life. What virtue is there in such situations? Islam sees no virtue whatsoever in poverty. For this reason, it has elaborated a system which makes it obligatory for the rich to give away a portion of their wealth in order to improve the lot of the poor. The zakah system is sure to eradicate poverty, if it is applied properly. Why would Islam establish such a system and make its implementation a duty binding on both the government and the individual, if the poverty was not desirable?

I know that a supplication is attributed to the Prophet, peace be upon him, which says: "My Lord, let me live as a poor person, and die poor and resurrect me on the day of judgment among the poor." Scholars have different views on this Hadith, with many of them regarding it as lacking in authenticity or weak. Ibn Al-Jawzi, of the Hanbali school of thought, classifies it as false. What supports this view is the fact that the Prophet, peace be upon him, was not poor at the time when his life on earth came to its end. He used to stock provisions for his family which were enough for a year. He certainly knew days of poverty when a month would pass and no fire would be lit for cooking in his homes. But he certainly did not die poor.

Nor was his view of wealth an absolutely negative one. Indeed he praised money which comes from a good source to a good person. When he visited Sa'ad ibn Abu Waqas in his illness, the discussion between them tackled the subject of money and inheritance. The Prophet, peace be upon him, said to him: "To leave your children well off is better than leaving them poor which makes them ask other people for charity."

To one of his companions he said: "Blessed be the good money for a good servant of God." This Hadith puts in a nutshell the Islamic attitude of wealth. If you earn your money in a lawful way, without exploiting or cheating, and if you use it for lawful purposes, not forgetting your zakah duty, and if you are generous with your charitable donations, then wealth is likely to increase your reward from God.

You mention that the poor will enter heaven 500 years ahead of the rich. I do not know anything about that. But certainly no poor person will enter 500 years ahead of Usman ibn Affan or Abdurrahman ibn Awf, simply because he lived in a poverty. Both were very rich and were among 10 of the Prophet's companions who were given the happiest news of all, namely certainty of being in heaven. That is a great honor indeed. Which poor person would match that?

The important thing is not whether a person is rich or poor. It is what he does in the situation in which he finds himself. Does he make faith the factor which determines his actions, or does his fortune determine the degree of influence his faith has over his behavior? 

• Practices common to other religions XE "Practices common to other religions"  

Male circumcision was introduced long ago by Jews. Did the Jews also start the pilgrimage and fasting?

We cannot say of any religious practices that it was started by the Jews or some other religions. All Divine faiths were revealed by Allah. They have the same message to all mankind. The basic beliefs are the same. Islam is only the final, complete and preserved version of this faith. There are bound to be similarities between it and earlier religions preached by earlier prophets. The history of the children of Israel dates back much further than the revelation of the Torah to Prophet Moses, peace be upon him. As you are aware, they are called the Children of Israel after Prophet Jacob who is the grandson of Prophet Abraham whom Allah ordered to have himself circumcised. Prophet Abraham was the first to make the pilgrimage long before the Jewish religion came into existence. When Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, taught us the rituals of pilgrimage, it is believed by many scholars that he put those practices back to their original form, as they were done by Prophet Abraham. This speaks much for the unity of Divine faith.

Christianity and Judaism have their prayers which are different from ours. We cannot say that the Jews started prayer. It was a requirement of them imposed by Allah in the same way as Muslims are required to offer five prayers everyday.

• Prayers: A time-related duty XE "Prayers: A time-related duty" 
If a person does not offer Asr prayer until Maghrib has fallen due, should he offer Asr prayer after he has finished Maghrib as qadha? Some people say it is not necessary, because its time is over. Please explain.

God describes prayer in the Qur'an as a "time-related obligation". In other words, each prayer has a range of time in which it must be offered. If it is not offered in that period of time, and there is no valid reason for such a lack of performance, then it cannot be offered after its time had lapsed. A sin has been committed and there is no way to mend it.

If we were to say that prayer could be offered after its time had gone, then how can we explain that prayer is a time-related duty? What would we mean by its being time-related? The only meaning is that it is a duty which must be fulfilled within a specified time. If the time is gone, how can it be fulfilled?

The word qadha means "compensatory". But there is simply no compensation involved here. There is a sin that has been committed. I realize that many scholars speak of this compensation as the way out. Weighing up the evidence in support of their argument, I feel I cannot subscribe to it. I find that there is still stronger evidence in support of the view I have explained. When a prayer is missed without a valid reason, then it cannot be compensated for. The only way to deal with that situation is to repent, resolve not to miss a single prayer again and seek God's forgiveness for that sin.

Perhaps it is useful to add that there are certain relaxations with regard to the timings of prayers. For example, when we travel we may combine Dhuhr with Asr at any time from the beginning of the period of Dhuhr to the end of Asr prayer. We can also combine Maghrib with Isha at any time during the range for both prayers. Also, when there is a good reason which prevents a person from offering prayer, he may combine Dhuhr with Asr and Maghrib with Isha even in his hometown. What he should guard against is making that a habit. I must make it very clear that this is a concession under exceptional circumstances.

Other than this, the only justification for offering a prayer after its time has elapsed is if a person sleeps through the time of a prayer or loses consciousness, or if he forgets it altogether. In any of these cases, he can offer that prayer when he is fully aware of it. In this we rely on a Hadith which states: "He who sleeps through a prayer or forgets it should offer it when he is aware of it, because that is its time." Therefore, if you wake up in the morning after the sun has arisen, you proceed immediately to prepare yourself for prayer and offer it straight-away. That is its time. You should not busy yourself with anything else, like shaving or dressing up, etc. Proceed to offer it straight-away [after preparing yourself for the prayer only.]

• Prayers: Advanced on a rainy day XE "Prayers: Advanced on a rainy day" 
Is there any tradition or Hadith concerning the advancing of Isha prayer so as to combine it with Maghrib on a rainy day? I have only seen this after I have come to work in Saudi Arabia. Please explain.

As you are well aware, Islam is a religion that is easy to follow. It does not wish to afflict people. When it rains, particularly in an area like the Arabian Peninsula, roads become muddy and inconvenient to walk. Hence, when it rains, Muslims are given the concession that they need not attend the congregational prayer in the mosque. Furthermore, if they are in the mosque, and they are offering Maghrib prayer when it is rainy, they may bring forward Isha prayer and offer it with Maghrib so that they do not have to come again to the mosque. If rain is pouring down at the time of Maghrib prayer, then the person who is making the call should announce that people may pray where they are.

An authentic report related by Al-Bukhari quotes Abdullah ibn Al-Harith as saying: "Ibn Abbas gave us a sermon on a day with mild rain and mud. When the Athan was called and the person saying the Athan reached the phrase, "hay ala assalah", which means "hasten to prayer", he ordered him to say in a loud voice: "Pray where you are." Those who were present looked at one another, so he said: "This was done by people who were better than this man. It is an action of strong resolve."

It may be suggested that in our modern cities, rain does not cause much mud. There is no doubt, however, that it is still very inconvenient to walk in the rain. The concession is there to follow. Hence, we need not hesitate about benefiting by this concession. If it is raining, we need not go to the mosque for the congregational prayer. If we are in the mosque and it rains, then we may advance Isha and join it with Maghrib so that we do not go out twice on a rainy night.

• Prayers: Allergy and Fajr prayer XE "Prayers\: Allergy and Fajr prayer" 
I suffer from acute allergy, particularly in cold weather. This means in practice that I cannot take a shower early in the morning, as it is very likely that I would have problems after that. What should I do if I need to take a shower after a wet dream? I often delay Fajr prayer until late in the day, when taking a shower causes no problem. Am I right in doing so, or should I offer my Fajr prayer without taking a shower?

Prayer is a time related duty, as it is described in the Qur’an. This means that every prayer has a time when it must be offered. If its time lapses, it is not possible to offer that prayer, except in certain situations, such as forgetfulness, unconsciousness and being engaged in battle [or certain other conditions when consciously advancing or deferring only to combine is permitted]. In all other conditions, prayer must be offered during the time specified for it. In your case, there is no question of a license to delay the Fajr prayer, because you are aware of it and you can offer it on time. Your difficulty in performing the necessary ablution, which is a shower in the case of intercourse or a wet dream. In this case the concession God has given us to exercise when water is scarce or harmful apply to you.

God has allowed us the concession of dry ablution, or Tayammum, to replace either wudhu or ghusl, i.e. both ordinary and grand ablution, in case of water scarcity or illness which makes the use of water inadvisable. To do the Tayammum, one selects a place of clean earth, or a place where dust gathers. This may be a piece of furniture, or a carpet, or it may be the floor in one’s home, or a place in open ground. It should be a clean place, where no impurity has fallen. One strikes twice with one’s hands, shakes the dust and wipes one’s hands shakes the dust and wipes one’s face and one’s arms after these strikes. He then offers his prayers normally. In your case where the difficulty concerns the ghusl, but not the wudhu, you should perform the wudhu and the Tayammum for Fajr prayer. Later in the day, say when you come back from work, you take your shower, and offer your prayers normally. You do not need to repeat the Fajr prayer after you have taken your shower.

May I stress to all my readers that when they have a practical problem, they should seek advice from a scholar. That is because there are solutions and concession, which God has kindly, given us, so that the difficulties that we may encounter in life do not stand between us and performing our worship duties. We should not try to find solutions on our own, because God’s solution is always better and easier to follow, as this reader will undoubtedly acknowledge.

• Prayers: Believers seek strength in XE "Prayers: Believers seek strength in" 
In the name of Allah, the Merciful, the Beneficent

Believers, seek strength in patience and prayer. Allah is with those who are patient. (The Cow, “Al-Baqarah”: 2;153) Commentary by Sayyid Qutb — Translated by Adil Salahi & Ashur Shamis.

In this verse, we have the first directive to this unique nation which assumes the role of a witness against mankind. This first directive is to seek help through patience and perseverance as well as prayer in order to be able to bear the heavy burden of the great role assigned to it. It tells this nation to be ready to offer the sacrifice necessitated by this role, including martyrs, the suffering of shortages in wealth, people and crops, experiencing fear and hunger and suffering the troubles of undertaking a campaign of jihad to establish the proper society and implement Allah's law. Patience is also required so that the hearts of people turn only toward Allah and are dedicated absolutely to Him. Nothing is sought in return except Allah's pleasure, His mercy and guidance. That is great reward indeed for any believer who appreciates its value.

Patience and perseverance are frequently mentioned in the Qur'an. Allah knows well that a great effort is needed to ensure that the believers maintain their proper way in the face of all temptations and motivations to abandon it. This requires them to be always on the alert, ready to give whatever sacrifice is required of them. For this they need to be patient. They need patience in order to do the good works required of all believers, and to abstain from sin, to fight those who are hostile to Allah, to defeat their designs, to bear with fortitude when victory seems to be delayed. They always need patience and perseverance as their objective seems to be very far, falsehood seems to be very strong, help seems to be scarce. They need patience in order to face those who are deviant, erring, harsh and persistent in their rejection of the truth.

When the period of suffering seems to be too long, strength seems to be sapping, patience may be soon exhausted unless strength is renewed. Hence, prayer is coupled with patience in the Qur'anic directive. Prayer is the ever-flowing spring which renews the believers' energy and gives them new strength. They are then able to persevere for as long as it takes to achieve their goals. Prayer also adds to that perseverance, contentment, confidence and reassurance.

When man, weak as he is, faces a task which seems beyond his limited resources, when he faces the powers of evil, when he finds the resistance to temptations and incentives offered to him too difficult, when resistance to tyranny and corruption seems beyond him, he certainly needs to have a direct link with the greatest power of all. When the goal seems too far and life seems too short, man looks around and despair starts to creep in as he realizes that when what he has achieved is very little while the sun of his life starts its decline and will be soon setting. Despair is most inevitable then as he sees evil boasting its strength while good remains weak and confined, and there seems to be no ray of hope, no landmarks on the way.

In that case, the value of prayer is great indeed. Prayer is the direct link between man who is certain to die and the Power which is everlasting. It is the appointed time for the confined nature of man to come to the ever-flowing spring. It holds the key to the endless treasure which has more than anyone needs. It is the gate through which man escapes from his limited confines on earth to the limitless expanse of the Universe. It is the source of spiritual strength and tender compassion. It provides the gentle touch which comforts the tired heart. For this reason, whenever the Prophet, peace be upon him, experienced some hardship, or whenever he had to make a momentous decision, he prayed much in order to make his contact with Allah more prolonged.

The Islamic way of life is one based on worship which has secret qualities. Of these qualities are the facts that worship provides sustenance for the traveler, strengthens the spirit and purifies the heart. With every obligation we find that worship is the key with which our hearts can happily appreciate the need for that obligation and its benefits. On assigning the great task of the messenger to Muhammad, peace be upon him, Allah said to him: O you wrapped up in your mantle, stand up in prayer at night except for a small portion of it; half of it, or a little less, or a little more, and recite the Qur'an in a slow and distinct manner. We are about to address to you words of surpassing gravity. (731;1-6) The preparation for receiving such words of surpassing gravity, for the hard task and the great role of Allah's messenger, was simply night worship and recitation of the Qur'an. It is worship which opens man's heart, strengthens his relation with Allah, and makes matters seem easy, brings light into man's world and provides limitless strength, confidence and reassurance.

It is not surprising, therefore, that Allah directs the believers here to be patient and to persevere and to resort to prayers as they face their difficult tasks.

The comment which follows this directive is: Allah is with those who are patient. He supports, strengthens and comforts them. He does not abandon them to their own limited devices and weak strength. He provides them with new strength when they feel that the way is still very long and their objective remains very far. Allah starts this verse with that address which is always welcome to them: Believers. He concludes it with remarkable encouragement: Allah is with those who are patient. 

There are numerous traditions and pronouncements of the Prophet, peace be upon him, which heighten the value of patience and perseverance. We will give one or two examples which are relevant to the purpose of this Qur'anic verse, namely, the preparation of the Muslim community to play its role and fulfill its task.

Khattab ibn Al-Aratt, a companion of the Prophet, peace be upon him, reports: “We complained of our situation to Allah's messenger, peace be upon him, when he was reclining in the shade of the Ka'aba. We said: Would you care to seek Allah's help for us? Would you care to pray for us? He said: There were communities of believers before your time when a man was arrested. A hole was dug for him in the ground and he was placed in it. A saw was then brought forward and placed on his head and he was sawn in two halves. Others were tortured with combs made of iron with which their flesh was scraped. That torture, however, did not turn them away from their faith. I swear by Allah that Allah will grant supremacy to this religion until the single traveler would be able to travel from Sanaa to Hadramout fearing no one except Allah, and the wolf for his sheep. You are only impatient.”

Ibn Massoud, a companion of the Prophet, peace be upon him, says: “I could see Allah's messenger, peace be upon him, in the same position as one of the earlier Prophets, peace be upon them all, who was beaten up by his people until he bled. He wiped the blood off his face and prayed in these words: My Lord, forgive my people, for they do not know the truth.” (Related by Al-Bukhari and Muslim).

Yahya ibn Waththab quotes the Prophet, peace be upon him, on the authority of one of his companions as saying: “A Muslim who mixes up with people and suffers with maltreatment is better than the one who does not mix up with them, nor suffers their abuse.” (Related by At-Tirmithi]. 

• Prayers: Bleeding during — XE "Prayers: Bleeding during —" 
What can one do if he bleeds through the nose during prayer? Should he continue or not?

Some scholars, particularly of the Hanafi school of thought, consider bleeding as one of the things that invalidate ablutions. Their verdict on what should the person do if he bleeds in prayer is very detailed, and they relate some of these details to the amount of blood that is discharged. However, there does not seem to be any evidence to support this view. The evidence is more on the side of the view that bleeding does not invalidate ablutions. When Umar was stabbed in prayer, he resumed praying although he had lost much of his blood. No one of the Prophet's companions objected to what he did.

• Prayers: Change of intention XE "Prayers: Change of intention" 
I was offering Sunnah prayer in the mosque, after the congregation prayer was over, when a man came and joined me. I changed my intention for his sake and made my prayer the obligatory one. When we finished, I started offering Sunnah again, when another man came and did the same. I did not change my intention this time and completed my prayer as usual. Please comment on my action on both occasions.

There is no harm in a person offering a Sunnah prayer being the imam of another person who is offering an obligatory prayer. This happens all the time, particularly in Ramadhan, when people who come late into the mosque, when the imam has started taraweeh while they have not prayed Isha yet. They continue with their prayer and the Imam continues with his. Both are valid and acceptable. So, when you continued with your Sunnah the second time and the other person prayed his obligatory prayers, both of you were correct and both your prayers were valid.

This first case is different because it involved a change of intention on your part. Such a change makes your prayer invalid, because you abandoned a prayer which you had started and began another without fulfilling its essentials. For example, you start a prayer with takbeer but you have not done that, thinking that the one you did for your Sunnah was sufficient. How could it be when it was not meant for it? You need to repeat that prayer. As for the other person, his prayer is acceptable, God willing.

• Prayers: Changing places after a congregational prayer XE "Prayers: Changing places after a congregational prayer" 
Why do people change their places after a congregational prayer is over in a mosque in order to offer voluntary prayers? I personally prefer to stay in the same place. Is it acceptable?

It is perfectly appropriate if you offer your voluntary prayer in the same place where you offered your obligatory one with the congregation in the mosque. Indeed, there is no restriction on the places where you can offer your prayers, since the Prophet has told us that the whole earth is considered a place for prayers for the nation of Islam. However, it is more convenient to change places in order to leave a free passage for those who have finished and want to go out. If all people in the congregation were to offer their voluntary prayers in the position where they offered the obligatory one, there will remain no gap for anyone who has already finished and wants to leave, or for those who wish to go out immediately, either because they have some work or because they wish to attend voluntary prayers at home, as recommended by the Prophet. Some people, however, do not change places and they are at no fault.

• Prayers: Children in congregation XE "Prayers: Children in congregation" 
Is it permissible to allow children to stand in the same line with their elders in congregation prayer?

If you are speaking of a large mosque in which a congregational prayer attracts several rows of worshippers and there are a number of children in the mosque, then children may preferably form a line behind the congregation. However, some people take this advice as meaning that a young child is not allowed to stand in the same line as grown-ups. This is not true. The Prophet has taught us to encourage our children to pray when they are seven. There is more emphasis requiring to teach them to pray when they are 10. Moreover, younger children are allowed in the mosque. We have the incident when the Prophet was leading the congregation and he prolonged his prostrations for a long while, until his companions felt that he might have suffered something. When the prayer was over, they told him that they were worried about him. He explained that his grandson mounted his back and he did not wish to interrupt the child's fun. There is no doubt that the Prophet's grandson at that time was less than seven years of age. Otherwise, the Prophet would have taught him to pray. There is nothing to suggest that the Prophet's grandson was more adept at purifying himself than other children of his age. If a child's clothes are dry and there is no apparent sign of the child carrying any impurity, then we assume that he has purified himself well. He is allowed in the mosque. He may stand in the same line as older people, particularly if it is feared that by placing him behind the congregation, he will be running around and disturbing the worshippers. Moreover, his father or any other adult who has brought him into the mosque will be all the time worried that the child could run away. It is more preferable in this case that the child stands next to his father or relative. It is sufficient that the child is closing a gap in the line which would otherwise be unfilled.

• Prayers: Combined in pilgrimage XE "Prayers: Combined in pilgrimage" 
What is the reason for joining two prayers on returning from Arafat?

When the Prophet set out on his pilgrimage he was joined by no fewer than one hundred thousand of Muslims who wanted to do the pilgrimage with him. As he started, he said to them: "Learn your rituals from me".

What he meant was that we should do the pilgrimage in the manner he has shown us. If you study carefully the reports of the way the Prophet conducted his pilgrimage, you realize that the pattern he set was deliberate and well thought out. Nothing took place by mere coincidence.

Therefore, we must follow the Prophet's example if we wish to do the pilgrimage properly. We need not question the reasons behind any selected method for doing a particular duty. This is the way Allah wants us to conduct this act of worship. We do it as He wishes, i.e. in the way shown to us by the Prophet.

On the day of Arafat, the Prophet offered his prayers in a particular way and told all pilgrims with him to do likewise. He prayed Dhuhr and Asr consecutively at Arafat, shortly after the time of Dhuhr prayer began.

Furthermore, he shortened each of the two prayers to two rak'ahs. Although people from Makkah may feel that Arafat is at too short a distance to merit shortening prayer, they should do as the Prophet has done, because the Prophet was joined by thousands of pilgrims from Makkah and all offered their prayers as he did.

After the sun had set on that day, one of his companions suggested to the Prophet that they should offer Maghrib prayers. The Prophet told him that on that particular occasion, prayer would be offered after they had reached a certain spot. It was only after reaching Muzdalifah that the Prophet offered Maghrib and Isha prayer.

Therefore, these two prayers must be offered in Muzdalifah. They must be joined together, which means that Maghrib is offered complete, three rak'ahs and finished with Salam. Immediately afterward, people should rise to offer their Isha prayer which is shortened to two rak'ahs. This is what the Prophet has taught us and this is the manner which we must follow.

• Prayers: Combining and shortening of prayers XE "Prayers: Combining and shortening of prayers" 
When I travel I shorten and combine my prayers. May I ask whether on a journey which involves stop-over at different places, can one treat these stops as travel and combine Asr with Dhuhr if one is certain that one would arrive at one's base well before Maghrib? If on a travel I offer Friday prayer, can I combine Asr with it?

Some people think that the shortening and combining of prayers always go hand in hand, suggesting that once you shorten your prayers when traveling, you must combine them, and if you combine prayers, then you offer them in the shortened version. This is a mistaken notion. These are two separate concessions which are used together when the conditions allowing each are met at the same time.

The combination of prayers means that the two prayers of Dhuhr and Asr are offered at the same time, either advancing Asr to the time of Dhuhr in what we may call, "advance combination," or "delaying combination." The same applies to the prayers of Maghrib and Isha.

This concession is given in the case of travel and illness. It applies particularly in times of rain, when Maghrib and Isha are combined so that people do not have to come to the mosque twice on a rainy night.

Having said that, I should also add that the Prophet combined prayers at a time when there was no rain, and when he was neither traveling nor ill. He made it clear that this he did in order to give his followers a chance to do their prayers without affliction. Scholars agree that this concession of combining prayers when [one] is in one's home town may be practiced, provided there is need for it and it does not become a habit.

For example, if you are so tired when you arrive home one day that the only thing you want to do is to go to sleep, and you fear that if you sleep, you may miss your Asr prayer, then it is permissible to combine it with Dhuhr before you go to sleep. Similarly, you may use this concession if you have to go to a business meeting and you fear that there may be no chance for you to offer your Asr prayer on time. In winter, when the days are so short, you may want to go to shopping in a place where there are no mosques, and you fear that by the time you come home Maghrib would be due. All these are real life situations when combining prayers makes matters much more comfortable.

We avail ourselves of the concession and combine two prayers at one time, without shortening them.

Prayers may be shortened if one is traveling. The concession starts when one leaves the area of his home town and ends when he is back in that area. Whatever stop-over one may make are part of the travel. Besides, when one arrives at one's destination, he continues to avail himself of the concession to shorten one's prayers until he goes back home, provided that one does not intend to settle down. So a travel of two weeks is just the type during which prayers may be shortened. 

On such travels, prayers may also be combined. If one is returning home and Dhuhr prayer falls due, he may offer both Dhuhr and Asr prayer even though he expected to arrive at his destination before Asr is due. He need not repeat that prayer when he arrives. If during one's travel, one offers Friday prayer, he may combine Asr with it, according to some scholars. Others do not agree to this, saying that no prayer may be combined with Friday prayer. I am more inclined to the first view which allows such combination.

• Prayers: Commandment making it obligatory XE "Prayers: Commandment making it obligatory" 
You have mentioned in the past that "we are commanded by Allah to offer five separate prayers everyday". Could you please let me know where can I find this commandment?

The order to attend to prayers is mentioned frequently in the Qur'an, either directly or in reference to the qualities of believers. There is no question about prayer being an essential obligation of every believer. There is a famous Hadith which tells us that there are five pillars upon which the structure of Islam is built. These are: The declaration of the Oneness of Allah and the fact that Muhammad, peace be upon him, was His messenger, regular attention to prayer, payment of zakah, fasting in Ramadhan, and pilgrimage to the Ka'aba, for those who are able to undertake the journey. These are general commandments that tell us that we must offer prayer.

As you know, we learn many of the details of our religion from the Prophet. When he commands us to do something, it is commandment of Allah relayed to us by the Prophet. It is common knowledge that no one may be a Muslim unless he declares that he believes in Oneness of Allah and that Muhammad, peace be upon him, is Allah's messenger. The second part of this declaration means that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, was the person through whom Allah made clear to us His message and what He wants us to do or avoid. Allah tells us in the Qur'an: "Whatever the messenger bids you, fulfill it and whatever he forbids you, refrain from it" (59;7).  This is a statement which applies to everything that the Prophet tells us. Therefore, when the Prophet says to us: "Pray as you have seen me pray", then we must follow his example and pray in the same manner as he offered his prayer. If anyone offers prayer in a different fashion, it will not be accepted from him. He will not be a Muslim because he chooses for himself a method of praying other than that taught by the Prophet. He cannot protest that the Qur'an does not tell us how to pray exactly, but simply mentions that we must offer prayers.

When the Prophet came back from his night journey from Jerusalem and his Ascension to heaven, he told his companions that Allah has made it obligatory to all Muslims to offer five prayers everyday.

There are numerous instances where the Prophet mentions that Muslims have to pray five times daily. A Bedouin came to him and asked: "Messenger of Allah, tell me what Allah has made obligatory to me of prayer?" The Prophet answered: "The five daily prayers, unless you wish to volunteer more." This Hadith is related by Al-Bukhari. This is also the Hadith which tells us that when the Prophet sent his companion Mu'ath ibn Jabal as governor of Yemen, he walked with him and spoke to him about the conduct of his duty.

The Prophet told him to explain to the people of Yemen that Allah wants them to believe in Him alone as the only deity in the Universe and to believe in Muhammad, peace be upon him, as Allah's messenger. The Prophet then told him: "When they have accepted this from you, tell them that Allah has made it obligatory to them to offer five prayers everyday."

In addition to this, there is the fact that ever since the time of the Prophet, Muslims offer five daily prayers and there is no dis​agreement among the companions of the Prophet, or their succes​sors, or scholars in any generation since then, that these five are obligatory prayers. This has become so famous and well-known that it is one of the basic elements of Islam "that are essen​tially known to all people." The general rule is that anyone who denies such a matter which is essentially known to all people is a disbeliever.

• Prayers: Concentration in prayer XE "Prayers: Concentration in prayer" 
Although I attend to my prayers regularly, I am seldom able to concentrate properly. Often I have doubts about the activities and movements included in the prayer. What I would like to know is whether my prayer is valid.

Every one who starts prayers should concentrate fully on the task in hand. He should always think of what he is reading or reciting or doing. If he reflects on the meaning of what he says, he is bound to find it easier to concentrate on his prayers. If you have learned certain surahs of the Qur'an without understanding them, you better try to learn the meaning of each verse so that you can help your concentration by thinking of the meaning. However, if one nevertheless is distracted or suffers a lapse of concentration which results in a confusion in his mind about what stage he has reached in his prayers, there is an easy solution to this problem. If, for example, you doubt whether you have completed two or three rak'ahs, then you are certain that you have done two rak'ahs but you are doubtful about the third one. Therefore, you continue your prayer on the basis of that which you are certain, i.e. two rak'ahs, and then just before you finish your prayer after you have completed your Tashahhud you prostrate twice in compensation for forgetfulness. You then finish your prayer normally. If you nevertheless omit to do these two prostrations, your prayer is still valid.

Distraction in prayer happens often, especially when one is preoccupied with immediate problems of his daily life. The Prophet was once leading his companions in a congregational prayer when he finished it after completing two rak'ahs instead of four. One of his companions questioned him about this and when he realized what has happened, he ordered his companions to complete their prayers. No one had to start his prayers afresh. That shows that despite the distraction, the prayer is valid.

• Prayers: Correct direction of qiblah XE "Prayers: Correct direction of qiblah" 
It has been discovered in our country that the direction of the qiblah in many mosques was incorrect by a few degrees. An expert made it clear to people that they must amend their direction. Some people are confused and still maintain the old direction, while others have stopped coming to the mosque. [A mosque is built in that direction with the management and imam continuing the practice of leading prayer in the old direction.] Some argue that a difference of a few degrees did not matter much! Please comment.

If this man who has declared the need to amend the direction of your mosque is truly an expert in this particular area and he is well known in your community as being a man of honesty and integrity, then you must follow his advice. People need not worry about their past prayers. Those prayers are correct and valid, since the people had done their best to demarcate the direction of the qiblah [and then if there is a difference of a few degrees it will not matter as it was done with best of intentions; without knowledge of being in the wrong]. I am amazed that people should worry about amending the direction, if they are sure that the man's knowledge is sound. It is their duty to make sure that everything related to their prayer is done correctly. The old direction is not sacrosanct. The proper direction is the correct one which is most probably the new one, if the man is really an expert in this field.

I will give you an example. If you are offering prayer in a place where the direction of the qiblah is not marked and you could not determine it in any way, you need only try with whatever means you have at your disposal to determine correct direction. If you cannot then you start your prayer facing the direction you think may be correct. If during your prayer someone familiar with the place enters the room and finds you facing the wrong direction, he should tell you how to amend your direction, suggesting that you turn so many degrees to your right or to your left. You should follow his instructions immediately without stopping your prayers, even if he tells you to turn 180 degrees, i.e. facing the opposite direction, you should do so and continue your prayer, not repeating any part of it. Although this may happen just before you have finished, your prayer is correct and valid. If you do not respond to his instructions, then your prayer becomes invalid. Your original direction was chosen when you did not know which way to face. Once information has been received, you should act on it. 

• Prayers: Covering ankles XE "Prayers: Covering ankles" 
If there is a Hadith which requires men to expose there ankles, is there any need for more clarification by scholars? My friends argue that rulings are needed only on those situations which are not mentioned in the Qur'an or the Hadith.

It is true that when you have a Qur'anic verse or a pronouncement by the Prophet, peace be upon him, which is directly related to a certain situation, then no one can give a special ruling on the matter. However, there are numerous situations in which the role of a scholar is to relate the statements available to each particular case. In such situations, verdicts are required and these take the form of a religious ruling or a fatwah.  This task should never be under-estimated. It is very important task and can only be done after a thorough study of Islam and how rulings are deduced from available statement.

You speak about men being required to expose their ankles and ask whether there is any need for any clarification by scholars. What I can tell you is that if there is any Qur'anic verse or authentic Hadith which explicitly makes this requirement, then no one can argue about it or make a statement that differs with it. But such a requirement is certainly not mentioned in the Qur'an. I have not seen or heard of any Hadith which aspires to any degree of authenticity which makes that requirement of all Muslim men. Indeed, the reverse is true, because in cold winter days, the companions of the Prophet, peace be upon him, and other Muslims used to wear what is known as "khuff" which is a pair of soft shoes which normally cover the ankles. Moreover, the companions of the Prophet, peace be upon him, used to wear socks and wipe over them, when they needed to have ablutions or wudhu.  It is well known that socks cover the ankles. 

Having said that, I should perhaps explain that in the early days of Islam, it was socially considered a sign of arrogance for any person to wear a dress lower than the middle part of his legs. That [social consideration] meant that the proper dress of a man reached down midway between one's knees and one's ankles. To show any sign of arrogance or to demonstrate conceit is forbidden in Islam. Hence, the insistence of some scholars on the need to wear what is modest and far from suggesting conceit. Nowadays, most Muslim societies have a different view of appropriate dress for men. Many are the Muslim communities  where the normal dress is that of a suit, socks and shoes. This means covering of ones legs including one's feet. If this is the normal type of dress, it follows that it is perfectly acceptable to wear during prayers. Otherwise, if we were to insist on the same length of dress which used to be worn in the early Islamic days, we would require anyone who wears a suit to take off his shoes and socks, and fold up his trousers. This is totally unnecessary because it neither follows a Sunnah nor gives a decent appearance.

I can tell you that a great deal ... is being said by people who have little knowledge of Islamic Fiqh. There is simply no virtue in exposing ankles, whether in prayer or outside it. Anyone who has a different view should support it by evidence from the Qur'an or the Hadith.

• Prayers: Covering head XE "Prayers: Covering head" 
Followers of the Hanafi school of thought argue that because the Prophet and his companions always covered their head in prayer, anyone who does not follow their example would go astray. Please comment. Is there any authentic Hadith to support the view that covering one's head in prayer is necessary?

There is no Hadith which requires or recommends Muslim men to cover their heads when they offer their prayers, whether obligatory or voluntary. It should be remembered that the Prophet and his companions used to cover their heads when they were in the mosque or in the marketplace or indeed anywhere else. So did the rest of the Arabs. In other words, this was the customary dress in Arabia which continued after Islam. [Certain head gears are linked to specific areas. Arabs, Indonesians, Nepalese, Russians, Pakistanis, Moroccans, etc. can be linked to their origin with their head gears.] As such, wearing a cap or covering one's head by a man for prayers is neither recommended nor obligatory. It is certainly not a Sunnah. 

Does it mean that every Muslim has to wear a head covering at all times? Wearing a head-covering was traditional in Arabian society at the time of the Prophet. He would have pointed out that it is recommended or obligatory in prayer if it was so. The fact that he did not tell us that means that he only had his head-covering as part of his traditional dress. If someone wears a head covering in prayer in order to follow the example of the Prophet, he is re​warded simply for his intention. However, since the Prophet has not pointed out anything regarding this particular matter, we cannot say that it is recommended. [When following this example of Prophet earns us a reward, why should we argue over it and not adopt this practice as far as it may be? ]

• Prayers: Crossing the path of a praying person XE "Prayers: Crossing the path of a praying person" 
It is suggested that it is better to stand for forty years than cross the path of a person engaged in prayer. May I ask whether this applies to people offering prayers in the mosques in Makkah and Madinah?

It is strongly recommended that when a person offers his prayers he would put in front of him some sort of a barrier at a point which is a little farther than where he places his head on the ground when he prostrates himself. That barrier could be anything, whether wide or narrow. Even a stick is sufficient. If he has nothing to place in front of him then he may draw a line on the ground to separate his praying place from the surrounding area. When a person has placed such a shield or screen, then anyone who crosses his way beyond it does not have any effect on his prayer. 

What you have mentioned is correct. A highly authentic Hadith quotes the Prophet as saying: "Had any person who crosses the path of someone engaged in prayer known what sin he incurs, he will have preferred to stop for forty years rather than cross his path." (Related by Al-Bukhari and Muslim and others). The Hadith does not specify whether the Prophet meant forty days or forty years. That is immaterial. Another Hadith related by Muslim quotes the Prophet as saying: "It is better for any of you to stand for one hundred years rather than cross the path of his brother when he is engaged in prayer." The Prophet orders his followers to try to prevent anyone who is about to cross their path when they offer their prayer. But if someone crosses the path nevertheless, it does not affect the validity of the prayer itself. [Path of prayer does not extend beyond the point of prostration.]

An exception is made in Makkah, where the requirement of putting a shield or a screen does not apply. That is because of the enormous crowd that gathers in Makkah during pilgrimage and peak Umrah season. If a praying person is required to prevent everyone that intends to cross his path, he would not be able to concentrate on his prayer.

• Prayers: Delayed and the acceptable reasons for delay XE "Prayers: Delayed and the acceptable reasons for delay" 
If one discovers on waking up that he has had a wet dream, but time is too short to allow taking a shower before sunrise, what should he do?

In such a case, when one wakes up a few minutes before sunrise, he should proceed immediately to get ready for prayers. In the case of having a wet dream or being in the state of ceremonial impurity, he should proceed to remove it by taking a shower. If he must heat the water because it is too cold and he fears for himself, he should proceed to do that.

The important thing is not to waste time in any activity other than getting ready for prayer. Needless to say, if he needs to relieve himself, he should do so. If he busies himself only with getting ready for prayer, it is hoped that Allah would accept his prayer as having been offered on time, although it may take him until the sun has risen before he is fully ready. The point is that the delay was caused by oversleeping and oversleeping is one of two reasons which allow a prayer to be offered after its time-range has lapsed. The other situation is to have forgotten that particular prayer completely.

• Prayers: Delayed [Qaz'a XE "Prayers: Delayed [Qaz'a" ]

Due to very heavy work load, I miss my prayers during the day and offer all my prayers in the evening. I call Athan and iqamah for each prayer. Please comment.

Allah describes prayer in the Qur'an as a "time-related duty" which He has made obligatory to the believers. Since it is time-related, it must be offered at the appropriate time appointed for each prayer. I am afraid that a heavy workload does not provide an exemption from offering prayers on time, unless one works for an establishment which actually prevents him from offering prayers. In that case, you should try and find a job somewhere else. On the other hand, if leaving the work in hand in order to offer prayer will result in some damage to the work produced or cause harm to the company because of delayed work, it may be pardonable to delay prayer until one has an opportunity to offer it. [Added: Certain security jobs or some jobs requiring continuous attention to safety of a plant operation may cause delay in prayers, but] This should not be [allowed to become] a daily occurrence. 

One should always try to offer prayers on time. In cases of emergency, one may pray Dhuhr and Asr together, and Maghrib and Isha together. Again this should not become a habit.  When one offers such prayers together, one calls one Athan for all of them and says an iqamah for each prayer.

• Prayers: Delaying Isha prayers XE "Prayers: Delaying Isha prayers" 
What do you say about a person who is in the habit of delaying his Isha prayer until midnight or later? What if he sometimes falls asleep and then wakes up at 2 or 3 o'clock, or even just before Fajr to offer Isha?

All Muslims are aware that prayer is a time-related duty binding on every Muslim, whether man or woman. It must not be delayed until its time range is over. The time of Isha starts normally when the red twilight has disappeared, which is approximately 1.5 hours after sunset. Its time finishes at midnight. According to Islamic rules, midnight is not at 12 o'clock, but the actual middle point between sunset and sunrise. If a person has not offered Isha with the congregation at the beginning of its time range, he does well to delay it until the end of its time.

The Prophet, peace be upon him, has mentioned that it is only out of fear of making things difficult for his community that he stopped short of ordering them to delay Isha. So when a person delays Isha until shortly before he goes to bed, he does well as long as he offers it within its preferred time, which extends until midnight.

If in some unusual circumstances one delays Isha further than midnight, he is still praying it at its proper time as long as he offers it before Fajr. Many scholars extend Isha time until Fajr, on the rule that the time range of each prayer extends until the next prayer is due, with the exception of Fajr, the time of which lapses at sunrise. If this person falls asleep and wakes up to pray Isha before Fajr is due, he has not done wrong.

• Prayers: Doctors in the casualty departments XE "Prayers: Doctors in the casualty departments" 
If a doctor working in the casualty department of a hospital does not have time to offer his prayers at the right time, what should he do?

If a doctor has to attend to cases of emergency, he attends to those before he attends to his prayers. There is a rule which says that "preservation of life takes priority over the preservation of religion." When the emergency is over, the doctor should pray as soon as possible. If this means that he has missed an obligatory prayer, he prays the missed prayer before another emergency calls.

• Prayers: Dress code for Imam? XE "Prayers\: Dress code for Imam?" 
Recently a very well known preacher who has written several books on Islamic matters visited our workplace when we were about to offer our Zuhr prayer. Just as our regular imam was about to start the prayer, this gentleman stopped him, saying that he could not lead the prayer wearing a shirt and trousers. Is it inappropriate to lead the prayers wearing such clothes?

What this gentleman has done is very reprehensible. What would he have done if he had arrived in your mosque after the prayer had started? Would he have joined the prayer, or would he have waited until the congregation was over and prayed alone? If he would have joined the prayer, that would be an admission that the prayer is valid, as indeed it is. In this case, why would he stop the imam who was about to start a valid prayer? If he would have waited until you would have finished, then that would be tantamount to saying that your prayer is not valid, and he has no reason whatsoever to say that.

There is no particular type of clothing, which is suitable for prayer, and another type, which is not. What is required in prayer is to wear something that covers the awrah, or the area of the body, which one is not allowed to reveal before other people. For a man, this is the area between the waistline and one’s knees, according to most scholars. However, there is a different, but well supported view that this area is limited to the genitals. This means that a man may pray covering only awrah, and his prayer is valid. He is actually recommended to wear proper and clean clothes.

There is no particular type of Islamic dress. The Prophet, peace be upon him, did not recommend any such dress. The clothes he used to wear were of the type common in his society, and Muslims and non-Muslims wore these alike. I recall that a learned scholar was told once that he was wearing the clothes of European Christians, as he was wearing a suit and a tie. He answered that the person who objected to him was wearing the clothes of the pagan Arabs, as the robe he was wearing were the same as used by the non-believers in Arabia.

For the gentleman to stop the imam in this harsh and rude fashion is contrary to Islamic manners. God says to the Prophet, peace be upon him: 

“It is by God’s grace that you deal gently with your followers. Had you been harsh and hard of heart, they would indeed have broken away from you. Pardon them then, and pray that they be forgiven (by God.)” 

These instructions apply to every Muslim in dealing with other people, even those who are not Muslims. Needless to say, the gentleman in question did not take the instructions contained in this verse into consideration when he behaved in the manner you have described.

• Prayers: Dry cleaned clothes and their purification for prayers XE "Prayers: Dry cleaned clothes and their purification for prayers" 
Can we offer prayers wearing clothes that have been dry-cleaned?

If the clothes had not been contaminated with any impurity before sending them to be dry-cleaned, then they are suitable for offering prayers. What worries me is that the clothes might have impurity fallen on them beforehand. If the impurity is not removed before they are dry-cleaned, then dry cleaning does not purify them.

• Prayers: Exemption for women — the situations XE "Prayers: Exemption for women — the situations" 
Could you please explain the position with regard to exemption from prayer for women during their period, especially if it is prolonged.

Some scholars mention a number of days for the minimum duration of a woman's period and they also quote a figure to indicate the maximum days of such a period. There is no Hadith to indicate a minimum span of time when a woman is in menstruation. What we can say is that the minimum is a single flow. Nor is there a maximum period for menstruation. We do not have any reliable report to estimate its duration.

I say this knowing that some scholars mention one full day, i.e. twenty-four hours, for the minimum period of menstruation and ten or fifteen days for its maximum. None of these figures relies on a specific and authentic Hadith. Menses is recognized by its color. The Prophet is quoted to have said: "The blood of menses is dark, easily recognized." During a woman's period, her discharge may have different colors, ranging from almost black, to red, to yellow or a dark color between white and black. Normally, a woman can distinguish whether her discharge is menses or not.

Some women may have a prolonged discharge, but that does not mean that they have a prolonged menstruation. If a woman has such a prolonged discharge, then she has to distinguish between her menses and a discharge that does not stop her from offering prayers or fasting. There are three situations:

i)
A woman with a regular period. This is the case of a woman who used to have her menstruation lasting for six, seven or eight days on a regular basis. If she happens to have prolonged discharges afterward, then she should take count of her normal period, then she takes a bath and begins prayer. This is understood from a Hadith when, Umm Salamah, one of the Prophet's wives, asked him about a woman who was having a continuous discharge. He said: "Let her consider the number of days and nights for which she used to have her period every month. She need not pray during those days. Afterward, she should take a bath, use a piece of cloth or cotton, and offer her prayers." (Related by Al-Bukhari, Muslim and others). This Hadith applies to a woman who used to have a regular period before she developed this disorder.

ii)
A woman who does not have a regular period and cannot distinguish her menses from ordinary bleeding. The Prophet's sister-in-law, a young woman, had this trouble when she had just attained puberty. She told the Prophet that her discharge had prevented her from praying and fasting. The Prophet said to her: "I suggest that you use cotton because it absorbs blood." She told him that her discharge was too strong for that. He suggested that she should tie herself properly, but she again said that her discharge was too strong. He said to her: "I will describe to you two courses of action and you may choose either of them." He then explained her condition and told her: "You count your period six or seven days, as God knows, then have a bath until you feel that you have purified and cleansed yourself. You offer your prayers for twenty-four or twenty-three days and nights, and fast as usual. Your action is sufficient for that. You may repeat this every month as other women have their normal periods and cleanse themselves in accordance with their regular time of menses and cleanliness. Alternatively, you may choose to delay offering Dhuhr prayer and bring Asr prayer forward: You have a shower then pray Dhuhr and Asr together; then you delay Maghrib and bring Isha forward and combine the two prayers together. Then you have another shower for Fajr prayer and offer it. You may do like this and fast and pray if you can." The Prophet then added: "This last course is the one I would prefer." (Related by Ahmad, Abu Dawood and At-Tirmithi). Al-Bukhari commented that this is an authentic Hadith.

iii)
If she does not have a regular period but can distinguish menses from other discharge. In this case, she relies on distinguishing one from the other. The Prophet said to a woman named Fatimah who had the trouble of prolonged discharge: "Menses is dark and can be distinguished. If your discharge is such, then refrain from praying. If it is of the other type, then have ablution and offer prayer."

• Prayers: Facing grave XE "Prayers: Facing grave" 
You have pointed out that it is not acceptable that a person faces a grave when he prays. In Prophet's Mosque, part of the congregation faces the Prophet's grave. How is this allowed?

It is correct that it is forbidden to face a grave during a prayer. It is also not permissible to build a mosque at the place of a grave or at the graveyard. I have dealt with this question more than once.

However, at the Prophet's Mosque, no one faces his grave, because his grave is not raised over the ground. Besides, there is a wall built around it, to separate it from a portion of the mosque. The wall serves as a separating area, which does not allow the grave to be in view of the worshipers. Moreover, we should not imagine the Prophet's grave as a tomb or something built high over the ground, or that cement or bricks or any other building material is used with its construction. The whole thing is made according to the Sunnah which recommends that grave is only slightly higher than the ground. With the passage of the years, the Prophet's grave and those of his two companions, Abu Bakr and Umar have become level with the ground and no one is allowed inside the built-up area around. There are specific instructions in Islam against giving graves any sort of association with worship in order not to allow any habit or practices of other religions, which give the dead a saintly position, to creep into our faith. 

No dead person could be of any benefit to a living one. That is the Islamic view.

• Prayers: Filling a gap during prayer XE "Prayers: Filling a gap during prayer" 
Once I was in a congregational prayer when the person next to me pulled me toward him to fill a gap in the line, but my concentration was disturbed. To my knowledge when one is praying he should behave as one standing in front of God who is watching him. Is the action done acceptable?

You are right and the person who pulled you to fill the gap is right as well. It is true that when we are engaged in prayer, we should be fully concentrating on the task at hand, realizing that we are standing in front of God, addressing Him and He is listening to us. Therefore, our concentration on prayer should be at its highest. However, when we are in congregational prayer, we should also make sure that we stand in lines as we have been taught by the Prophet, peace be upon him.

Each line starts exactly behind the imam who should always be kept in the middle. This means that people should stand either to the right or the left of the center point leaving no gaps between them. They can ensure that by standing shoulder to shoulder in straight lines. If there is a gap in a line, the person next to it should move to fill it, making sure that the one who moves is the one whose movement is toward the center. If you see a gap in the line in front of you, you should move up to fill it. At no time gaps may be left in the lines. If you make such a move, you are able to regain concentration easily.

• Prayers: Forgetfulness in prayer XE "Prayers: Forgetfulness in prayer" 
Once I was leading a congregation in Maghrib prayer but I omitted to recite loudly in the first two rak'ahs through forgetfulness. When I had finished, one of these who prayed with me said that we should have offered two prostrations for forgetfulness, otherwise our prayer was invalid. Please comment.

It is recommended to recite loudly in the two rak'ahs of Fajr and the first two rak'ahs in each of the obligatory prayers of Maghrib and Isha. Whether a person is praying alone or leading a congregation, he should follow this recommendation. The two prostrations, i.e. sujood, which are offered at the end of one's prayer and give the name of "sujood sahu", compensate for any omission or addition due to forgetfulness. Books of Fiqh abound in details of which errors in prayers may be compensated for with these prostrations. It is perhaps sufficient to say here that if a worshipper omits certain types of obligatory actions of prayer, he should offer these two prostrations before he finishes his prayers. As for recommended things, i.e. those known as sunnah in prayer, no compensation is required for omitting them. Since they are not obligatory,  why should something be offered in their stead? Nevertheless, some of these qualify for two prostrations of 'sahu' when they are omitted through forgetfulness.

With regard to reciting aloud or in secret, the rule is well known. As I have already said, reciting aloud in Fajr, Maghrib and Isha is recommended, i.e. a sunnah. Scholars have expressed different views with regard to the omission of reciting aloud and whether it qualifies to be compensated for with two prostrations of 'sahu'. All that we need to say here is that if one offers these two prostrations, one does well and good. If he omits to do them, his prayer is perfectly valid.

Perhaps I should add that if a worshipper who is offering a day prayer, i.e. Dhuhr or Asr, recites aloud in the first two rak'ahs through forgetfulness, and while praying he remembers that he need not have recited aloud, he should continue his loud recitation in the first two rak'ahs. If the reverse situation occurs and a worshipper recites in secret in Fajr, Maghrib or Isha and then he remembers that he should have begun his recitation loudly, he has the choice whether to continue his recitation in private or to start again aloud, while continuing his prayer. He needs to interrupt it and start again. What this boils down to is that your prayer and that of congregation you led was valid, although you have not offered these two prostrations of 'sahu'. Your friend who objected was wrong in saying that the prayer was not valid. Had you done these prostrations, that would have been appropriate as well.

• Prayers: Friday congregation at workplace

Is it permissible to offer Friday prayer anywhere other than a mosque? I work on a site where the nearest mosque is about 20 km away, and when it is time for Friday prayer, we are actually working. There are only a few Muslim workers while the majority are non-Muslims. When we inquired about the possibility of taking time off for prayers, we were told to pray on site. Is that permissible?

Friday prayer is very important, and it must be offered in congregation. It is meant to tackle the situation of the Muslim community and to remind people of God and the Day of Judgment. God has prohibited buying and selling at the time of Friday prayer, making it clear that when the Friday prayer is called, all Muslims should go straight to attend the prayer, and they must stop trading. This ban extends to every sort of activity, which is meant to earn money. So an employee should leave his job and attend the prayers.

However, special circumstances may exempt one from attending the prayer. One of them is the non-availability of a mosque or a congregation at a convenient place. In your case, your employer would not have been able to prevent you join the prayers if there was a mosque locally where you could have attended the prayer. But traveling such a distance is not required to attend the prayer.

Therefore, the best alternative is that the small group of Muslims at your work site should arrange that the prayer is held every Friday on site. One of you may deliver the Khutbah [which need not necessarily be in Arabic] and lead the prayer. In this way, you have the reward of the prayer and none of you misses it while at the same time you do not need to take time off for that purpose.

• Prayers: Friday sermon and greeting the mosque XE "Prayers: Greeting the mosque" 
It is said that when the imam delivers his sermon on Friday, all activity must come to a halt. What about a late comer offering two rak'ahs by way of greeting the mosque?

Scholars take different views on this particular question with one school of thought making a strict rule that once the sermon, or khutbah, has started, then it is not permissible to offer any prayer by any person. What is agreed to by all schools of thought is that once the sermon has started, no one who is already in the mosque may stand up to offer voluntary prayers. As for a late comer, he may offer his two rak'ahs in greeting the mosque immediately after he enters, and before he sits down. Once the Prophet was delivering the sermon when one of his companions entered and was about to sit down. The Prophet instructed him to offer two rak'ahs. As you realize, this prayer, i.e. greeting the mosque is voluntary. Therefore, if a person does not do it, he commits no sin. If he does it, he is rewarded.

• Prayers: Greeting the Haram XE "Prayers: Greeting the Haram i.e. the Grand Mosque in Makkah" 
Upon entering any mosque, we are recommended to offer two rak'ahs as a greeting to the mosque. However, some scholars suggest that one who arrives in the Grand Mosque in Makkah for Umrah should start with tawaf, which is also regarded as a greeting prayer. How far is this correct and when does it apply?

Offering two rak'ahs as a greeting to a mosque is not restricted to when you enter the Haram for prayers only. This applies anytime when you enter the Haram, whether you are performing the Umrah or the pilgrimage or just arriving for one regular prayer or sit in the mosque and read the Qur'an. Tawaf does not count as a greeting prayer, but it is the proper greeting of the Ka'aba. You perhaps realize that tawaf is a form of prayer which means that everything that applies to prayer applies to tawaf with the exception that it is permissible to talk during tawaf. In other words, you have to have ablution for tawaf and you better occupy your time with glorification of Allah and praising Him as well as praying Him for anything you wish. When you finish tawaf you are recommended to offer two rak'ahs as Sunnah of tawaf, and it is preferable to offer them behind the place known as Maqam Ibrahim.

• Prayers: Imam forgot to recite aloud for Maghrib prayer XE "Prayers\: Imam forgot to recite aloud for Maghrib prayer" 
The imam forgot to read aloud in the first rak’ah of Maghrib prayer. After starting the second rak’ah in the same fashion, i.e. reading in private, he was reminded by some of the worshippers, but he carried on in the same way. Did he do wrong? Should he have done differently? Should he have prostrated himself at the end to rectify his omission?

What the imam did at the end was right. He obviously forgot to recite aloud the parts of the Qur’an he was reading in his prayer, as he should have done in the first two rak’ahs. When he was reminded, it was too late to rectify the mistake. Even if he himself remembers before starting the second rak’ah that he should be reading aloud, he should carry on as he has started. In this way, he would offer the prayer in the same form.

This is the proper thing to do in these situations. If he is to change in mid-course, his prayer would have a mixture of two forms, which is not right.

If the imam offers two prostrations at the end of his prayers, the congregation should follow his lead and join him in these prostrations. That would be appropriate. If he does not do that, his prayer is correct and valid. The same applies to every one in the congregation. 

• Prayers: Imam without a beard XE "Prayers: Imam without a beard" 
You have clearly stated previously that every Muslim should wear a beard because this is the Sunnah of the Prophet, peace be upon him. Then there should not be "ifs and buts," and every Muslim should wear a beard. A person leading prayers must be bearded. Could you please, then, answer the following questions: 1.) Is it not obligatory on the part of every Muslim to obey what the Prophet, peace be upon him, has ordered? 2.) Is there any incident during the life of the Prophet, peace be upon him, and of the rightly guided caliphs when prayers were led by an iman without a beard? If not, then this cannot be approved according to your own verdict in the case of the celebration of the Prophet's birthday and similar situations. You have stated that in these cases that if an action was not practiced by the Prophet, peace be upon him, and his companions, then it is an innovation and against Islam. By the same argument, it is not possible for an imam to be without a beard.

The simple answer to your first question is "Yes, indeed." It is certainly obligatory on the part of a Muslim to obey what the Prophet, peace be upon him, has ordered. This is stated clearly in the Qur'an when Allah says: "Take whatever the Prophet gives you and desist from anything he forbids you." With regard to wearing a beard, I have already stated [on other occasions] that every Muslim should do so. I have nothing to add on this. 

Turning away from the subject of wearing a beard for a moment I would like to explain that not everything stated in the Qur'an and Hadith in the imperative form constitutes an obligation in the strict sense of the word. Take for example Verse 31 of Surah 7 which speaks of how to dress when one goes to the mosque. This is given in the imperative form and addressed to "the children of Adam," which means that the order is given to all mankind. Muslims and non-Muslims alike. Translators of the Qur'an render its meaning in a variety of forms. These are four of them:

1) Beautify yourself for every act of worship; 2) Take to your adornment at every mosque; 3) Dress well every-time you pray; and 4) Wear your best clothes to every place of worship.

My own understanding of this verse is that it relates to how one should dress when one stands up for prayer, whether at home or in the mosque, although it should be observed more carefully in the latter case. Whether we take it to mean dress only or adornment in general, it tells us to take care of our appearance when we pray. Once again it is expressed in the imperative form. Now, does this constitute an obligation which must be observed literally and strictly every-time we pray, or every time we go to the mosque? If so, what do we say to a construction worker who hears the call to prayer and goes to the mosque wearing his working gear? Do we tell him not to go to the mosque for the congregational prayer because he has at home better clothes which he must wear in fulfillment of this order given in the Qur'an? Furthermore, if you are at home wearing ordinary clothes which are clean and you hear the call to prayer, do you have to change into your best gear before you go to the mosque. If you say that it is not obligatory to do so, how do you explain this Qur'anic order? I am sure you will agree with me when I tell you that this Qur'anic verse indicates a preference rather than a commandment. In other words, if you wear clean, presentable clothes when you go to the mosque, you have fulfilled this order. If you go to the mosque wearing your working gear, your prayer is still valid. It is certainly better for someone whose job causes his clothes to be dirty to have near at hand a clean dress into which he could quickly slip before he goes to the mosque. But if he does not do so, we do not tell him not to come to the mosque.

I have given this example in order to explain to you that some orders are given to indicate preference, not obligation. These must not be understood in their strictly literal sense. Otherwise, things will become very difficult for people. If we make things difficult, we run the risk of doing the opposite of what the Prophet, peace be upon him, commands us: "Make things facile, not difficult."

The answer to your second question is that I do not know. I very much doubt whether anyone led the prayer during the lifetime of the Prophet, peace be upon him, and his companions when he was not wearing a beard but it was the general practice at the time to follow the Prophet's Sunnah more strictly. Moreover, it was socially unacceptable that one should appear without a beard.

Having said that, I must admit that I am amazed at your analogy which equates this with celebrating the Prophet's birthday and similar actions. Such an analogy does not hold. When we speak about a person without a beard, we are speaking of an omission. When we speak about celebrating the Prophet's birthday, we are speaking of an addition. The two are not only different; they are worlds apart. In the second case, i.e. that of addition, one is introducing into the religion something which is not part of it. In other words, this constitutes an allegation that our religion could be improved upon, or that the form which has been conveyed to us by the Prophet, peace be upon him, was not complete. Allah forbids that any of us should think so for a moment. Our religion is complete since Allah has made it so. It is perfect as the Prophet, peace be upon him, conveyed it to us. No addition can be made to it.

The case of an omission is certainly different. What it means is that someone neglects a duty or a Sunnah. If we treat this neglect or omission on the same basis as we treat addition, we are demanding that every Muslim should be perfect. While we should always try to improve ourselves, perfection cannot be expected from anyone. Allah describes the believers with whom He is pleased as those who "avoid the cardinal of sins and gross indecencies, with the exception of minor offenses." In other words, these good believers who earn the pleasure of Allah commit minor sins. I will go further than that and say that even a person who commits a grave sin may still earn the pleasure of Allah, if he works hard for His forgiveness. 

Brother, I am sure you agree with me that we strive all our lives to be among those whose good deeds exceed by a fraction their bad deeds, and we may, with His grace, scrape through into heaven. If you agree to that, I say that there is a world of difference between this concept and the strict, perfectionist discipline you try to impose. I beg you to reflect on what I have said to appreciate the difference. [Strive for excellence and not perfection, because perfection belongs to Allah alone.]

What you are saying is that a person who does not wear a beard must not lead prayer. May I ask: should he pray or not? If you say he should pray, is his prayer acceptable to Allah and rewarded by Him? Is it valid? If it is, then he may lead the prayer. If you say that he must not lead the prayer, you are in effect saying that his prayer is not valid. You have to prove this with strong evidence. I do not think you can provide any. It is not for us human beings to say to anyone among us that his prayers are not valid.

Not only that, but the prayer of any Muslim who may have committed even a cardinal sin, is valid and acceptable, as long as he believes in the Oneness of Allah and in the message of the Prophet, peace be upon him. What do you do if you see someone doing something which is clearly forbidden, then coming to the mosque to offer his prayers? Do you tell him to go away? Obviously not. Can we say that his prayers are not valid? Decidedly not. It is only Allah who decides whose prayers to accept and whose to reject. Because He is so merciful to us, He accepts our prayers as long as we do not associate partners with Him and do not intend our prayer to be a means to show off or to deceive people. In other words, if we genuinely address our prayer to him, He accepts it. Moreover, He credits it to our account with Him. In other words, it offsets some of our sins.  When Allah's mercy is so encompassing, how can we restrict it with rules of our own?

Let me put to  you this question: If you go to a mosque and find that the congregation has already started the prayer, led by an imam who is without a beard, what do you do? Do you join that prayer? If so, then you admit that it is valid. If you do not, then you are disobeying the Prophet, peace be upon him, who tells you, and all Muslims, to join a congregation even when the imam's behavior leaves something to be desired. This he has ordered us to do, so that the Muslim community will always be united. Moreover, wearing a beard is not one of the criteria for the selection of an imam. The Prophet, peace be upon him, tells us that the one of us to lead the prayer should be the one who recites the Qur'an best. If two or more recite the Qur'an equally well, then the one of them with the greater knowledge of Islam should lead the prayer.

I have discussed your objection at length because what worries me is the attitude which it betrays. It is unfortunately an attitude which has spread among certain sections of the Muslim community. It seeks to impose a narrow interpretation on everything Islamic. I am afraid that by doing so, they deprive Islam of one of its greatest assets which Allah has made inherent to Islamic faith and practice, namely, ease and flexibility. Islam is a religion which is easy to follow. Anyone who tries to impose a mantel of rigidity on it does a disservice to Islam. This is what we understand from the Hadith of the Prophet, peace be upon him, which may be rendered in translation as follows: "Indeed, this religion is characterized by ease; then go through it gently. Anyone who tries to impose rigidity on this religion will be defeated by it." 

• Prayers: Interrupting prayer XE "Prayers: Interrupting prayer" 
In what situation is it permissible to abandon or inter​rupt prayer?

In normal circumstances, there is no situation which allows a wor​shipper to cut short his prayer or abandon it before he finishes it. Even if one finds himself facing a snake or a wild animal while praying, he should not abandon his prayer.

He may kill the snake or hide from the animal, but he may and should continue with his prayers.

If a mother, for example, sees her young child about to fall or harm himself or cause some harm to the house, or cause trouble, she may move to prevent him from doing what mischief he intends to do or to protect him from an unwelcome accident. She may do all this, however, while continuing praying.

If one is alone in the place where he is offering his prayer and someone knocks at the door, he may raise his voice to make that person aware of his presence, or he may walk to the door to open it without turning away from the qiblah, but he may not cut his prayer short.

• Prayers: Iqamah — Is it obligatory before a congregation? XE "Prayers: Iqamah — Is it obligatory before a congregation?" 
We were about to offer prayers in congregation at the office, when the telephone rang. The imam answered it while iqamah was being said. When he had finished, he asked for the iqamah to be said again. Should he have done that, considering that we were only three persons joining the prayer?

The iqamah, or a shortened call to prayer, is said immediately before an individual or a congregation start their prayer. It serves to put the worshipper in a frame of mind most suitable for his worship. It is recommended or encouraged, i.e. sunnah, not obligatory. If a person does not say it, or if the congregation start without any one of them saying it, that does not detract in any way from the validity of the prayer.

If one has said iqamah and then something took place to delay him from starting his prayer, it is open to him to decide whether he wants to say the iqamah again or not. However, if the distraction is short, then the iqamah need not be said again. Suppose that when the imam answered the telephone, he explained to his caller that he was just about to pray and he would return the call after he had finished, then it would have been more appropriate if he started the prayer without repeating the iqamah. On the other hand, if the caller was his boss and he wanted to ask him about a certain matter and the telephone conversation took a few minutes, then repeating the iqamah is perhaps more preferable.

• Prayers: Mark on the forehead XE "Prayers\: Mark on the forehead" 
You once said that praying on a hard surface or a dirty place brings the prayer mark on the forehead of some people. I feel that this contradicts Verse 29 of Surah 48, which speaks of the effect of prostration being seen in the faces of worshippers.

Certainly the verse you refer to mentions that prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, and those who are with him have certain qualities which are worthy of praise. It goes on to say: 

“You recognize them by their marks on their faces, traced by prostration.” 

Here the recognition is general. It is not a special case. They are recognized by people generally, as their worship and prostration leave their “trace” on them. That “trace” is, as Muhammad Asad says, “the spiritual reflection of...  faith in the believer’s manner of life and even in his outward aspect.” You may even take it literally and say that prayers leave its mark in a sort of calm serenity in the overall bearing of a person.

This is totally different from the black mark on the foreheads of some people, which is wrongly associated with prayer. The Qur’anic verse does not refer to any physical mark. To say so is to suggest that people who have the mark are given a testimony in their favor. That leaves others who do not have that mark feeling inferior. It is not right. 

May I also point out that this mark is quite common among people of certain countries, but not noticed among the population of other countries. Does that tell us something? May be it confirms what I say about the causes of that mark, which is sometimes so bad that you could see that it conceals some infection.

• Prayers: Menstruation, traces of discharge and prayers XE  "Prayers: Menstruation, traces of discharge and prayers" 
My period lasts for three days during which I have frequent discharge. The next four days I have very little discharge or none at all. What I normally do is to have a shower on the fourth day and even on later days, and then pray Fajr. If it continues to be clean, I offer my prayer normally, but when I see traces of discharge, I stop praying for the rest of the day. Please comment.

If you know that your period lasts seven days, then that is your period, despite the fact that the discharge is only trickling in the last two or four days. Let me make that very clear. If after the three days when your discharge is very frequent, you find that it has stopped for several hours, but you know from experience that you will still have some little discharge in the evening on the following day, then you are still in the period. Most women know the frequency, regularity of their periods and the volume of their discharge, etc. They can identify how long their period will last. In your case, it seems to me that it lasts seven days. During a woman's period, she is not required to pray, and, according to most scholars, she may not read the Qur'an. My advice to you is to make clear in your mind how long your period lasts. When you have identified that length, then a temporary stoppage, even though it may be for the last half of a day or so, should be disregarded. 

Young women used to come to Lady Aisha with their pieces of cotton to show her and ask her whether they should resume prayer. She would tell them not to hurry until they have made sure that the discharge is all white. I think that should give you enough guidance.

• Prayers: Missed by mistake XE "Prayers: Missed by mistake" 
A woman started having a blood discharge and thought it was menses, which was totally unexpected. She stopped offering prayers. Subsequently it was confirmed that the discharge was not from menstruation. Therefore, she took a bath and continued with her normal prayers. What does she do about the prayers she had missed?

The Prophet has told us very clearly that Allah, out of His grace does not question about what we do as a result of a genuine mistake, out of forgetfulness or by compulsion. This lady has missed prayers through a genuine mistake. She had a discharge which she thought to be of the type which would require her not to pray. She acted on that until she realized she was mistaken. Hence, she is not accountable for missing those prayers.

However, those prayers which were obligatory to her, she would have normally offered them. They remained outstanding. She should have offered them immediately after taking her bath. Now that they remain outstanding, she should offer them as soon as possible. She should also pray Allah to forgive her for this delay. Although it is not intended, still we need to ask Allah's forgiveness for any omission or mistake we do. Moreover, we are always in need of Allah's forgiveness. He certainly grants it to anyone who asks for it sincerely and with a genuine resolve to abide by Allah's laws. Nevertheless, human beings are liable to be in error at every juncture. Hence, praying for Allah's forgiveness is strongly recommended at all times.

• Prayers: Movement in prayer XE "Prayers: Movement in prayer" 
I have seen people in the Haram carrying their young children when they offer their prayers with the Imam. They put them down when they kneel for their prostration and pick them up again when they stand up. This causes a lot of movement in prayer, which according to some schools of thought renders the prayer invalid. Is this correct? 

This is perfectly appropriate, because it ensures that the parent will not be distracted by the child running about during the prayer, and the child won't cry if he feels neglected. The movement involved does not affect the validity of the prayer. Suppose a snake appears in front of a person engaged in prayer. The worshipper is allowed to fight it until it is killed, or to change place so that he is not in danger. That this may involve several moves is perfectly understandable and acceptable.

• Prayers: Offered at mosque or home XE "Prayers: Offered at mosque or home" 
There is a mosque in the compound where we live, but some people prefer to offer their obligatory prayer in their rooms. Is their prayer valid? On the other hand, there are three mosques near our working site. Nevertheless, employees gather to have their congregational prayer on site, rather than go to one of those three mosques. Is this acceptable?

Congregational prayer is one of the duties of the Muslim commu​nity. Mosques provide such congregation and they must be used. Moreover, congregational prayer is rewarded 27 times more than the same prayer when offered individually.

To show how important offering the prayer with the congregation in the mosque is, I will refer to the time when Amr ibn Umm Maktoom, a blind companion of the Prophet, asked him whether he could offer prayer at home, because sometimes he did not feel up to walking to the mosque, particularly with roads being uneven and having some pitfalls. The Prophet asked him whether he could hear the Athan, i.e. the call. When Amr said that he could, the Prophet told him that he could not find any justification for him to stay at home. However, the prayer of those people at home remains valid and dis​charges their duty of offering prayer, although they miss out on the greater reward.

They should however, come to the mosque from time to time in order to discharge the other obligation of offering congregational prayer.

Forming a congregation for the employees at the working site is perfectly acceptable. Because if everyone was to go to the mosque, the time taken for prayer would be longer. 

A Muslim employee should always take care not to take out of his working hours more than absolutely necessary for prayer and other matters that are unavoidable.

• Prayers: Offered especially for one's needs XE "Prayers: Offered especially for one's needs" 
Is there a special prayer or supplication which one may offer for the accomplishment of a purpose which one needs badly.

If you badly need something to be accomplished, then the advice given by the Prophet in an authentic Hadith that you do a good ablution, washing every organ well and making sure of adding what is recommended in a proper ablution, such as washing your face, arms and feet three times instead of once, etc. You then offer two voluntary rak’ahs trying to concentrate well on your prayers.

When you have finished, you do your supplication and request Allah to grant you your purpose, whatever it is, as long as it is something permissible. According to the Hadith, Allah is certain to answer your prayers either immediately or at a later time of His choosing. In another Hadith, the Prophet tells us that if Allah chooses to defer answering a particular prayer of ours, He rewards us for it in the life to come. When we will see what He gives us instead, we should wish that He had not answered a single supplication of ours in this present life, but had stored it for us in the hereafter. In the light of the foregoing, I can add a little word of advice. Although the purpose you are keen to have accomplished is perfectly appropriate and understandable, it may be that its postponement or non-accomplishment is better for you and the person concerned. While it is appropriate to continue to request it in your supplication, you must not feel downhearted if it is delayed. Allah is certain to choose for you what He knows to be better for you.

• Prayers: Offering only obligatory prayers & the time range XE "Prayers: Offering only obligatory prayers & the time range" 
Could you please comment on the practices of people who are lax with their Sunnah prayers in conjunction with their obligatory ones. Some people offer only two rak'ahs of Sunnah with the obligatory two rak'ahs of Friday prayer. What I have learned is that one should offer a total of 17 rak'ahs. Other people are in the habit of delaying Isha prayer till after mid-night, due to laziness or attending to business. Others rarely wake up for Fajr prayer.

The importance of praying Sunnah, or voluntary prayer, can be appreciated when we look carefully at this authentic Qudsi Hadith in which the Prophet is quoted to have said: "Allah, the Almighty says: Whoever shows enmity to a friend of Mine, I shall be at war with him. My servant does not draw near to Me with anything more loved by Me than the religious duties I have imposed upon him, and My servant continues to draw near to Me with supererogatory works so that I shall love him. When I love him I am his ear with which he hears, his eyes with which he sees, his hand with which he strikes, and his leg with which he walks. Were he to ask something of Me, I would surely give it to him; and were he to ask Me for refuge, I would surely grant him it." (Related by Al-Bukhari). What is meant by "supereroga​tory works" mentioned in this Hadith is any voluntary action which is added over and above the religious duties Allah has imposed. This relates particularly to prayers, since the Hadith uses in Arabic the same word [Nafil] we use to refer to voluntary prayers.

However, what the Prophet has recommended or encouraged us to do, by way of offering voluntary worship, remains voluntary. It is not obligatory. Hence, it is not for anyone to demand it of others. Allah will question us on the day of judgment about any obligatory prayer we deliberately miss. But He will not ques​tion us about Sunnah we do not do. He will reward us for the Sunnah we do, but He does not punish anyone for omitting any voluntary action [though we may be reproached for not following the recommended practice of the Prophet, peace be upon him]. When a man told the Prophet that he was not prepared to add anything to what Allah has made a binding duty on him, the Prophet commented: "(The man) will prosper if he fulfills what he says."

Allah has given us a time range for each prayer. It is far more preferable to offer Isha prayer before midnight, but if one de​lays it after that, it is acceptable. Some people prefer to de​lay Isha in order to conclude their day's activity with a prayer. While it is more preferable to offer Isha prayer with the congregation at the beginning of its time, the thought of concluding one's day with it is [also] fine.

Making a habit of missing Fajr prayer is certainly very seri​ous. One has to take every precaution in order to offer it on time. For this reason, it is better to go to bed early and make sure of waking up to offer Fajr before sunrise. If occasionally one oversleeps he should pray Fajr immediately on waking up. When a prayer is deliberately missed, it cannot be offered be​cause its time has lapsed. Only when it is missed through over​sleep or loss of consciousness, can it be offered when con​sciousness is regained. If one has not prayed for several years, one should repent, seek Allah's forgiveness, resolve not to miss any single prayer again and offer as much in Sunnah as possible.

• Prayers: One to define man's nature XE "Prayers: One to define man's nature" 
In the name of Allah, the Merciful, the Beneficent

To its credit shall be whatever good it does and against it whatever evil it does. Our Lord, do not take us to task if we forget or lapse into error. Our Lord do not lay on us a burden such as that which You laid on those before us. Our Lord, do not burden us with what we do not have the strength to bear. Pardon us, forgive us our sins, and have mercy on us. You alone are our Lord Supreme: Give us, then, victory over the non-believers. (The Cow, “Al-Baqarah” : 2;286) Commentary by Sayyid Qutb — Translation by Adil Salahi & Ashur Shamis.

This is how a Muslim views the duties Allah has imposed on him when He put him in charge of the earth, the test He has set for him and the reward He has set for him and the reward He gives at the end. He is certain of Allah's mercy and justice in all that. He, therefore, does not complain or grumble about his duties, nor does he think that he is overburdened with such duties. He knows that Allah who has imposed those duties on him is fully aware of his own capabilities and that He would not have imposed those duties on him if he is incapable of fulfilling them. Such a reassuring view is certain to provide an incentive for the believer to discharge his duties. If he weakens or slackens, he knows that the problem is his own weakness, not that the task is too excessive. He can then motivate himself anew and strengthen his resolve to discharge his duty. 

The second part of this concept is embodied in this statement: To its credit shall be whatever good it does and against it whatever evil it does. It is then a personal responsibility. Every individual is credited with his or her own good actions and bears the consequences of his or her evil wants. Every human being will return to Allah holding his own personal account which shows everything recorded to his credit or against him. He cannot make any endorsement to anyone else, and he expects help from no one. When people are fully aware of the fact that they return to Allah as individuals, everyone of them becomes a fully independent unit which does not concede Allah's right in him to anyone. Every single human being will stand in Allah's rights against any temptation, tyranny, transgression and corruption. He is responsible to protect himself and to protect Allah's right in him, which is to obey Allah and to submit to Him alone in matters of faith and behavior. If he, under the pressure of temptation and seduction or coercion and tyranny, gives up that right — with the exception of one who pretends to do so under pressure and by force while his heart remains genuinely faithful — he should know that no person will be able to intercede on his behalf on the Day of Judgment or to protect him against any punishment. No one shall help him with taking over any part of his burden, and no one shall stand to defend him against Allah. Hence, every individual will fight as hard as he can in order to defend himself and defend Allah's right in him, since he will stand alone to receive his reward from Allah. There is no danger from this type of individual responsibility. Faith requires that every individual should fulfill his duty toward the community as part of his duty toward Allah. He is required to maintain as part of the community in an exercise of complete and mutual social security which is not confined to matters of earnings and finance, physical help and sincere advice, but also includes working together in order to enforce what is right and to destroy what is evil. All this will either be credited to or debited from his account when he faces Allah as an individual waiting for his reward.

We then have a prayer which suggests an attitude of hope mixed with fear, as if the believers who repeat that prayer have fully understood the preceding fact. This prayer describes the relationship between the believers and their Lord. They are aware of their weakness, their need for Allah's pardon and forgiveness, and for His help and shelter, and the fact that their only proper course is to be on His side and to reject any claim other than His, and to be ready to fight for His cause, seeking help and victory only from Him. The prayer is characterized by its soft tone and fine rhythm.

Our Lord, do not take us to task if we forget or lapse into error. When a Muslim is overcome by his human weakness his actions are dictated by error and forgetfulness. He, therefore, prays to his Lord seeking His forgiveness. He does not boast of his deviations, or deliberately contravenes Allah's orders, or imagines that he is too great to obey Allah and submit to His will. Nothing of this can be true of the believer in his relationship with his Lord. No one who adopts such an attitude hopes for Allah's forgiveness unless he regrets his attitude and turns to Allah in repentance. Allah has answered this prayer of His believing servants. The Prophet, peace be upon him, says: Allah has pardoned my nation anything they do genuinely by mistake, or out of forgetfulness, or what they are forced to do. (Related by Al-Tabrani). 

Our Lord, do not lay on us a burden such as that which You laid on those before us. This prayer results from the fact that the nation of Islam is the heir of Allah's messages to mankind. The Muslims have learned through the Qur'an of the behavior of other nations which received messages and the burdens Allah imposed on those nations in punishment for what they had done. He made certain good things and luxuries forbidden for the Israelites. He also required them to kill themselves in atonement for worshipping the calf, as related in the Surah. He had also forbidden them to trade or hunt on the Sabbath. The believers pray to their Lord not to impose on them such burdens as He had imposed on those nations before them. Allah has sent Muhammad — the unlettered Prophet, peace be upon him, to relieve all those who believe in Him and His message of their burden and the chains with which they were fettered. His faith is, therefore, an easy and tolerant one. It is in perfect harmony with human nature. Allah says to the Prophet, peace be upon him: "We will facilitate your path to that which is easier."

The heaviest burden, however, of which Allah has relieved the nation of Islam, after having imposed it on other nations before them for contravening the terms and conditions of His covenant by which they are put in charge of building the earth, is that of having to submit themselves to fellow human beings. It is an enslavement of one man by another, represented by one man enacting legislation and others submitting to him personally or to his group or class. Those who believe in Allah have been relieved of this the greatest burden of all. This relief is embodied in Allah's requirement that they worship and obey Him alone and receive their legislation from Him alone. In this way He has released their spirits and minds and their lives from submission to fellow human beings.

Submission to Allah alone, as represented by deriving legislation, laws, values and standards from Him only, is the point of human liberation from submission to the authority of tyrants, priests, superstitions, customs and traditions, caprice and every other false authority which imposes a burden which makes people hang down their heads in submission to someone other than the Almighty.

The prayer of the believers: Our Lord, do not lay on us a burden such as that which You laid on those before us, reveals their gratitude for their release from being enslaved by other people as well as their fear from sinking back into that abominable depth.

Our Lord, do not burden us with what we do not have the strength to bear. This is a prayer which emphasizes the fact that those believers have submitted themselves to Allah. They do not intend to neglect any duty Allah imposes on them. They only pray to Him to consider their weakness and not to charge them with what they cannot fulfill. Their attitude is one of total obedience and submission, colored with the hopes entertained by a weak servant for mercy by the Supreme Master. They are only asking Allah to extend to them what He extends to His servants of benevolence, compassion and easy duties.

This is followed by an acknowledgment of weakness and fear of their own shortcomings which cannot be removed except by Allah's grace: Pardon us, forgive us our sins, and have mercy on us. This is the only guarantee for passing the test and winning Allah's pleasure. No matter how hard a human being tries to fulfill his duties, he falls short of what is required of him. Allah shows him His grace and extends to him His pardon and forgiveness. Aisha, the Prophet's wife, quotes him as saying: “None of you shall enter heaven on the basis of his actions alone.” When his companions asked the Prophet, peace be upon him: “Not even you, messenger of Allah.” He answered: “Not even me, unless Allah showers His mercy on me.”

To the believer, this is the crux of the matter. He works as hard as he can, but he always feels his weakness. He compensates for his weakness by his ever-present hope that Allah will have mercy on him.

Finally, the believers seek Allah's help as they intend to fight for His cause in order to establish the truth and implement His law on earth so that there be no strife, and submission remains to Allah alone. The believers seek help from the only source of strength and lift the banner which shows that they have their allegiance to Allah alone. They seek victory from Him since He is their Lord Supreme, and since they fight the non-believers under His name: You alone are our Lord Supreme: give us, then, victory over the non-believers.

It is a summary of the concept deeply rooted in the minds of the believers and their relationship with their Lord at all times. 

• Prayers: Punishment for not praying? XE "Prayers: Punishment for not praying?" 
In a program on prayer broadcast in our country a religious teacher said that if a person does not pray five times daily for three consecutive days, he may be executed. Please comment.

The suggestion you have quoted is preposterous. To suggest that a person who does not pray for three days can be taken and sentenced to death and executed straight-away is to betray one's ignorance of Islam and its teachings. But I can imagine the line of thinking which leads this man to say what he said, that is, if he is quoted correctly. Some scholars argue that a person who does not pray is a non-believer. If he was a Muslim and then reached that stage, then some people argue, he is an apostate and apostasy may incur capital punishment. But this line of thinking is not much different from the one which leads to the following conclusion: What is white is milk; eggs are white, so egg is milk.

Let us now examine the position of a person who does not pray for three days. Scholars have distinguished between two types of disbelief: one which relates to action or lack of it. The first is concerned only with what a person believes in or denies. It is unanimously agreed by all scholars that if a person denies something which is essentially known as an integral part of the Islamic faith, he is a disbeliever. If we are to apply this principle to prayers, we say that if a person claims to be a Muslim and denies that prayers are part of Islam, or says that it is part of it but not necessarily in the number or the manner which the Prophet has taught us, then he is a disbeliever. If his denial has come shortly after he had been a Muslim, then he is an apostate. In a Muslim state, an apostate is given a fair hearing before Muslim judges who may order that scholars should come and explain to him the Islamic faith and argue with him about his beliefs. If he insists on maintaining his apostasy, he is given three days to recant. If he does not, then he may incur the capital punishment, as happened indeed in Sudan recently when a man who claimed to be god was executed.

I would like to point here that this is not a simple case, but a very complicated one. To start with, the person concerned should have publicized his beliefs which are contrary to Islam in a way which is likely to undermine Islamic society. If he keeps his beliefs to himself, nobody will question him about them. When he is questioned about them, every opportunity is given to make him realize  his mistake. Scholars of the highest caliber are brought to argue with him. In the end, if he is so stubborn, he is sentenced, but given three days to recant. He can easily escape punishment by publicly saying that he has renounced his erroneous beliefs.

What I would like to emphasize here is that a Muslim government is not at all interested in discovering who is following the right faith and who has funny ideas. It does not follow people into their homes to discover what they actually believe in. Therefore, a person may entertain the most preposterous thoughts and beliefs, without having any fear that anyone will question him about his ideas. The principle is clearly stated in the Qur'an: "No compulsion is admissible in matters of faith."

If a person who has much deviant ideas starts to publicize them and calls on others to share his beliefs, he is actually starting a rebellion against the very fabric of Islamic society and its basic concepts. His action is likely to result in division and conflict. When this happens, Islam moves to nip such a detrimental offshoot when it is still in the bud. Its method is to give the person concerned every chance to stop his seditious action. To escape punishment, that person need not do more than to state that he withdraws his earlier statements, even if he still believes in them himself. What Islam achieves by this is to stop the act of sedition which could cause public disorder. If the person still maintains his ideas but keeps them to himself, no one is going to bother about him.

The other type of disbelief is that which relates to action, or the lack of it. Certain actions of disobedience to Allah have been described by the Prophet as actions of disbelief. A person who is guilty of any of these is questioned about his actions and the Islamic attitude is explained to him. If he has committed an act of disobedience for which a particular punishment is prescribed by Allah and this is proven either by the testimony of the required number of witnesses or by free confession, then the punishment is carried out. No authority can stop it. In the case of a person who does not pray, there is no prescribed punishment.

• Prayers: Purity of clothes XE "Prayers: Purity of clothes" 
As a doctor, I often have to attend cases of childbirth when it is sometimes very difficult to avoid some drops of the fluid discharged by the patient falling on my clothes. When it is prayer time, can I still offer my prayers wearing the same clothes, since I cannot go home to change?

I would have thought that a doctor attend childbirth normally wears a hospital gown over own clothes. As such it is on that special gown that such drops fall. Therefore, it is sufficient for you to take the gown off and offer prayers in your ordinary clothes. It may be that occasionally a drop of two may fall on the lower part of your trousers which is not covered by the gown. Since this is unavoidable, then my advice to you is to keep a clean pair of trousers in your office or in your personal locker in the doctors' room. 

If it is easy at the time of prayer to change trousers, then you would offer your prayers in the clean pair. If that is impractical in your special circumstances in the hospital, then it is hoped that Allah will accept your prayer as valid if you offer your prayers on time in your working clothes, apart from the top gown.

• Prayers: Qazai Umri 

Could you please clarify if there is a prayer called "Qazai Umri"?  In India, this is strongly recommended by people after obligatory prayers. It is a collection of the obligatory prayers of one whole day. People claim that this makes up for the prayers which one may have not offered in the past years.

Allah defines prayer in the Qur'an as "a time-related duty incumbent on believers." The phrase "time-related" is highly significant. As you are well aware, each obligatory prayer has a time range during which it must be offered. Dawn, or Fajr prayer, for example must be offered after the break of dawn but before sunrise. This means that we have approximately one and a half hours when we must offer Fajr prayer. When the sun has risen, the time for this particular duty has lapsed and this prayer cannot be offered. There are two reasons which justify offering Fajr prayer after the sun has risen, namely, oversleeping (and this includes loss of consciousness), or forgetfulness. The Prophet says: "Anyone who sleeps through a particular prayer or forgets it should offer it as soon as he is conscious of it. This is the time when it falls due (in his particular case)".

This applies to every obligatory prayer. Thus, for Dhuhr, we have the time range extending from noon until roughly half the time span between noon and sunset. Asr may be offered at any moment after the Dhuhr time has lapsed and before sunset. Maghrib has a time range of roughly one and a half hours starting at sunset. Isha follows immediately after Maghrib time is over and its time range extends until two thirds of the night have gone (according to most scholars). 

Once the time range for any particular prayer is gone it cannot be offered. There are certain cases, when two prayers i.e. Dhuhr and Asr or Maghrib and Isha, may be offered at the same time, such as during travel. Apart from that every prayer must be offered within its time range.

If one neglects offering a prayer on time, then he cannot compensate for it by offering it later. A person who had neglected praying for a period of his life need not start offering his missed prayers with the ones he offered now. What he should do, however, is to repent sincerely and pray for Allah's forgiveness. If he mends his ways and attends regularly to his prayers, Allah is certain to forgive him. Another action which may help him attain Allah's forgiveness is to offer as many voluntary prayers as possible.

This method of compensating for prayers missed during a whole year which you call "Qazai Umri" is certainly not recommended. One cannot redress his past negligence in this way. The only way Allah accepts is sincere repentance and a resolve not to miss a single prayer in future.

• Prayers: Short prayers or long ones XE "Prayers: Short prayers or long ones" 
Some people offer their prayers short, reciting only a short surah or a small number of Qur'anic verses, so that they can offer more rak’ahs in voluntary prayers. Others prefer to read longer passages of the Qur'an and they offer less in voluntary prayers, but perhaps spend the same time or even longer. Which method is preferable? Similarly, a person like myself whose mother tongue is not Arabic can say the glorification of Allah less times than an Arab doing one's prostration. Does a person who says more glorification earn more reward, although we may be in the same congregational prayer?

Scholars have expressed two different views with regard to the best situation a human being may be in: prostration during prayer, or standing up and reciting the Qur'an in prayer. In prostration, one expresses with the clearest possible gesture one's submission to Allah and recognition of His greatness. At the same time, he is glorifying Him as his Lord, the Most Supreme. On the other hand, when you stand up on prayer, reciting the Qur'an, you are in worship, reciting Allah's own words. When we try to compare both situations, the comparison is difficult to evaluate. Whichever one you choose is equally valid. My own personal preference is for a longer recitation of the Qur'an in the standing up position.  

Perhaps one should not dwell over much on these details. If you are engaged in worship, then Allah will reward you according to your concentration and the time you spend in prayer. There is little to choose between a person who spends half an hour offering voluntary prayers, and doing only two rak'ahs and another who does ten rak'ahs over the same period. When the choice is obvious in Ramadhan when people offer taraweeh prayer, with some of them offering 8 rak'ahs over a period of , say, 30 minutes, while others offer 20 rak’ahs over a period of 20 minutes. The latter can hardly concentrate on their prayer, as they make it so short. They have hardly any time to glorify Allah during their prostration when they rise up again. This is a hasty prayer which runs against the recommendations of the Prophet.

When you glorify Allah 3 or 4 times, because of the difficulty in pronunciation you may have as a non-Arabic speaking person, you are rewarded for your effort, and your reward may not be at all less than a person who says such a glorification 10 times over the same period. Allah knows the intention of everyone and He judges actions by intentions. This is clearly stated by the Prophet who says; "Actions are but by intentions. Every man shall have but that which he has intended."

• Prayers: Shortening when only weekends spent at home XE "Prayers: Shortening when only weekends spent at home" 
I have recently moved to Makkah where I found a new job. My family which includes my parents, brother and sister still live in Jeddah. I go to see them on weekends and holidays. When I do, I pray normally, but when I am in Makkah I pray the shortened prayers, as I consider myself on travel. Someone advised me that it should be the other way round, and that I should pray the normal length in Makkah and shorten prayer when I go to Jeddah. Please advise which is the correct practice?

When you have taken up your job, you must have settled in properly, renting a place to live in and buying few things to make your stay comfortable. Suppose in a year's time someone asks you: Where do you live? You are bound to answer that you live in Makkah, although your family lives in Jeddah. You may not even add the last part about the rest of your family. Since you are traveling only on weekends to see your family, then certainly you are a resident of Makkah. Hence, you should pray normally in Makkah and when you leave it, you are on travel. It is not logical that you spend five or six days a week in a place and have employment and accommodation there and you still consider that you are a traveler, simply because your family lives elsewhere. In this situation, there is no doubt that you are a resident of Makkah. This means that you pray normally when you are there, and only when you travel from Makkah, you are a traveler.

• Prayers: Sitting position during the prayers XE "Prayers: Sitting position during the prayers" 
Is there any regulation about how to stand in congregational prayer? People also sit in different positions during prayer. What is the right one?

All positions which people use when they sit during prayer are permissible. However, it is recommended in the last sitting of a prayer consisting of three or four rak'ahs to bring ones left leg under the right one and allow one's left hip to be in contact with the ground.

When you stand up in congregational prayer you must make sure that the row in which you stand is straight. Each row begins in the middle, right behind the imam, and worshippers should stand on both the right and left sides of the imam. They stand shoulder to shoulder to make their rows straight.

It is permissible to drink or pass water when you are standing, although we are recommended to sit down before we drink.

• Prayers: Supplication during prayers — must it be in Arabic? XE "Prayers: Supplication during prayers — must it be in Arabic?" 
Many of us speak little Arabic. Is it permissible to use one's mother tongue in saying our supplication during various stages of prayer? A friend of mine says that all supplications during prayer must be in Arabic. I feel that the Prophet and his companions used Arabic because it was their mother tongue. Please comment. If a person does not speak Arabic at all, but has learned the meaning of the Qur'an in his language, can he use such translation in his prayer?

All scholars agree that anyone who offers prayers must read the Al-Fatihah and the Qur'an in Arabic. It is not possible to use translation, as I have explained on several occasions. If a person does not know the Fatihah, but knows another passage of the Qur'an, he is required to say in each rak'ah a passage of similar length to the Fatihah. If he does not know any part of the Qur'an in Arabic, he must learn. If he fears that he would miss his prayers before he could learn, he should glorify Allah, using the well known formula: Subhan Allah, Alhamdulillah, La ilaha illa Allah, Allahu Akbar, la hawla wala qowwata illa billah. If a person cannot learn all these five phrases, he learns what he can of them and repeats them.

This is the case of a man who could not learn any verse of the Qur'an; the Prophet taught him a few simple phrases in Arabic to repeat them in his prayers. He did not tell him to glorify Allah in silence.

Therefore, when you offer your prayer, you should say the Qur'an in Arabic and also any glorification or supplication. When you have finished your prayers, you can say any supplication in your language. Supplication in prayer can concentrate on what you have learned to say in Arabic. If you learn one sentence, to appeal to Allah to admit you into heaven and spare you any punishment in the hereafter, that is more than sufficient. You can include everything else in your supplication after prayer in your language.

It is not true that the Prophet and his companions used Arabic because it was their mother tongue. The Prophet used Arabic in prayer because he had to read the Qur'an in prayer and the Qur'an, Allah's words, is in Arabic. Any translation of it is not the Qur'an, but an explanation of its meaning. That translator may have to change the order of the original text in order to fit his text with the grammar into which he is translating. No one can change the order of the Qur'anic words. Had Allah wanted the Prophet to offer his prayers in any other language, He would have told him so and would have made it easy for him to learn that language. But Allah wants us to use His Book in our prayer. As it is well known to everyone, His Book has been revealed in Arabic.

• Prayers: Surah after the Surah Al-Fatihah
Is it sufficient to read only the Fatihah in voluntary prayers?

What is obligatory to read in any rak’ah in prayer is Surah entitled the Opening or Al-Fatihah. If one reads another Surah or some verses of the Qur’an as well, he earns more reward for his reading. If he limits himself to reading Al-Fatihah, his prayer is valid and complete.

• Prayers: Towards Ka'aba — started by Jews or by Muslims? XE "Prayers: Towards Ka'aba — started by Jews or by Muslims?" 
Before the conquest of Makkah, Muslims used to pray toward Jerusalem and the Jews toward the Ka’aba. Why did not Muslims start this earlier?

Your statement about the change in the direction Muslims face in prayer is inaccurate. When the Prophet received orders from Allah that he and all Muslims should pray in a particular fashion, he was told to face Jerusalem when he prayed. The Prophet obeyed this order as did all Muslims. The Jews always faced Jerusalem in their prayer. They did not turn toward the Ka’aba in their prayer at all. Seventeen months after the Prophet had settled in Madinah, he was commanded by Allah to change the direction he faced in the prayer so as to turn toward the Ka’aba whenever he prays. Again, he complied with Allah's order. Wherever Muslims are, they are required to turn towards the Ka’aba when they pray. It should be remembered that the Ka’aba is the first house ever to be dedicated to the worship of Allah alone.

It was built by the prophets Ibrahim and Ismail on the express orders of Allah who defined for them the spot where the Ka’aba should be built. Ever since its building, the Ka’aba has remained a place of worship.

• Prayers: Travel affecting prayers XE "Prayers: Travel affecting prayers" 
1. If my flight starts before dawn prayer is called and continues till after sunrise, how do I pray Fajr. 

2. As I am traveling to India, I believe that I will not be able to offer prayers during the journey. Please explain whether I can offer prayers before take off. If, for instance, my flight is at 2 p.m., can I offer Asr and Maghrib prayers at the same time as Dhuhr? Do I shorten these prayers as well? 

3. Is it obligatory to shorten ones prayers during travel?

1. In this case of travel, you offer your Fajr prayer when it is due, while you are on board. Obviously, you cannot find enough space to offer your prayer in the normal way, without obstructing the passage of other passengers and the plane crew. Nor is it possible for you to determine the direction of the Qiblah. Therefore, you pray in the seat bending your head for bowing (i.e. rukoo') and bending a little more for prostration (i.e. sujood). For standing up or seated positions, you remain seated. The Prophet offered sunnah prayer when he was traveling, while he was on the back of his camel. He did not change the direction the camel was going. Nor did he try to rise and sit. He remained in the riding position, bending for rukoo' and sujood.

What you have to be careful about is the time when Fajr becomes due. The times in the air are different from those on land. You will find that the sun rises much earlier and dawn falls later than usual. Therefore, you should be alert to these time changes.

Perhaps it is wiser to have ablution before you board the plane. It is very difficult and inconvenient to have ablution using the wash basin in the toilet on the plane. However, if you cannot keep your ablution until Fajr is due, you should use the facility of wiping over your socks, as this is permissible if you have put them on after you had ablution.

2. Shortening prayers is a concession given to travelers after they have started their journey. In other words, if you live in Riyadh and you are traveling from it, you can start shortening your prayers once you are out of the city. If you are traveling by plane, it is when the plane has taken off that you can start reducing your prayers. If is only Dhuhr, Asr and Isha that can be shortened from 4 to 2 rak'ahs. Maghrib and Fajr remain as they are.

When traveling, we are allowed to combine prayers, but the combination applies only to joining Asr with Dhuhr, or joining Maghrib with Isha. Fajr cannot be joined to any other prayer. It is permissible to join each two of these prayers at any point in their time range. So, you can bring Asr forward to the time of Dhuhr or leave Dhuhr to the time of Asr. The same applies to Maghrib and Isha. That gives us a long time gap which is sufficient for any journey. However, if you are traveling by plane and you have taken off, say, just before Dhuhr time, and your first stop will be after Maghrib has fallen due at your destination, then you offer your prayers on the plane, in your seat. You do the bowing and prostration with your head and body as far as you can. Obviously it is not possible to block the passage in between the seats for your prayers. As I say, when you pray on the plane you reduce your prayers to 2 rak'ahs each, except for Maghrib which remains at three rak'ahs.

3. A traveler is strongly recommended to shorten his Dhuhr, Asr and Isha prayers to two rak’ahs each, because this is in line with what the Prophet has taught us. We do it not because prayers become a burden during travel; they do not. We do it praising Allah for the concession as an exercise of strength, not weakness. This is the proper attitude.

• Prayers: Two congregations in a mosque XE "Prayers: Two congregations in a mosque" 
In a mosque in our town, the followers of the Hanafi and Shaf'ie sects offer their prayers in two congregations, which are held separately but simultaneously, following two imams. Is this allowed?

This is an ugly aspect of ignorance which must be stopped altogether. When a person does not join a congregation, he must have serious doubts about the faith of the imam leading that congregation. If these doubts are based on the fact that the imam belongs to a different school of thought, then this attitude shows how ignorant the person is about the differences between the various schools of thought in Islam. If the two congregations start at the same time, both are invalid. If one starts after the other, then the second is invalid. What we know of the history of Imam El-Shaf'ie is that he went to Baghdad where he met with the leading figure of the Hanafi school and discussed important issues with Imam Abu Yousuf and others. As you are aware, Imam Abu Yousuf was the most important figure in the Hanafi school of thought following the death of his mentor, the founder of the school, Imam Abu Hanifah. Imam El-Shaf'ie joined the congregations there without any question. What you should try to achieve is for the two imams in your local mosque to learn more about their schools of thought and how they differ from each other. Once they get to know more, they will feel that their attitude is ludicrous.

• Prayers: Use of a prayer mat XE "Prayers: Use of a prayer mat" 
Some people pray at any place such as foot path, a courtyard or an open field. Some do not even use a prayer mat or any sheet of cloth or paper, although these places may not be all that clean. How far is this acceptable?

Enumerating the privileges Allah has granted him over other prophets and messengers, Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, included the following: "The whole earth has been made to me (and to my nation) a place of worship and a source of purification." This is a reference to the fact that a Muslim may pray anywhere provided that the place is free of impurity. It also refers to the fact that purification is achieved through dry ablution. Therefore, it is perfectly permissible to offer prayers in the sort of places you have mentioned, provided that we make sure that there is no impurity where we pray. It is perfectly acceptable that we offer prayers on the pavement, by the side of the road, in a field or a garden or anywhere else. No prayer mat is necessary, except in as far as it is cleaner to use one. From the religious point of view, a prayer mat has no significance.

• Prayers: Voluntary prayer before Maghrib XE "Prayers: Voluntary prayer before Maghrib" 
Is voluntary prayer permitted before Maghrib? How about the prayer known as greeting to the mosque, if we enter a mosque at a Maghrib time?

To offer a voluntary prayer at the time when the sun is setting is discouraged. But Maghrib does not fall due until the sun has set. Therefore, there is no objection to offering voluntary prayer after Maghrib falls due. Indeed, it is recommended to offer two rak'ahs voluntarily before one offers the obligatory prayer at Maghrib. 

If you go into a mosque at Maghrib time, you offer these two rak'ahs and combine them with the greeting to the mosque. You are given the reward for four rak’ahs although you offer only two. Some schools of thought do not mention these two rak’ahs as recommended. They are of the type of voluntary prayer which is known as "not moakkedah ". 

This means that the Prophet used to offer these two rak'ahs before Maghrib only occasionally.

• Prayers: With closed eyes XE "Prayers: With closed eyes" 
I am in habit of closing my eyes when I pray, because this helps me concentrate better on my prayers. However, I was told that this is discouraged by the Prophet as it was a practice by the Jews. Is it correct?

It is true that closing one's eyes during prayer is discouraged. The reason for that, however, is not that you have been told of as the need of Muslims to do everything different what the Jews do. There is more down-to-earth reason for that. It is simply the need of the worshipper to be aware of what may take place or may come across close to him when he is engaged in prayer. If a person is offering his prayer in a field or in an open place and a dangerous insect approaches[even non-dangerous insect is undesirable], he will not notice it if he is praying with his eyes closed. Perhaps you are aware that it is permissible for a person engaged in prayer to kill a snake or a scorpion if it comes near him, without interrupting his prayer, regardless of what movement he may have to make in so doing. If he were to pray with his eyes closed, he may be bitten or stung by any such creature without being able to defend himself. It is for the same reason that offering prayer at night in an unlit room is also discouraged.

[Added: In surah Al-Falaq (Day break), we seek protection of Allah "from the evils of darkness when it is intense."(113:3) Praying in darkness is, therefore, seriously discouraged.] However, if one is sure of his safety [Added: but how can anyone be, when an act has been discouraged] and he finds that it helps him concentrate on prayer to close his eyes, he may do so. We are strongly recommended, however, not to be in the habit of closing our eyes while praying.

• Prayers: With hope that wishes are fulfilled XE "Prayers: With hope that wishes are fulfilled" 
We wonder at times whether our prayers will ever be answered. We may face a problem, endure an illness, con​tend with difficulty or suffer an injustice. We take whatever measures available to us to overcome the prob​lem, correct the injustice or get proper medical treat​ment. But that may not be sufficient. We realize that we need help which often cannot be given by any human being. That help could come only from Allah. Hence, we turn to Him with our supplication, hoping that our wishes are soon fulfilled. At times, we experience the fulfillment of our prayers coming straight-away. Often we feel it slow-coming. This makes us wonder whether Allah has accepted our prayer and will grant us what we have requested of Him. Hence the question is asked: What is the factor which guarantees that prayers are answered?

There is a simple formula. A person who puts a request to Allah should first of all be sincere in his attitude. He should purify himself physically and mentally which means that he should repent of his sins. It is unthinkable that a person indulges in sin and at the same time requests Allah to grant his wishes, some of which are purely materialistic. He simply does not show any regrets that he has exceeded the limits set by Allah. How does such a person expect Allah will answer his prayers, when he does not expect the same treatment by his fellow human beings. If he has offended some​one, he knows that he cannot ask that person a favor. Yet, he expects favors from Allah when he persists in offending Him! The first pre-requisite for answering our supplication by Allah is repentance and seeking Allah's forgiveness. This repentance should be sincere, not a mere verbal statement which we repeat like parrots without putting any thought into it.

The second requirement is that one should not be hasty. We should not precipitate Allah's actions. He answers our prayers in His own good time, but always in the way and at the time which is best for us. Indeed, we must not entertain any thought that our prayers may not be answered. Abu Hurairah quotes Allah's Messenger as saying: "The supplication of any one of you is answered as long as he is not hasty, saying: I have prayed Allah and my prayers were not answered." (Related by Al-Bukhari, Muslim and others).

In this Hadith the Prophet advises us against giving up or think​ing that our prayers may remain unanswered. A person may get disenchanted and stop praying Allah. If he does this, his attitude is interpreted as one who considers his supplication as a favor or he may imply that he has done enough supplication to warrant being answered. This suggests, by inference, that he considers Allah's favors unforthcoming, while he should realize that Allah can answer any supplication and can easily grant every single one of His servants all that he or she asks for.

• Prayers: With shoes on XE "Prayers: With shoes on" 
I saw some people, sportsmen and soldiers, offering their prayers in mosque without taking off their shoes. Is it permissible?

Yes, it is. The only condition is that which applies to whatever we wear when we pray, namely, that it has not been contaminated with impurity. This means that if you are certain that you have not stepped over an impurity, you may offer your prayers wearing your shoes.

The other point of importance when you do this in a mosque is to make sure that you do not bring any dirt into the mosque. You have to maintain the mosque clean.

• Prayers: Without understanding the words XE "Prayers: Without understanding the words" 
When I pray, I read the Qur'an and repeat words of prayer in Arabic which I do not understand. Is there any benefit in that?

Yes, indeed. There is a great deal of benefit which comes your way. To start with, you discharge your duty of praying as Allah has commanded you. That, on its own, earns you great reward from Allah. Secondly, there is the general benefit which accrues to everyone who attends regularly to his prayers, mainly, that prayers serve as a constant reminder to him against doing anything which incurs Allah's displeasure. In other words, he is constantly reminded, by his prayers, to be good.

There is also the feeling that you are reading Allah's own words as He has revealed them to His last messenger. Moreover, by maintaining this proper form of prayers, you feel that you belong to the Islamic community which groups together people of different races, languages, colors and nationalities. They all use the same form of prayers when they address their Lord.

Do I detect an implicit question of whether prayers can be conducted in one's mother tongue. The answer is a very simple one: we have to worship Allah as He wants us to worship Him. He has desired us to offer our obligatory worship in His own words. He has given us His words in Arabic. Any translation is the work of the translator. He uses his words as he thinks they convey the meaning of Allah's words best. The difference between using Allah's own words and those of any translator is great indeed. As for ordinary supplication (i.e. Dua') one can use one's own words for that purpose at all times other than when one offers formal prayers.

As for understanding what one is saying in one's prayers, anyone can learn the meaning of a few surahs which he uses in his prayers more frequently. He can then increase his understanding of other parts of the Qur'an. 

• Prayers: Witr — offering only one rak'ah for Witr XE "Prayers: Witr — offering only one rak'ah for Witr" 
I normally offer the obligatory prayer of Isha and follow it with only one rak'ah of Witr. Is this appropriate? May I also ask whether a Hanafi person like myself may follow other schools of thought in certain matters only, not because it happens to be more convenient but because it sounds more logical and appealing?

Let me tell you first that if you offer your Witr in one rak'ah only then you are not Hanafi, because the Hanafi school of thought does not approve of one rak'ah in any prayer. In Witr the Hanafi school requires that the three rak'ahs are offered jointly, not separated in two and one, as other schools of thought advise.

However, we can say that the Witr, according to many scholars may be offered in a minimum of one and a maximum of eleven rak'ahs.

Nevertheless, Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal was asked this question and he advised the questioner that he was not in favor of one-rak'ah Witr. He made it clear that it was much more preferable to start with two and finish with one to complete three rak'ahs for Witr. It remains possible for a worshipper to reduce the Witr to its minimum when he is very tired and sleepy. In normal circumstances, it is much more preferable to offer Witr in at least three rak'ahs. There is no rigid requirement to stick to any particular school of thought. That does not normally happen in real life. [This has been discussed at length in earlier volumes.]

• Prayers: Women covering head during prayer XE "Prayers: Women covering head during prayer" 
Why do women have to cover their heads during prayer, recitation of the Qur'an or listening to it?

It is important to understand that there is a part of the body of every human being which must be covered so that it may not be seen by others. That part of the body of a man extends, according to most scholars, from waist line down to his knees. Some scholars are of the view that this part, which we call in Islamic terminology "Awrah" is limited to a man's private parts.

The supporting evidence of the scholars of this view is certainly strong. All scholars agree that Awrah of a woman includes all her body with the exception of her face and the lower parts of her arms, from the wrists downwards.

When they offer their prayers, both men and women must cover all their Awrah. When a woman is with other women only, her Awrah is the same as of a man with other men, i.e. from the waist line to the knees. With her close relatives whom she may not marry, such as her brother, father or nephew, a woman may wear a normal dress which reveals her head, her neck and her arms. If a woman wants to read the Qur'an and she is alone or with other women, it is not obligatory for her to cover her head.

• Prayers: Women in mixed congregation XE "Prayers: Women in mixed congregation" 
Suppose a man and his wife are offering an obligatory prayer at home together. Where does the woman stand in relation to her husband — to his side, a little behind him?

When a woman joins her husband or father or brother in a congregational prayer, and they are the only ones offering that prayer, he leads the prayer and she stands right behind him.

If two men are forming a congregational prayer, one of them leads the prayer, and the other stands to his right, slightly behind. If there are two men and one woman, then the two men stand as if they are lone, with one person slightly behind the imam to his right, and the woman stands behind them. If there are three or more men, then two men form a row behind the imam, and the woman stands on her own further behind. If there are a group of men and women, then the women form their rows behind the men's rows.

• Prayers: Women's makeup XE "Prayers: Women's makeup" 
Some of the substances which a woman uses as part of her makeup, such as perfume, hair spray, anti-deodorants and facial and body powder may contain alcohol. What should she do, if she wants to offer her prayer? Some women pray wearing their full make up, including lipstick. How far is this correct.

What seems to be the point at issue in the first part of your question is the fact that alcohol may be an ingredient of the substances used. It is well know that intoxicants, all of which are alcoholic drinks, are described as impure. The question is whether such impurity is imparted to other substances in which alcohol is an ingredient.

To answer, I would like to point out that the weightier opinion is that the impurity of alcohol is not physical. In other words, if alcohol is dropped on someone's clothes and then it dries up, the person concerned need not wash his clothes to remove the impurity. He may use them in prayer without having to wash them first.

Hence, if a man or a woman uses perfume or after-shave or anti-deodorant spray or any similar substance which includes alcohol, they need not worry about offering their prayer in the normal way just on account of having used such substances. 

In matter of using makeup, Islamic rulings appear to take account of the fact that women need to use such substances more than men. For example, it is not possible for a man to offer prayers, if he has used saffron over any part of his body. There is no such restriction on women. A man, however, may use saffron over his clothes and offer his prayers. The Prophet used to do that, because saffron gives clothes a better appearance.

If a woman wants to go to the mosque to offer her prayers, she may not go wearing perfume, unless its smell has disappeared. This restrictions is not made on account of the substance of perfume itself, but on the basis of the fact that its smell may attract attention to her. As you realize, when a Muslim woman goes out, she must dress in a way which does not attract passers by. If she is praying at home alone or with a group of Muslim women, she may offer her prayer without removing her makeup first. If she removes some of her makeup which stands out as particularly noticeable, such as lipstick, this is preferable according to some scholars.

• Prayers: Women's praying method XE "Prayers: Women's praying method" 
Could you please let me know what differences there are between the prayers of a man and a woman.

Muslim men and women are required to offer five obligatory prayers everyday in the same way and with the same requirements. There are a few differences between men and women and how they carry them​selves in the Muslim community. For example, a man is required to cover the area of his body between his navel and his knees. While a woman must cover all her body with the exception of her face and the lower part of her hands. A woman is exempt from prayer during her menstruation period and during her postnatal period. In congregational prayer, men form their lines ahead of the lines of women. If a group of women is offering congregational prayer on its own, anyone of them may lead the prayer, but the lady imam stands in the middle of the row, while a man imam stands on his own about a meter ahead of the congregation.

• Predestination: Life expectancy XE "Predestination: Life expectancy" 
It is our firm belief, supported by the Qur'an and the Sunnah, that a man's life is predetermined by Allah. Nevertheless, people say that in such and such country, life expectancy is longer; or, if this and that are done, people can live longer; or if such and such precautions are taken, a person or a group of people would have been saved, and so on. By leading a simple and disciplined life one can have a peaceful go, but cannot cross the "deadline". Please comment.

There is a simple law which applies to human life as well as to the universe in general. Indeed, it has a direct bearing on the task Allah has assigned to man when He first created him, namely, building human life on earth. That is the law of cause and effect. No individual or community can ignore this law or its implications without suffering disastrous consequences. Let us take a simple example: When a certain area has a good rainy season, agricultural produce is bound to be plentiful. A drought means shortage of supply and, in consequence, higher prices, poverty, hunger and even famine. If a country knows from experience that it has a "dry" winter every two or three years when rain is scarce, it can plan ahead and preserve certain supplies in order to alleviate the effects of the drought. Allah gives us in the Qur'an a very good example of this when He tells us that Prophet Yousuf foretold the king of Egypt that after seven years of good harvest, the land will go through a patch of terrible drought lasting another seven years. A program of preparedness for the forthcoming emergency was devised and put into operation. It was Yousuf himself who supervised it and the people of Egypt and the surrounding areas were able to live through the drought period without much affliction.

If someone suggests that without that program of preparedness, which meant stocking more than half of the harvest, in the first seven good seasons, the population would not have suffered any consequences and those who managed to live easily would have continued to live in the same way and no one would have starved, then we can only tell him that he does not know what he is talking about.

A drought of seven consecutive years will play havoc with the lives of the population of any country. However, the people of Egypt were able to stand this long hardship because of the wise policy adopted by Yousuf, peace be upon him. That was a good example of how the law of cause and effect works. What we need to know is that it does not contradict Allah's will because it is part of it. It is Allah who set that law in operation and allowed its consequences to be fulfilled. It only needs a little stretch of the mind to understand that this law is also part of predestination, in its broad, Islamic sense.

Let us take another example. Until recently smallpox was a major childhood disease which caused death and a great deal of suffering to millions of victims every year. As a result of a worldwide campaign of vaccination, smallpox has disappeared from the face of the earth. It is now 16 years since the last known case of smallpox was recorded in Somalia. Many of us remember friends, relatives or schoolmates who fell victim to this disease. Some of us still have its effects on our faces and bodies. Without that long campaign of vaccination, smallpox would have still been with us, causing untold suffering to our children. There is no doubt that smallpox has disappeared by Allah's will, but the medium of its eradication was the vaccination campaign undertaken by man in fulfillment of Allah's will. Can anyone suggest that smallpox would have disappeared from the face of the earth in 1977 whether the campaign of vaccination was organized or not?

A similar effort of immunization of children against six major childhood diseases is going on, with the eradication of one of them, polio, being clearly in sight. As efforts of monitoring the effects of the program show, incidence of these diseases have dropped with increased coverage of children with immunization. Since most of these diseases could kill their victims, the fall in occurrence has meant a commensurate drop in child mortality as a result of these illnesses. You have only to look at facts and figures to realize that in a certain country, the number of children dying with, say, measles, is half what it was ten years ago after the rate of coverage with vaccination against measles has reached 50 percent of the children of that country. Are we not required by Islam to relate these facts to each other and draw the appropriate conclusions which will tell us that a 100 percent coverage of children with immunization will inevitably mean that the occurrence of the disease will be minimal if not stopped completely.

Human beings fall ill and then they do recover. Do we ask ourselves how and why? When a person falls ill, he is required by Islam to seek medical treatment if it is available. The Prophet tells us to seek medical treatment because, as he puts it, "Allah has not created an illness without creating a cure for it." This is a good example of cause and effect. When you take a medicine, you are cured by Allah's will, because He has put into that particular medicine the qualities which enable the human body to overcome a certain disease.

The Prophet tells us that "a human being cannot fill a worse container than his stomach." He also advises us that if we want to eat our fill, let us divide our tummy into three portions, one for food, one for drink and one for breathing. By giving us this valued advice, the Prophet is certainly showing us one way to avoid disease. Medicine has established for certain that the consumption of particular substances is associated with certain diseases. Cigarette smoking, for example, has been established as a direct cause of lung cancer, cardiovascular diseases and other types of cancer. On the basis of this certainty, the majority of scholars are giving rulings that tobacco consumption is forbidden in Islam. They argue that Allah would not permit us to use a substance which is likely to cause killer diseases. Does not their ruling tell us that Islam recognizes the fact that by avoiding such a substance, we spare ourselves the possibility of falling victim to these diseases? Similarly, a healthy diet is important for health. When a person eats "rich" food, which means that his diet has a large proportion of fat and sugar, he is liable to put on weight and if he is in the habit of "washing down" his fatty meal with a couple of drinks, he exposes himself to increased risk of a heart attack. Are we not, as Muslims, required to relate these scientifically proven facts to the Hadith which I have just quoted? When we do so, we conclude that Islam likes its followers to have a balanced diet which also means that they should not eat too much.

But why would Islam want us to do so when what has been written will take place whatever we do? If the death of a particular person will occur at a particular moment of time, whether he follows a healthy lifestyle or not, why should it matter what he eats, drinks, smokes, etc.? Is it true that there is a "deadline" which no one can cross?

May I ask in this connection why does Islam prescribe capital punishment for a murder? And why is a martyr rewarded with heaven in addition to forgiveness of all his past sins? If the victim of a murderer would have died any way when the weapon of the murderer caused his death and if the martyr would have died at the same moment whether he was fighting for Allah's cause or not, then the severity of the punishment in the first case and the abundance of the reward in the second can be called into question. There is no doubt in my mind that the punishment for murderer is the right one and the reward of a martyr is the one which is most befitting with Allah's grace and generosity. It is true that a murdered person died at the point in time when his life ended, as it was known to Allah long before the creation of man. But if the murderer did not pull the trigger and the bullet did not hit the victim, that victim would not have died at that particular moment. Read, if you will, the Hadith which states, "He who likes to have his provisions increased and his life extended should be kind to his relatives." Here the Prophet is speaking of an extended life duration. We should not explain his statement away as meant figuratively, because it is not. What he tells us is the truth.

All the above examples can be easily understood within the general framework of the law of cause and effect which Allah has set into operation. Therefore, it works with Allah's will and as a means of bringing about what He determined. Most of our actions are done by our free will. This means that it is up to us to do them or not. It is up to me to sit at this moment of time and write this answer to your question. I can easily stop and go and do something else. Similarly, you could have decided not to send your question to me. If you did not, I would not be writing on the subject. By the same token, the murderer could have refrained from pulling the trigger and his victim would have lived. That does not mean that he would have violated Allah's will because it is also Allah's will for a man to live if he is not hit by a bullet in his head or in his heart. The same man will meet his death sometime later when a different cause of death will have occurred. Its occurrence is also part of what Allah has predetermined.

If all the people on earth have access to safe drinking water and proper sanitation to dispose of their waste and if all people have their children vaccinated, a 50 percent reduction in the incident of diseases would be achieved. You will probably agree if half the illnesses suffered by mankind are avoided, the other half will cause less deaths. What that means in your terminology is that "the deadline" for the end of the life of many of us would be changed by Allah's will as He has already predetermined for man's life.

• Predestination: Life span XE "Predestination: Life span" 
May I take issue with you regarding an answer you had given concerning observation that life expectancy is much higher in Europe than it is in Muslim countries. In your answer you said that lifestyle is responsible for such differences. This is not true because it is reported in a Hadith that sometime after conception an angel is sent to the fetus to write down its provision, life span, actions and whether he or she will be happy or miserable. Hence, the duration of every-one's life is determined by what has been written at that time. Therefore, nothing that he does or omits to do will affect that. A person may smoke, eat fatty food, be lazy or do the opposite things, and his span of life will not be affected. Your answer was not based on any Islamic information, but on the so-called modern science. You would have done better to confine yourself to answers that are based on Islamic teachings.

No sir, my answer has taken Islamic teachings into account, because God has instructed us to look around us and learn from the lessons that life events may place before our eyes. He says in the Qur'an: "Say: Reflect on what there is in the heaven and on earth. But of what benefit can signs and warnings be to the community that would not believe." The Qur'anic verses and the Hadiths that call on us to study, reflect, take heed and learn are numerous indeed.

Besides, we have learned from Islam as well as from what we see around us that there is a law of cause and effect which operates by God's will. For example, fire burns. Therefore, when you put something close to a fire, it is burned. If you light up a match and put your finger on top of its flame, you will immediately feel a burning sensation. If you do not, no such feeling will be experienced by you. This is an example of the working of the law of cause and effect. You do not place your finger close to the flame of a match and say that God's will may prevent the fire from burning it. It is certainly true that God may stop the action of the fire, but it is His will that fire should burn. Therefore, when we place things in a fire they are burned.

This applies to everything and all conditions and situations in life. A person who smokes has a much higher risk of suffering one of the serious diseases that smoking causes, such as a wide variety of cancer, cardiovascular diseases, chronic bronchitis, etc. Most of these are fatal. Therefore, the effect of being a heavy smoker is likely to be the suffering of one or more of these diseases, any of which can cause death. That same person would most probably not suffer from the disease which kills him if he does not smoke. If we were to say that he would still have suffered the same disease, which is caused by nicotine or carbon monoxide, when he did not have either of them through smoking, then we are saying that an object could be burned without a fire, or drowned without coming near water.

Perhaps you would say that he might not have suffered that disease, but he would still die at the same moment, by some other reason. I would say that we do not know that, but most probably he would have lived longer, because he would be enjoying better health over a longer period of his life.

Here we come to the Hadith which you have mentioned, and which is at the center of this argument. There is no doubt that the Hadith is authentic. Let us not speak about the details of the writing and why it should be written, or where it is written, etc. We know than an angel writes down four things, including the duration of the life of the yet unborn baby. Now, the angel does not determine that duration. It is God who determines it, according to His knowledge which is perfect, absolute, unlimited by the confines of time or place. I have explained on several occasions that God's knowledge is perfect and complete. Nothing is added to it as a result of any event, because time does not apply to God in the same way as it applies to us. When God instructs the angel to write these four things, He is fully aware what the person concerned will be doing in his life and what harm he will cause to himself and what damage to his health he may perpetrate. He takes into account the effect of all these on his health and knows whether he will have lung cancer as a result of smoking or coronary heart disease as a result of drinking, or he would be obese as a result of overeating and lack of exercise. So He gives him forty or fifty or sixty years of life in accordance with the effect of so many factors on his health and on his life as a whole. God will certainly give a longer life duration to a person whom He knows will be following a healthy lifestyle.

Now the choice of lifestyle is a personal choice, which we do by our own free will. Had our actions been imposed on us by God's will, then God would not have held us to account for what we do in this life. It is because He has given us free will that He subjects us to His judgment on the day of resurrection. He knows that what we do is our own personal choice. Therefore, we cannot escape the consequences.

Moreover, there are authentic Hadiths which speak of prolonging life. In one of these, the Prophet is quoted as saying: "He who likes to be given an increase of provisions and a longer duration of life should be dutiful to his parents." Another Hadith which uses the same wording in its first part mentions that the results of increased provisions and longer life depend on being kind to one's close relatives. Again, dutifulness to parents and kindness to relatives are things that we do by our own free will. They are not imposed on us. But we should reflect that both the things that depend on them — increased provisions and longer life — are written down by the angel when everyone of us is still a fetus. Scholars have explained this and given two points by way of explanation.

The first is that they point out a fact to which reference is made in Verse 39 of Surah 13 which includes this statement: "God may erase or confirm whatever He pleases." This is in direct reference to what is written concerning the future. So, what has been written may be changed as a result of what we do.

The other explanation is that when the angel is given his instructions to write down four things, he is told to write: "This person shall live for sixty years if he is not dutiful to his parents, but will continue to live until he is seventy if he is dutiful to them." Now, God knows in advance that the person concerned will be dutiful or not dutiful and at what moment exactly he will die. The angel does not know. Therefore, the extension in the person's age as a result of his actions is true in relation to all creatures, including human beings, angels and all living things on earth and in the wide universe. To God the extension is known in advance.

Could we not say that the same thing applies in relation to the lifestyle that we follow. To my understanding, the way God has created us and the world around us makes it clear that it is His will that we will be affected by a wide variety of causes. Therefore, if we lead a healthy lifestyle we are likely to live longer than if we are heedless of all the lessons that life brings to us.

• Predetermination: Accountability though Allah determines fate XE "Predetermination: Accountability though Allah determines fate" 
Is it true that Allah determines the fate of a person when he is still in the womb? How about people who disobey Allah: Is it His intention for them to be disobedient?

As you are well aware, we are accountable to Allah for what we do in this life. He rewards us in accordance with our deeds. Hence, our deeds are chosen by us, since we have been given such a free choice. If we were denied such a choice and if our actions were determined for us by Allah, then it would not fit with Allah's justice that we should be accountable for them.

There is some confusion in people's minds about this question. This confusion is compounded by a wrong understanding of some Hadiths like the following one: "The creation of each one of you is gathered together in his mother's belly for forty days in the form of a seed, then he is a clot of blood for a like period. The angel is then sent to him to blow the breath of life into him. He is commanded to write down four matters: his means of livelihood, life-span, actions, and whether happy or unhappy." (Related by Al-Bukhari and Muslim). This writing down of these matters is not an imposition, except in such areas over which the man has no influence, such as duration of his life. When the angel writes a man's action, he simply documents that Allah has known long before the conception of that person in his mother's womb. We must not forget that Allah's knowledge is not increased as a result of any event of circumstances. He has known the number of human beings that would walk on earth, the fortune of each and every one of them, and the feelings of every single one of them at every moment of his or her life, long before the creation of Adam, the first human being. This is part of Allah's knowledge, but it is not predetermination, because Allah has created us with our free will and ability to choose. That ability must work within us. It is we who choose whether to obey Allah and disobey Him. Hence, we are accountable for our choices.

• Predetermination: Can human beings avoid the predetermined? XE "Predetermination: Can human beings avoid what is predetermined?" 
When something unfortunate happens, most people say that it has been impossible to prevent it, because what is written cannot be changed. May I ask whether Muslims generally are afraid to accept the blame for their mistakes? We believe that giving life and taking it away is controlled by God only. What can we say about birth control which enables individuals to determine the number of children they have? On the other hand, life is lost in riots, when blind mob goes on the rampage and kills opponents at will. Please comment.

It is certainly true that the giving of life and taking it away are actions that take place only by God's will. It is He alone who originates life, takes it away and brings it back. It is He who created the first human being and devised the system of procreation so that generations of human beings would succeed one another to maintain human life on earth until the day "when God will inherit the earth and all those living on it."

When God created man, He wanted him to be in charge of the earth and gave him a will of his own to make his life a trial. He has made it clear that our life on earth is not the final chapter in our existence. After we die we are brought back to life at a time determined by God when we are given our reward for our good deeds or punished for our bad ones. It is most important, therefore, to take the chance of this life in order to ensure our happiness in the life to come.

It is God's own will that our life span on earth is kept secret from us. No one can ever tell when his moment comes and how he will depart from this life. Very recently, a group of people survived a plane crash and a bus accident in two different countries within the same weekend. Either accident could have seen them all killed, but they survived. As human life is shaped by God, people die at all ages. Children may die when they are yet newborn, in their early years and before they reach adolescence. Young men die in wars and by accident. Young women die in childbirth or succumb to killer diseases. These days, people die in the prime of life as a result of contracting AIDS. Those who live to old age eventually wither away. No one can say whether he will survive the next moment or live for another forty or fifty years. That should be enough motivation for anyone to try to be always ready to meet God, having passed the test of life.

While we certainly cannot say when we are going to die, we can influence certain causes of death. This does not challenge or alter God's will, but works within it. It is God who has set into operation the law of cause and effect. It is He who has given fire the quality of burning. If a human being is caught up in a burning house, he will certainly die, unless the fire brigade arrives in time. This is because for a human being to die by burning or to suffocate by the fumes caused by a fire takes some little time. If he is taken away within that period, and given the right treatment, he will survive. In the first situation when he is caught in the fire, he is subject to the effects of certain causes in a particular situation. After the fire brigade has taken him away, he is subject to the effects of another set of causes which help preserve life rather than destroy it. In each situation he is subject to God's will which remains in operation.

Infant mortality rates throughout the world have been significantly reduced through the implementation of the immunization program. Incidence of the major childhood diseases has been controlled, but does that mean human beings have taken over the control of childhood mortality? By no means. What has happened is that children have moved from one set of prevailing conditions to another. Before they were immunized, they could easily suffer any of the childhood diseases which can cause death or disability. After a child is immunized, he is better able to fight those viruses and escape those diseases. The process of immunization does not function in isolation from God's will. In fact, it functions by God's will. This is exactly what Umar ibn Al-Khattab said to Abu Ubaidah, another companion  of the Prophet, when the latter questioned him about his order preventing entry to and departure from an area where the plague was widespread. Abu Ubaidah asked him: "Are we trying to escape from God's will?" Umar answered: "Yes, we try to escape from God's will with God's will." This means that if we avoid certain causes of death we remain subject to God's will, because avoiding them and preventing certain causes of death is also part of God's will.

We apply this law everyday in our lives. We know, for example, that drinking clean and purified water will help us stay healthy. On the other hand, drinking polluted water can cause illness and death. Therefore, governments try to make drinking water safe. When we travel to an area where we are not sure of the quality of water, we drink either bottled or boiled water. Do we, as a result, avoid disease and death? The answer is yes, indeed. But do we prevent the operation of God's will? Certainly not, because we are taking precautions in order to produce new effects of another set of prevailing causes. In other words, we are benefiting by the operation of the law of cause and effect which is part of God's will. In the same vein, people who resort to birth control methods are likely to have a smaller number of children than those who do not. That is because such people resort to certain causes which have the effect of preventing conception. It is also His will that a female egg will not produce life unless conception takes place.

This is not different from a woman remaining childless if she does not get married. Similarly, those who are killed in wars or riots would have survived if they did not happen to be at the receiving end of a bullet or shrapnel, or have not been too close to where a bomb exploded.

These days, many Muslims understand this fact in a very narrow sense. They have learned that when a  human being is still an embryo his life duration and means of livelihood are written down. They understand this an impossible position from which they cannot be released. Hence, they are not ready to do anything that does not take their fancy. They wait for things to happen to them because whatever they do is not going to affect them. This attitude is not acceptable from the Islamic point of view. Indeed, God has encouraged us to take every possible means to improve the quality of life. This applies to all aspects.

The examples we have cited are mostly concerned with health, but if you look at social life, you find that the Islamic system provides social security through the working of zakah, and ensures that wealth is not concentrated in the hands of the few while the overwhelming majority of people suffer poverty and deprivation. If Muslims implement that system then they have taken steps which have the effect of making their social life much better and happier. It is unfortunate that the majority of Muslim communities today do not take such measures and steps to improve the quality of life. They try to put the blame for their suffering on God's will.

The early Muslims understood the operation of God's will in a very positive way. Hence, they were able to deal with every situation and try to ensure a better life for their community and the next generation. They took the fact that the duration of a person's life is written before his birth in a definitely positive manner. When they faced tyrants they stood up to them. They realized that tyranny cannot shorten their life span. They will die at their time known to God. But if they remained idle, they would still die at the same time. [This rectitude provided them with deeper faith to stand up against tyranny.]

It is as the Qur'an says to those who were reluctant to join the Muslim army at the time of the Prophet, because they feared death: "Say, Had you been in your own homes, those who might have been killed in war would have died in bed." That is because going to war, or a campaign or jihad, does not shorten a life God has determined to be long. To die in war is to die at the end of one's life, as it had been determined by God. A person who stays at home would also die at the end of his life. Only the means of death may be different.

• Predetermination: Course in life changed at last minute XE "Predetermination: Course in life changed at last minute" 
The last verse of the short surah entitled The Earthquake states "that whoever does an atom's weight of good will see it (on the day of judgment) and whoever does an atom's weight of evil will see it then."  To my mind, this suggests a fair method of accountability, taking into consideration even the smallest of actions, whether good or bad. However, I have recently read a Hadith which says, that "a person may behave like the people of paradise until there is but an arm's length between him and it, and that which has been written overtakes him and so he behaves like the people of hell-fire and thus enters it." The same thing applies in reverse, ensuring heaven for a person who does good only at the last stage of his life, having been an evildoer for a very long time. According to my limited knowledge, there are only three sins which Allah does not pardon: Suicide, murder and associating partners with Allah. Committing any of these crimes, abrogates any other good deeds the person may have made. Other actions are weighted and the destiny of people is determined by the result of such balance. Could you please explain whether there are any particular good deeds which ensure heaven in the same way as these three ensure hell? Could you also throw some light on this whole question?

Let me correct you on your point that there are three actions which abrogate all good deeds which ensure hell for their perpetrator. You have named these as suicide, murder and associating partners with Allah. This statement of yours is not correct. Allah states in the Qur'an that the only sin or act of disobedience which cannot be forgiven is the association of partners with Allah. He says: "Allah does not ever forgive the association of the partners with Him. He may forgive whomever He wills whatever else may be committed." This means that he forgives such cardinal sins as murder and suicide. The Prophet has explained this by relating the story of a man who had killed 99 people. He then went to a scholar and asked whether Allah would accept his repentance. The scholar told that he could not see that he could ever be forgiven after having committed all those murders. The man, then, killed the scholar and completed the number of his victims to 100. He then went to another scholar and asked him whether Allah would accept his repentance. This scholar told him that there was no reason why his repentance could not be accepted. He advised him to repent immediately and not to do any more crimes. When the man complied, the scholar advised him to go to a particular town which was full of good people. He would have there a good environment which would enable him to strengthen his resolve not to disobey Allah anymore. The man was on his way to that town when Allah caused him to die.

The Prophet then explains that the angel of paradise and the angel of hell disputed among themselves to which party the man belonged. The angels who are charged with administering punishment to sinners argued that the man never did a good deed, but the others argued that he repented and started acting on his repentance by traveling to this city. Allah sent to them an angel who advised them to measure the distance between the city of evildoers which the man had left and the distance to the city of good believers to which he was going. If he was nearer to the first, then he was still a sinner and should be punished. If he was nearer to the city of good believers, he should be counted among them. The Prophet then says: "When they began to make their measurements, Allah ordered the city of evil to move away and ordered the city of goodness to draw nearer. He was found to be closer to it [the city of goodness] and his soul was taken by the angels of mercy. He was forgiven."

This Hadith gives a clear example that Allah forgives all types of sins, with the exception of associating partners with Him. Forgiveness may be granted on the day of judgment through the intercession of the Prophet on behalf of his followers. The Prophet says that he extends his intercession "to those of his followers who commit cardinal sins". Let us then broaden our minds and not give a narrow interpretation of anything that Allah has willed to keep unrestricted.

The Hadith which you have mentioned about a change of direction in people's deeds which causes the eventual change of destiny in the hereafter is an authentic one. It may be given in translation as follows: "A person may do the deeds of the people of heaven until he is only a yard or so away from it, but then his destiny overtakes him and he does what the people of hell do and he is thrown in it. On the other hand, a person may do what the people of hell do until he is only a yard or so away from it, and his destiny overtakes him and he does what the people of heaven do which ensures his admittance into it." How can we reconcile this Hadith with the principle of balancing people's action?

The first point to make is that, this process of balancing of the good deeds against the bad ones benefits only the believers, because their faith ensures that they have their good deeds credited to them. As for non-believers, their lack of faith means that their good deeds avail them nothing. Allah does not accept any good action unless it is founded on faith. A person who denies Allah and associates partners with Him may do as many good deeds as he wishes, but he will receive no credit for them, because he lacks the very basis which ensures that he receives any reward from Allah. On the other hand, a person who has faith always hopes for Allah's forgiveness.

We can understand from the first Hadith on the basis of this principle. The first person who has done many good deeds betrays himself at the end of his life and shows that he really lacks faith. Hence, his actions do not merit any credit. Yet, he would have benefited by them, had he moved towards the establishment of faith in his heart. Instead, he chooses the opposite way and does something which takes him away from the faith altogether. He condemns himself and renders all his past good deeds worthless. His action must be of the type which cannot be reconciled with having any degree of faith. That is the only way to condemn him to hell-fire.

As for the other person, he moves in the diametrically opposite direction. Toward the end of his life he realizes that he had spent all his time in error. He believes in Allah and allows faith to establish itself within him. As you know, when one accepts Islam and believes in Allah, all his past sins are forgiven. He opens a new page and he is given a chance to prove himself. Allah does not question anyone who accepts His message and believes in Him about what he had done prior to that. Since this person has become a true believer at the end of his life, he is assured of being admitted into heaven.

• Pregnancy: Shortest possible duration XE "Pregnancy: Shortest possible duration" 
I was married to a girl who became a Muslim a few days before our marriage. My parents sent her back when she gave birth only six months after our marriage. Doctors suggest that the baby is not mine, as it is fully matured, weighing 2.5 kg. I am told to divorce her. Should I?

The first point to be made here is that most Muslim scholars agree that the shortest possible duration of pregnancy is six months, after which a woman may give birth to a developed baby. If a woman gives birth after six months, it is not possible for anyone to accuse her of adultery. At the time of Umar (May Allah be pleased with him) a woman gave birth to a baby after six months. Ali was assigned to inflict on her the punishment for adultery. But Ali (May Allah be pleased with him) whom he had appointed judge, told him that he would be exceeding his authority if he did that. Ali referred to two verses in the Qur'an, one stating that the full period of breast-feeding extends to two years. The other mentioned that the total period of pregnancy and breast-feeding is 30 month. Simple arithmetic shows that a pregnancy for six months is possible. Umar let the woman alone.

When you married this woman, you were aware that she was not a virgin. Her past sins are overlooked because she became a Muslim a few days before your marriage. Since you accepted her as she was, then you must not go back on your word and make issue with her about what she did before she married to you or question her. For this period of time, you are able to judge whether she has the features of making of a good Muslim wife or not. Only you can answer this question. If you know her to have become a good Muslim and she has stopped un-Islamic practices since she became a Muslim, then it is probably best for you to keep her. On the other hand, if she has not taken her conversion to Islam seriously, then you should consider leaving her.

There is another highly important point to consider. Although the shortest possible duration of pregnancy is six months, she might have been pregnant when you got married to her. Only she can tell. You should, therefore, emphasize to her the importance of knowing whether she was pregnant or not at the time when the marriage contract was made. If she was pregnant, then you should have a new marriage contract, because your marriage is not valid. It is not permissible for a Muslim to marry a pregnant woman until she has given birth. The Prophet says: "Anyone who believes in Allah and the last day must not irrigate with his water a seed planted by another person."

You should appreciate the figurative method of expression here. It does not refer to true irrigation because a fetus does not need any such irrigation. It is also reported that a man discovered that the woman he had married was pregnant. He put the matter up to the Prophet who nullified the marriage, gave the woman her dower and ordered the woman to be flogged 100 lashes, which is the punishment for fornication. You have to determine the status of your marriage in the light of the foregoing, but you must not treat your wife with suspicion, particularly if you know her to be honest. If you know her not to tell lies, and she tells you that she was not pregnant at the time of your marriage, you should accept that statement from her.

• Pride XE "Pride"  

The Prophet equated pride with associating partners with Allah. So his companions were naturally curious to know what constituted pride. The Prophet's definition was: "Ignoring the truth and denying people their right."

• Priorities XE "Priorities" 
It is stated that jihad, the holy war, is one action which earns the highest reward from Allah. Please comment.

If we were to ask people where do they place jihad for Allah's cause in their list of virtuous actions, most of them will  undoubtedly place it at the very top. Jihad requires a person to recognize the fact that Islam is the religion of the truth, accept it and hold firmly to it, and to convey it to others. In order to do this, a person may have to sacrifice his wealth and his life. Jihad means to accept these risks willingly. Although most people understand the term to mean fighting the enemies of Islam in order that Islam may achieve supremacy over all other philosophies and creeds, its significance is much wider than its erroneous translation as "holy war". Every action which serves the dual purpose of establishing Islam firm in its own land and conveying it to others, including an information campaign, is part of jihad.

Whether we take jihad in this widest sense or restrict it to the narrower sense of fighting the unbelievers in battle, it ranks with most people as the most important action which earns reward from Allah. Since jihad requires a positive effort which involves sacrifice of one's time, money or life, it tends to overshadow other virtuous actions which bring us reward from Allah.

Companions of the Prophet were in the habit of asking him about everything which relates to religion. They realized that Islam is a complete way of life which requires them to modify or amend, or totally change their practices so that they are in line with what Allah requires of them. Hence, they went to the Prophet asking him about anything on which they did not have clear guidance. At times, they put their questions in general terms in order to establish a certain principle or a definite list of priorities. Abdullah ibn Massoud, a companion of the Prophet who achieved great renown as one of the leading scholars among the companions of the Prophet, reports that he asked the Prophet once: "Which action is most pleasing to Allah?" He answered: "To pray on time." I asked: "What comes next?" He answered: "Then comes kindness to one's parents." I said: "What comes next?" He said: "Next comes jihad for Allah's cause." (Related by Al-Bukhari, Muslim and others.)

We note that the Prophet mentions first a pure act of worship which falls in the area of personal relationship with Allah as the act most pleasing to Him. He follows that with an action which falls in a very narrow section of social relations, i.e. family relations. He places both actions above the one which has more to do with public life and with the common welfare of the Muslim community. Moreover, the two first actions require much less effort and sacrifice than the third one. This Hadith reveals that the Prophet had a keen insight into what motivates people to work and to sacrifice. We know that prayer is the most important duty imposed by Islam. It does not impose a very heavy burden on the individual. It is an easy and pleasant duty which makes man constantly aware of what Allah requires of him and keeps him on his guard against falling in sin. It is only natural that the fulfillment of the top and most frequent duty should earn the greatest reward from Allah. What the Hadith tells us is that prayer must be offered on time in order to earn that great reward and be most pleasing to Allah. In other words, punctuality is of essence for prayers to be so highly rewarded.

Kindness to parents is placed second in importance. There is no doubt that our parents have the greatest claim on our love and kind treatment. Nothing that we may do for them in their old age, when they grow weaker and more dependent on us, compensates them for the kindness and love they show us when we were young and totally dependent on them. We need only look at any child being cared for by his mother in order to appreciate how great the sacrifice of the mother is and how little the child can offer in return. People may not argue about the claim of parents on their children's kindness, a duty which earns reward from Allah. Allah rewards us for our good actions although we may do them only by way of duty. But the emphasis placed by Islam on this kindness to parents is due to two different considerations.

First, it is easy for a child just reaching adulthood to be preoccupied with its own affairs, looking after its own interests, and to be proud of strength, tough position, etc. It is very easy for such a person to be negligent in his duty toward his parents. Some people find it very difficult to part with their money, even when they have to pay it to their own parents. They may have more than enough for their own needs, and their parents may be poor, but nevertheless they find it extremely difficult to help their parents financially. It is not uncommon to hear about cases of unkind treatment of parents. Hence, the reminder is needed and the Prophet reminds us in the most effective of ways.

Secondly, with such a great claim on their kindness and love which our parents posses, if we do neglect our duty, we are bound to neglect other duties which our religion imposes on us. We will definitely be less inclined to be kind to others who are not related to us. We will be hesitant to extend our help and support to those who need it and have no immediate claim on us. Such an attitude is totally alien to Islamic behavior. Hence, the Prophet stresses this duty. He says in another Hadith reported by Al-Bukhari on the authority of Abdullah ibn Umar: "Allah's pleasure is dependent on the pleasure of parents, and His displeasure is caused by the displeasure of parents with their child." In this Hadith the Prophet shows that the surest way to earn Allah's pleasure is to be kind to one's parents. If one is unkind to them to the extent that their love is replaced by displeasure, anger or bitterness, then this is the surest way to earn Allah's displeasure. There can be no gloomier prospect than this.

• Profit: Limits of XE "Profit: Limits of profit" 
What percentage is the limit of appropriate profit in business transactions of different sorts?

There is no rigid rule on the margin of profit a company or an individual trader or businessman can charge when selling merchandise. There are several factors which influence that. When a commodity is in constant demand and sold in large quantities, the profit it generates is of a very small margin, but may add up to a significant amount. In a supermarket, 100 units of a certain commodity may be sold by mid-afternoon, every day. You will find that the profit made from it is in a [nominal] range of 1 or 2 percent only. Another commodity may sell one or two units a week. If the supermarket keeps the same margin of profit, it will be losing, because stocking that commodity that long costs more than the profit made.

Furniture, for example, takes a large space in a show room, and every piece may take several months to sell. Therefore, the margin of profit must be very high in order to give the dealer a very high return on his outlay. The margin of profit on certain types of furniture may exceed 100 percent in normal times. This is accepted as reasonable in the furniture trade.

This goes to show that there is no rule of thumb to say that a certain margin is reasonable or not. We have certain rules which prohibit monopoly, profiteering or artificially trying to raise prices in order to generate more profit. Otherwise what people accept as reasonable is acceptable from the Islamic point of view.

• Profit: Offered by a leading Islamic publishing company

A leading Islamic publishing company in a Muslim country accepts deposits from member of the public and pays the depositor a monthly profit at a fixed rate. It adds a condition that if the depositor withdraws his money, he has to give one month's notice when the company will return the actual amount originally deposited. There is no time limit for keeping the investment. Is this practice permissible.

There is nothing wrong with placing certain conditions on an investment, such as requiring one month's notice for withdrawal of deposited money. The company wants to be able to adjust the withdrawal of deposits without affecting its transactions. Similarly, there is nothing wrong with paying profits at regular intervals. But what worries me is that the profits paid by the company are given at a fixed rate. What this means is that the returns on the investment have no proper relation to the actual profits of the company. Nor is the depositor taking any risk with his investment.  In other words, if the company makes losses, rather than profits,  it will continue to pay the fixed rate of profits to the depositors who bear no proportion of the losses. For these two reasons, i.e. the absence of risk and the advance determination of the rate of returns, the partnership between the depositor and the company is not complete. Therefore, the transaction cannot be approved.

• Prohibition and permissibility XE "Prohibition and permissibility" 
In Islam, question of permissibility and prohibition is closely related to the more important feeling of being conscious of Allah and fearing Him. It is the pivot round which every intention and every action in the life of a believer turns. Thus, it transforms human life into a relationship with Allah and a recognition of His greatness and a consciousness of His presence and power in all situations, whether we are alone or with others: "And have fear of Allah; indeed, Allah is swift in reckoning."

• Promises [for marriage] broken XE "Promises [for marriage] broken" 
How to achieve forgiveness for unfulfilled promises? Let me give the example of a man who promises a girl to marry her but was unable to do so due to the firm opposition by his parents. How should he compensate that girl?

To start with, a Muslim should always fulfill his promises. The Prophet describes the non-fulfillment of promises as a mark of hypocrisy. This, however, applies mainly to breaches that have no reasonable justification. However, if one is unable to fulfill a promise, he should explain to the other party the reason for his inability and try to make him understand. It may be that going back on a particular promise may cause the other party some harm. In such a case, the two should try to work out some sort of arrangement which reduces the harm as much as possible.

A promise for marriage is like all promises. It should be fulfilled unless there are compelling circumstances to go back on it. If there are good reasons for not going ahead with the marriage as in the case where the man learns that the woman has a bad nature, or that her moral standards leave much to be desired, then the non-fulfillment of the promise to marry her is justified. However, if it is likely to cause her some harm, then it will be good of the man to give her some compensation in the shape of a present. The point is that a man may divorce his wife. Hence, it is permissible not to go ahead with the marriage even after engagement, if one realizes that the marriage is likely to be an unhappy one.

If the non-fulfillment of the promise is not due to discovering any fault with the woman but is due to an unreasonable attitude by one's parents, then one should try to balance the two alternatives of going ahead with the marriage and declining to do so. 

The parents do not have the authority to block a marriage of their son unreasonably. If the woman is a good person, strong of faith, with high moral values and a good nature, then there is no reason to stop the marriage simply to satisfy one's parents' whims. One should try hard to bring one's parents around to accepting this marriage by showing how good the woman is. If they continue with their unreasonable attitude, then it is not obligatory that their son should obey them, because he has made a commitment to another party and there is no reason to go back on that commitment.

• Property bought on installments or mortgage loan XE "Property bought on installments or on mortgage loan" 
1. I intend to buy a house in my native place, paying 50 percent of the value to start with, and paying the balance by monthly installments. This will inevitably increase the price. However, it is the only way I can manage to have a house of my own. Is there anything wrong with this method of purchase?

2. I am an American citizen with a moderate income. I cannot purchase a house on cash payment. House rent is very excessive and householders do not like to rend their homes to families with children. Islamic societies in the US denounce the method of purchasing a house on bank loan as it involves interest. How can a family in the low-to-moderate income group have a house for living?

1. It is well-known practice that when you buy anything on the basis of paying its price, or part of it, sometime later, then the price of that article is set higher. In Islamic terminology, this is referred to as "term" purchase. When you tell the owner that you want to buy that article and agree to the terms of payment, he will tell you that you may have that article for say, 50 if you pay immediately and, 55 if you pay after three months. This is perfectly acceptable. This is neither interest not usury. It is simply a raising of the price agreed at the time of purchase in return for a particular facility of payment. Scholars agree that this is perfectly permissible.

This method applies to buying anything on installments. There is a mutual benefit to the buyer and seller in this method. The buyer spreads amount which relieves the burden of having to pay the whole amount at the beginning and the seller has the commodity sold and receives a higher price for it in return for waiting for payment. There is no harm in that.

2. There are certain principles which we must keep in mind when we consider a question like this in the conditions that prevail in our world generally, or in a certain area in particular. First of all, we must remember that the purpose of Islamic legislation is to serve the interests of the community. This applies to the whole community of mankind, and to the Muslim community in particular. It is a rule of Islamic law that says: "Whenever people's interest happens to be, God's law will sanction it."

This law is not to be taken as absolute, without any qualification. It is indeed qualified by all clear statement in the Qur'an and the Sunnah which spell out clear orders or define prohibitions. This means that whether there is no firm ruling on a particular matter, then what serves the interest of the community is sanctioned and endorsed by God's law.

Another principle is that "essential needs relax prohibitions." This is certainly subject to situations and conditions, but the principle is clear. It applies where the need is basic and cannot be fulfilled without the relaxation of a prohibition. An example is that of a person who is starving, and has no expectation of getting food, except something forbidden, such as pork or carrion. He may eat of that, although it is forbidden, but he takes only what is sufficient for him to stay alive until he is able to get wholesome and permissible food.

A third principle is that the Islamic law seeks to protect in good order five major things in human life, which are: Faith, self, mind, offspring (or family) and property. What is needed to preserve and protect these is essential.

If we bear all that in mind and remember that shelter is basic to human existence, we are bound to consider shelter a human right that society is required to fulfill. In an Islamic society the state is required to make housing a priority area until every one in the community is properly housed.

In view of all this, and since Muslims live in all types of societies, they have to deal with their particular situations in the light of Islamic law, violating none of its principles, except what may be relaxed in an emergency, and trying to satisfy their needs for a comfortable living which enables them to be productive. It is only when they are productive that they fulfill the purpose of their creation in a proper manner.

All the information supplied by my reader about housing in the US are correct. Rent is very high, and it can easily be beyond the means of a family of mid-range income. Prices of property are too high for most people to be able to buy a house and pay in ready cash. On the other hand, it is practically impossible for anyone to have an interest-free loan of an amount sufficient to buy even a single room in a house of modest specifications. Hence we must look at the method of house buying that prevails there and see whether Islam will allow it.

We find that the building society or a bank is willing to advance money for the purchase of a house, provided that the borrower mortgages a house to the bank to secure the loan. It imposes a charge which may be called "service charge", or "commission", it may call more plainly "interest." It may either be fixed or changeable according to the prevailing interest rate. When the house or apartment is bought, it is registered in the name of the buyer who is able to use it for residence straightway. As long as he pays the monthly installments agreed with the building society, or whoever is the lender, no one can detract from his right of ownership. Should he decide to sell the house before the loan is fully repaid, no one interferes with his decision. He is only required to repay the remainder of his debt immediately on receipt of the price. What happens in practice is that the house would have appreciated in value. The owner who had borrowed a very large part, if not all, of the price takes all the price increase as his own profit. Should he have lived in the house for a few years, what he receives is likely to be higher than the whole amount he had paid for it, including the monthly installments. In addition, he would have lived in a proper house.

If you look at all the aspects of this transaction you find it totally different in nature from a usurious loan which the borrower takes out only because he is in dire need, and the lender exploits that need taking unwarranted profit for no effort he makes. In the house mortgage transaction, the benefit is largely to the borrower, fulfilling one of his essential living needs. As such, we cannot denounce it on the basis of being interest-based. We have to look at its detailed aspect to determine where the benefit lies.

Whenever a scholar visits the United States or Europe, he is frequently asked about this transaction. If the question is made simply as borrowing on interest to buy a house, the answer is most likely to be one of prohibition. What I have found during my long stay in Britain is that whenever the transaction is explained in detail, the scholar is likely to change his view, looking at the fact that it answers an essential need, and the benefit it is certain to give to the house buyer and his family. I personally have discussed this question with a number of scholars from different countries, and most, if not all, had come round to say that a mortgage loan may be obtained for house purchase. Some said that it is totally permissible, while others chose to consider it permissible on the basis of meeting a basic need.

• Prophecies and the end of the world XE "Prophecies and the end of the world" 
All famous religious traditions speak of a great earthquake that follows a great war. The Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, gives a unique prophecy in the sense that he spoke of the earth reversing its axis and rotation (refer to Al-Bukhari 7121). Is there any other Hadith which may give us a hint on what will cause our planet to change rotation? A massive underground oil field explosion could almost certainly spin the earth out of control causing the sun to rise in the west.

The Hadith which you have referred to is related by Al-Bukhari on the authority of Abu-Hurairah who quotes the Prophet as saying: "The Day of Judgment does not take place until two great camps engage in a war which causes a great number of casualties on both sides, and both the camps advocate the same message, and until around thirty liars and impostors have appeared, everyone of whom claiming to be a messenger of Allah; and true knowledge becomes scarce and earthquakes frequent; and time becomes short and trials increase and numerous killings are witnessed; and you have plenty of money to the extent that a wealthy person worries whether he will find someone to accept his zakah and he offers it to another person and the latter says, 'I have no need for it'; and people take pride in constructing high-rise buildings; and a man would pass by the grave of another and say: 'I wish I was in this place'; and until the sun rises from the west. When it rises there and people see it, they all will become believers. At that time, no soul will benefit by believing if it had not acted on its belief. When the hour will fall, two people might have extended a garment between them but could not complete its sale or its folding; and a man would have expressed the milk of his she-camel but could not drink it; and a man would have filled his water container but could not drink it; and a man would raise food to his mouth but could not eat it."

As you see, the Hadith gives a very vivid description of the suddenness with which the end of human life occurs. People are taken unawares, doing their normal daily activities, but when the time comes, everything freezes in place to the extent that if a person is raising some food to his mouth to eat, he cannot eat it. The Hadith does not mention a particular earthquake of any special magnitude. It simply speaks of earthquakes becoming frequent. There is no indication in the Hadith that all these aspects will occur at the same time. It is not necessary that the frequency of earthquakes should come hand in hand with people being wealthy to the extent that no one is in need of charity. Nor should either indication of the approach of the day of judgment be also accompanied by people wishing that they were dead, because death seems to be more comforting than living.

The Hadith, however, tells us that the sun will certainly be made to rise in the west and at that particular time, it is of no use to believe in Allah, if one has not believed in Him beforehand. That indicates the moment when all actions will be of no consequence. The day of judgment has arrived and the duration of life with the test it involves is over.

Whether the rising of the sun from the west is caused by an explosion that may take place underground or overground we are not told. Such an explosion, as you say, may cause the earth to spin "out of control", but Allah will still be in control of the earth and the universe. How will Allah make the sun rise from the west is not explained to us in this Hadith. We do not need to go into the details of that, because knowing the details need not affect our firm belief that Allah is able to cause the sun to rise in the west. He is also able to bring that about in numerous ways. How He chooses to accomplish that purpose of His is His business.

• Prophet: Appealing to the Prophet, peace be upon him XE  "Prophet: Appealing to the Prophet, peace be upon him" 
Back home, front walls of mosques are adorned with inscriptions of "Ya Allah" on the right and "Ya Muhammad" on the left. Here in Saudi Arabia the "Ya" is omitted. Could you please explain why. May I also ask whether it is proper to do as certain people persistently do, which is to say "Ya Rasool Allah" whenever they begin something or change their position. Some people request a person who is going to Madinah for visiting Prophet's Mosque there to convey his greetings to the Prophet, peace be upon him. Is that permissible? Finally, may I ask what should one say when one stands near the Prophet's grave in Madinah?

"Ya" is an Arabic model word which signifies address or appeal. Only a present, living being can be addressed. Since the Prophet, peace be upon him, has died, and he is not with us any more, to address him with "Ya" is wrong. If it is meant by way of appeal, it is even worse. We may appeal only to Allah for help, because Allah is ever-living and He is present wherever we are. The Prophet, peace be upon him, can do nothing for us until the day of judgment when he may intercede with Allah on our behalf. His intercession, however, will not apply to anyone who strays away from His guidance. He has taught us to appeal only to Allah. He has also taught us not to treat him on equal footing with Allah. When we put the two inscriptions which you have mentioned "Ya Allah" and "Ya Muhammad" we are treating the Prophet, peace be upon him, on the same level as Allah. This is wrong and contrary to Prophet's own guidance and teachings. As I have said repeatedly in this column, our love of the Prophet, peace be upon him, can best be demonstrated by following his guidance as his companions did. None of his companions used to address him in such a form after his death.

What those people who say "Ya Rasool Allah" actually do is to appeal to the Prophet, peace be upon him, to facilitate for them whatever they want to do. They fall in effect in the pit of polytheism against which the Prophet, peace be upon him, has consistently warned us. I cannot understand why such people repeat such a phrase if they were truly Muslims, if they truly valued the teachings of the Prophet, peace be upon him. There is simply no Islamic basis whatsoever for their habit. It is only Allah that can help them, and they should appeal only to Him. In other words, they should say "Ya Allah".

It is permissible to convey to the Prophet, peace be upon him, the greetings of people who ask us to do so. When we stand near to his grave in Madinah we say in an audible voice: "Messenger of Allah, Mr. X or Mrs. Y extends his or her greetings to you." What we ourselves should say on our own behalf is "Peace be to you (Assalamo Alaikum), messenger of Allah." We may add our testimony that he has conveyed Allah's message complete and has given us good counsel. We must guard against any idolatrous practices, such as touching the stones of his tomb or rubbing our faces or bodies against these stones. Such practices are simply rituals of stone worship which are alien to Islam. 

• Prophet: Greeting the Prophet, peace be upon him  XE  "Prophet: Greeting the Prophet, peace be upon him" 
Recently I visited the Prophet's Mosque in Madinah. Having prayed two rak'ahs, I wanted to greet the Prophet, peace be upon him. Instead of offering my greetings directly to him, I prayed to Allah to convey my greetings to the Prophet, peace be upon him, when He wills. My reasons for doing so are: We, Muslims, are ordered to treat all prophets alike; if we believe that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, gets his life back to answer our greetings, so should other prophets; I believe that no mortal gets his life back until Allah so desires in order to give an example through such a miracle. I should be grateful for your comments.

Your offering two rak'ahs as greetings to the Prophet's Mosque is commendable. The best place in the [Prophet's] mosque to offer prayers is, of course, the area between what used to be the Prophet's home, where he is buried, and the place where his pulpit used to be. The Prophet describes this area in an authentic Hadith as "garden of heaven." Following that, the proper procedure is to walk to visit the grave of the Prophet, peace be upon him, and the graves of his two companions, Abu Bakr and Umar, who are buried next to him. One should stand at a short distance from the grave of the Prophet, peace be upon him, and address him politely, in a low voice, in these words: "Peace be to you, messenger of Allah, with Allah's mercy and blessings." A Hadith classified as "good" related by Abu Dawood on the authority of Abu Hurairah quotes the Prophet as saying: "When anyone greets me, Allah gives me back my spirit so that I am able to reply to his greetings."

Every Muslim knows that Allah has mentioned in the Qur'an that Muhammad, His Messenger, is only a human being who has been chosen by Allah to convey His message to mankind. Everything applicable to human beings was applicable to Muhammad in his lifetime. Allah states in the Qur'an addressing the Prophet: You are certainly going to die, and they are also going to die. He also says: Muhammad is only a messenger before whom other messengers of Allah have passed away. Should he die or be slain  would you turn back on your heels? We also know that the Prophet has died and has been buried in his grave. This does not conflict with the Hadith quoted above and related by Abu Dawood. The fact that Allah gives the Prophet his spirit back does not mean that he returns to life in the same way as he was before his death. Otherwise, he would be living like us but confined in his grave. This is not a position which Allah gives to His messenger.

The possibility of a different sort of life is not difficult to understand when we remember that an authentic Hadith states: "Prophets are alive in their graves and they pray." Also, Allah states in the Qur'an of martyrs: "Do not think of those who have been killed fighting for Allah's cause as dead. They are alive with their Lord." We, however, do not know anything about the nature of that life. It is a matter which concerns the world of the spirit. This is a world of which Allah has chosen not to give us any knowledge. The proper attitude of a Muslim, however, when he considers something which is relevant to that world is to accept any Qur'anic statement or authentic Hadith on the subject of its face value. We know that Allah is able to do all things. Nothing stated by Allah or the Prophet, peace be upon him, on the subject of the soul and the spirit is beyond Allah's ability. The fact that we do not comprehend its nature is no reason not to accept it. 

• Prophet: Jesus, peace be upon him — a question of superiority XE  "Prophet: Jesus — a question of his superiority" 
It is argued that Prophet Jesus, peace be upon him, is superior to other prophets, since he was born out of immaculate conception and that he did no sin. All other prophets were normal human beings. What is your comment?

As Muslims, we entertain no doubt that Jesus, peace be upon him, was a great and noble prophet. He was born to his pure, virgin mother, Mary, may Allah be pleased with her. We do not know of her having been married to anyone. In fact, a Muslim will immediately deny that because he believes that Mary was a virgin when she conceived. Everyone in her community knew her to be a virgin. They were surprised when she was delivered of her baby and went back to her people holding her newborn on her arm. They were shocked and asked for an explanation. At that moment, the baby himself answered them, explaining that he was created by Allah's will, without a father. That he talked to them when he was so young provided the clearest proof to them that his mother was not a sinner.

Furthermore, we believe in all prophets and messengers. Allah has chosen to give us a brief or a detailed account of 23 prophets and the noble line of Prophethood ends with Muhammad, peace be upon him, who is the last of all prophets. Allah also tells us in the Qur’an that He has sent other prophets and messengers to other nations and He has chosen not to tell us anything about them. He, however, says that He has sent a messenger to every nation. Muhammad, peace be upon him, was sent to all mankind. 

Five among the prophets Allah has named in the Qur'an are distinguished by their being men of "very strong resolve and determination." According to chronological order of their respective missions, these five are Noah, Ibrahim, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad, peace be upon them and all the other prophets and messengers.

As Muslims, we believe in all these prophets, respect and revere them as men who dedicated their lives to convey Allah's message and to provide a perfect, practical example for people to follow. We accept nothing of the stories which people of other religions relate about any of them, accusing them of committing any sort of sin. It is sufficient to remember here that the Jews reduced the position of prophets Dawood and Suleman to that of kings. If they were impudent enough to deprive these two noble prophets of that status, then it is not surprising that they could spread any sort of fabricated stories about them. We believe in no such stories. We declare that we believe in all these prophets, drawing no distinction between them. We should remember that Allah describes as disbelievers those who try to draw a line of distinction between prophets and declare that they are ready to believe in some while they deny others.

"The Messenger has believed in the guidance which has been sent down to him from his Lord, and those who believe in the Messenger have also sincerely accepted the same. They all believe in Allah, His Angels, His Books and His Messengers. And they say: We do not discriminate against any of His Messengers. We have heard the Message and submitted to it. Our Lord, we look up to Thee for forgiveness, for to Thee we shall all return." [Baqarah - The Cow - 2 :285)]

Allah does not accept of us any attempt to elevate any group of prophets over others on any basis. I hope that I have made this very clear. May I now ask: how can anyone imagine that he could judge prophets and put some of them on a level which is higher or lower than that of others? Such a judgment can only be done by a superior. If human beings assume such a task, they are actually making a claim of being superior to prophets. That is totally unacceptable. The only one who is superior to prophets is their Maker, Allah, who is the only God in the universe. If one tries to draw distinction between prophets, his attitude is akin to that of the Jews who have declared at one stage that they were not ready to accept Islam because the Qur'anic revelations were brought to Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, by Angel Gabriel, who was their enemy. Had the Qur'anic revelations been conveyed to Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, by Michael or some other angel, they would have accepted Islam. Such ludicrous and impudent claims can be accepted from no one. Allah has denounced the Jews for making such a statement.

There is no such thing as "immaculate conception." It is true that Mary became pregnant without having had intercourse with any man. It was Allah's will to create Jesus without a father. However, Adam was created without either a father or a mother. Although Adam was a prophet, nobody has suggested that he was superior to all other prophets and all mankind because of the way he was created. Indeed, the creation of man gives him a superior position on earth and that is the reason for putting man in charge of this planet. He is entrusted with building and establishing the proper human life on earth, which is achievable through the implementation of Allah's law revealed to us through the prophets.

Moreover, what sin are we talking about in the normal conception which comes as a result of intercourse between husband and wife? Allah has given us the sexual desire and has directed us how to fulfill it in a legitimate way, i.e. through marriage, and to make use of it for ensuring the survival of human kind. When people deviate from that clean way and indulge in promiscuity, they commit sins. But there is no sin in the act itself, as such. If sex is practiced only within the bonds of marriage, between a man and his wife, there is nothing to feel ashamed of that, nor is any blame attached to any one as a result of it. Therefore, to suggest that Jesus did no sin because he was not conceived as a result of intercourse infers that all other human beings are sinners because they fulfill their sexual desires. Marriage, which is a legitimate way of fulfilling it, becomes sinful. That is not only absurd, it runs contrary to what Allah states in the Qur'an. He describes the believers as people who maintain their chastity and indulge in sexual fulfillment only with their wives, when no blame is attached to them. Whoever makes claims of the sort you have mentioned suggests that they should be blamed for that. That is ludicrous. 

Moreover, what sin can be attached to human being as a result of an action done by his parents? In Islam, an illegitimate child bears nothing of the blame attached to his parents. It is true that they have indulged in sin, but he is blameless. When we understand this principle, the absurdity of the suggestion that prophets other than Jesus are inferior to him because everyone of them was born through a normal pregnancy taking place between a married couple becomes even more manifest. There is no doubt that Jesus was a great prophet and a great messenger of Allah. Therefore, he must be always held in the greatest esteem. But to make him superior to other prophets as a result of the unique way of his creation is not acceptable. 

• Prophet: Jesus, peace be upon him — is he dead? XE  "Prophet: Jesus — is he dead or lifted to high place?" 
As a Muslim, is it wrong to say that the Prophet Jesus, peace be upon him, is dead? I am referring here to a translation of verse 33 of Surah 3, which mentions Jesus referring to the day when he dies. Please comment.

The verse to which you have referred is translated by Yousuf Ali as follows: 

“Peace be to me the day I was born, the day that I die, and the day that I should be raised up to life again.” 

This is a pretty accurate translation, but it does not signify that Jesus has actually died. The verse quotes a supplication by Jesus when he was a young baby, speaking to people about his miraculous birth.

Note how the fact of his birth is expressed in the past tense, because it is an event that had already happened. The other two events of his death and resurrection are expressed in the present tense which signifies the future. So the reference to Jesus' death here is a reference to a future event with regard to the point in time when he was speaking. It could then mean his death after his second coming, as is the view of the overwhelming majority of scholars. It may also be taken as a reference to a death occurring much sooner, at the end of the time allowed to Jesus in this life. 

There are a number of scholars who believe that the Prophet Jesus, peace be upon him, died naturally like all people. They accept without question the fact expressed clearly in the Qur'an that Jesus was neither killed nor crucified by his enemies. God had rescued him and allowed him to complete his life. He later died and was buried normally as all dead people. To these scholars, the Hadiths which speak of Jesus' second coming are lacking in authenticity. They also interpret the reference in the Qur'an to him being raised by God as meaning giving him a high position among human beings and other creations, which he certainly had as one of the messengers endowed with strong resolve. These scholars do not find any strong evidence supporting the concept of Jesus being raised physically, alive, to stay for a period of time in heaven before coming back again. Hence they conclude that he must have died like all human beings.

Other scholars take the Qur'anic statements literally, particularly when they refer to Jesus being raised to a high place. They also accept the Hadiths speaking of his second coming as authentic. Since nothing is impossible for God to accomplish, they take the meaning of all relevant statements together and conclude that Jesus was raised to heaven after God saved him from his enemies, and that he will come back to complete his appointed time of life on earth, at the end of which he would die like all human beings.

A Muslim may take either view, provided he makes a proper study of the evidence given in support of each. He may hold whichever conclusion he may come to at the end. On the other hand, a Muslim may prefer not to concern himself with this issue, believing instead that it is within God's power to raise anyone to heaven where he may stay alive for any length of time and then He may bring him back when He chooses.

The concept of whether Jesus is still alive or whether he died is not central to Islamic faith. A Muslim may choose either view honestly or choose not to have a view in this matter, considering that there are scholars supporting each view. Since neither view is essential to Islamic faith, we may accept either without fear of encroaching on basic Islamic beliefs.

What a Muslim may not accept is the concept of crucifixion, which is categorically denied in the Qur'an, as God says: “They have neither killed nor crucified him, although it was made to appear so to them.” God is certainly able to accomplish His purpose with ease, no matter what people may assert. 

• Prophet's Ascension to heaven — a source of reassurance XE "Prophet's Ascension to heaven — from a futuristic point of view" 
Recently I came across a book by Maudoodi in which Prophet's night journey from Makkah to Jerusalem and his Ascension from there to heaven is viewed in ordinary political terms. It is likened to a king summoning one of his state governors to an audience in which the affairs of the state are discussed. In his view, Verses 24-37 of Surah 17 provide a summing up of the directives which were to provide the basic principles of Islamic society. I referred to the writings of several commentators on the Qur'an, but I could not find anything to substantiate this view. I would be grateful for your comments.

I believe you did not find anything to refute this view either. Hence, this view represents a reading by a scholar of a particular event in the life of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him. The fact that this event was of far reaching significance means that Muslim scholars in every generation find themselves speaking about it, explaining its importance, as they see it. There is nothing to prevent a scholar who has achieved such eminence as Maudoodi from reading a particular event in the life of the Prophet in terms which makes its significance more readily appreciated by his contemporary readers. I must admit that I have not seen this book by Maudoodi in which you read his interpretation of the event. Yet, the way he describes it, as you have quoted, seems to be very interesting. I am reproducing here what you have quoted from his book:

"Rulers of the earth are used to calling governors on certain occasions to give them special instructions on various issues. Allah, the ruler of the universe, has done something of this type. The Prophets are the governors deputed to the earth, a small state of His Kingdom. On special occasions, Allah personally gave directives to governors He had appointed. Such audiences were granted to Prophets Abraham, Moses and Jesus (peace be upon them all). The night journey of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, and his Ascension to heaven also conforms to this pattern. After the difficult phase it went through in Makkah, Islam was about to establish its own nation state in Madinah. At such an important juncture, Allah invited His Prophet in order to give him the constitution and the manifesto of that nation. Responding to the invitation, Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, presented himself before the Lord. That was the essence of his Ascension to heaven."

Most commentators on the Qur'an look at the Prophet's night journey and Ascension to heaven as a mission of comfort to the Prophet. He had been working hard for the message Allah had entrusted to him for ten years, meeting every conceivable sort of opposition from his people in Makkah. At times, their opposition weighed heavily on him. He was distressed by their stubborn refusal to realize that he only wanted their happiness. His two main sources of support, his wife, Lady Khadeejah, and his uncle, Abu Talib, died late in the tenth year or early in the eleventh year of the start of his mission. By losing them, he lost both the public support provided by Abu Talib, the chief of the Hashemite clan of Quraish, and the internal comfort at home provided by a loving, caring and devoted wife. It was natural that the Prophet, a human being, should experience a deep feeling of sorrow for their loss. In his wisdom, Allah had determined that it was time for the new message to stand alone, requiring no outside support, with its primary advocate, Allah's messenger, managing his affairs on his own. He - limitless He is in His Glory - took both Khadeejah and Abu Talib away and the Prophet was alone. Commentators on the Qur'an view the night journey in terms of a new source of comfort, encouragement and reassurance to the Prophet. On this trip, he saw many of the great manifestations of Allah's greatness. His resolve to carry on with his message was sharpened and his determination was never to show any weakening.

This is the traditional way of looking at the Prophet's night journey and it is supported by some Qur'anic verses which refer to it.

As quoted by you, Maudoodi looks at this highly significant event from a futuristic point of view. He looks at what was to come, rather than what had happened in the past. Within three years of that trip, the Islamic state in Madinah was established. Every state needs a constitution, and this applies, in a rather stronger measure, to an ideological state. The Surah 17 is entitled, the "Night Journey," and it opens with a reference to the trip, glorifying Allah for having taken the Prophet on it and pointing out that the Prophet was made to see some of the signs Allah has in the universe. The verses to which Maudoodi refers provide an outline of the moral and social code of the Muslim community. They were the first detailed Qur'anic account of the boundaries within which the Muslim community will have to live. Indeed, they give a sense of the moral fabric of the Muslim society. Maudoodi's vision is, then, a fresh approach to a great event. It is the merit of its futuristic outlook, which fits more perfectly with the nature of the Islamic message. Allah could have comforted His messenger for the losses he had suffered in a variety of ways. Giving him an outline of the moral and social code of his future state gave him much more than comforting condolence. It gave him the sense of the continuity of his message and a feeling of the task ahead. Maudoodi, thus, has offered us something new, something which makes us appreciate in a far better way a momentous event in the life of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him. May Allah bless Maudoodi's soul and shower His mercy on him.

The analogy with a governor being summoned for an audience with the king is also interesting because it makes the event closer to our minds to understand and appreciate. The relationship between Allah and His messenger is far closer than that of a sovereign and one of his governors. In any state, the governor could be sacked at any time. In the Kingdom of the Most Supreme, the governor, or, Allah's messenger, is the perfect choice. Hence, he would not suffer anything like the fall from grace many governors endure.

• Prophet's birthday celebrations XE "Prophet's birthday celebrations" 
My uncle has a large number of followers. Every month, he performs a celebration of the Prophet's birthday when he feeds the poor with money he collects from his followers. He recently asked me to make a hut for him in the graveyard where he lives alone. He also asked me to erect a wall around the grave of my deceased father. Please comment.

There is no doubt that Prophet Muhammad conveyed to us Allah's final message and the code of living He wants us to implement in our lives. Every Muslim, therefore, loves the Prophet more than he loves his parents or himself. Without the Prophet's teachings, humanity would have lived in darkness. Our love of the Prophet and the position of honor given to him must conform to what he has taught. Suppose that you have two children and one of them is obedient and dutiful and the other is not that dutiful. When you are asked who of your children loves you best, you are bound to answer that the one who is dutiful loves you much more than his brother. You consider the dutifulness of the first son the mark of his love to you. This is indeed the truth. If your other son professes everyday that he loves you very much and he kisses your hand when he goes out or when you come home, but nevertheless does not abide by your wishes or do your bidding, you do not take his protestations of love very seriously. Therefore, our love of the Prophet must be measured by the same yardstick. If we follow the Prophet's guidance and abide by his teachings and implement what he wants us to implement, then we love the Prophet. If we are satisfied by professing that we love him and we try to give the proof of that by holding parties to celebrate his birth, then our claims are devoid of any substance.

As for celebrating the Prophet's birthday, whether done every year or every month or every week, that can only be judged according to the Prophet's guidance. We have nothing in what the Prophet has said or done to indicate that he has celebrated his own birthday. None of his companions or the generation which succeeded him held any such celebrations at any time or in any form. Therefore, we can only say that this celebration is an innovation which earns no reward.

I am afraid that your uncle's desire to live in the graveyard is very strange. The place of a learned Muslim is within his community to whom he tries to explain the Islamic teachings and whom he encourages to follow the Prophet's example. To erect a wall around a grave or indeed to do anything with a grave which is a mark of distinction is strongly discouraged. A grave must be simple and raised only about a foot over the ground and should not have a pyramid like shape. Its top should be flat. Tombs are not allowed in Islam. 

• Prophet's children, grandchildren XE "Prophet's children, grandchildren" 
Could you please tell us something about the Prophet's children and grandchildren?

The Prophet had six children born to his first wife, Khadeejah. The two boys, Al-Qassim and Abdullah, died in early childhood. After the Arab tradition, the Prophet used to be called Abul-Qassim, meaning "Father of al-Qassim".

Khadeejah also gave the Prophet four daughters: Zainab, the eldest was married to Abu Al-Ass ibn Ar-Rabie and gave birth to one boy, Ali and one girl Ummamah. Zainab died in the eighth year of the Islamic calendar, i.e. two years before the Prophet.

The Prophet's second daughter Ruqayyah was married to Usman ibn Affan, who later became the third caliph. She traveled with him to Abyssinia in the first Muslim emigration. She gave birth to one boy, Abdullah, who died at the age of six. Ruqayyah died at the time when the Muslims fought the battle of Badr.

The Prophet's third daughter was Umm Qulthum, who was married to Usman after her sister's death. She did not have any children and died in the ninth year of the Islamic calendar, about eighteen months before the Prophet.

Fatimah was the Prophet's youngest daughter. She married Ali and gave birth to two sons, Al-Hassan and Al-Hussain, and two daughters Umm Qulthum and Zainab. Fatimah died six months after the Prophet.

As has already been mentioned, all six children were born to Khadeejah, the Prophet's first wife. The only other child born to the Prophet was Ibrahim, whose mother Maria, was the Coptic woman sent as a gift to the Prophet by the ruler of Egypt. The Prophet freed her and married her. She gave him this son who lived only sixteen months.

• Prophet’s companions and their ranking XE  " Prophet’s companions and their ranking " 
1. The companions of the Prophet have been praised in the Qur'an and by the Prophet for their glorious deeds in support of the message of Islam. When a Muslim mentions any of the companions of the Prophet, he is supposed to pray for them that Allah may be pleased with them. In view of this, is it fair for any Muslim to criticize the actions of some or all the companions of the Prophet, if such actions have proved to be mistaken? Does such criticism affect the faith of a Muslim, or does it cause him or her any harm?

2. A Hadith quotes the Prophet, peace be upon him, as saying to Khalid ibn Al-Waleed that should he be able to spend the weight of Mound Uhud in gold, he would not attain the merit of any of the Prophet's companions. Since Khalid himself was one of the Prophet's companions, does this Hadith mean that only some of the companions are considered as giving guidance which we should follow?

1. As you have said, Allah has praised the companions of the Prophet in the Qur'an describing them as keeping a tough attitude toward the disbeliever, treating one another with mutual compassion; you always see them bowing and prostrating themselves before Allah, seeking His grace and pleasure, etc. The Prophet also praised his companions for their dedication and courage in the defense of Islam. He also said that the best generation among his followers is that of his companions followed by their successors and the generation after that. Those three generations will remain better than any subsequent generations of Muslims. The companions of the Prophet were human beings who could make mistakes, errors, in judgment and could commit sins. It is undeniable that they were less liable to do this last thing than other Muslims, but the fact remains that some of them could be tempted to do so. But if you look at the record on every one of them, you will find them firm believers, dedicated to the cause of Islam, ready to defend it, even if its defense meant the loss of their lives. As such, they deserve all praise from us, because they have helped provide an ideal example of what human society will be like when Islam will be implemented.

Criticism of any of the companions of the Prophet is most unbecoming of any believer. To start with, no one can aspire to the position of the companions of the Prophet, because of the great honor which they had of actively supporting the Prophet in his efforts to make the world of Allah triumphant. In every circle or society, criticism of an honorable personality by a lesser person looks particularly odd. When such superiority is dictated by the service given to the cause of Islam, the criticism becomes repugnant. 

You know that Khalid ibn Al-Waleed embraced Islam rather late, perhaps in the seventh year of the Prophet's emigration to Madinah. He had a quarrel with one of the companions of the Prophet. The Prophet said to him: "Leave my companions alone. If you were to spend all that the earth contains in gold, you would not make a person reach the standard of anyone of them or even half his standard."

The general rule about such criticism is that Allah will hold the person who makes it to account. If it is unjustified, then he will make him do justice to the person so criticized or abused. In this life, such criticism does not speak well of the person who does it. Indeed, it raises a question mark about his sincerity. Whether it affects his faith or not is another matter. He may truly be a believer in the message of Islam but his criticism tells of his bad taste.

2. The Hadith you have mentioned is authentic. It is related by Al-Bukhari and others. Its version in Al-Bukhari's Saheeh does not mention a particular incident which gave occasion to it. It simply quotes the Prophet, peace be upon him, as saying: "If one of you would spend in charity the weight of Mound Uhud, he would not attain the reward of one mudd spent by any of them, nor half of it." The term mudd refers to a measure used in Arabia at the time for any commodity which is bought and sold by volume.

There is a particular incident which led to this statement by the Prophet, peace be upon him. It involved the renowned commander Khalid ibn Al-Waleed, and Abdurrahman ibn Auf — one of the ten companions of the Prophet, peace be upon him, to whom he gave the happiest news of all that they would certainly be admitted into heaven. Apparently Khalid said something unpleasant to Abdurrahman, and the  Prophet, peace be upon him, told him to quit that, adding this statement about the rank of his companions. Of course Khalid was one of the Prophet's companions. These are the ones mentioned in the Qur'an as having higher rank. God says: "Not equal are those of you who spent and fought (in God's cause) before the victory (and those who did not do so); they are of a higher degree than those who would spend and fight (only) after it — although God has promised the ultimate good to all. God is aware of all that you do." (57:10)

In relation to the Prophet's companions, the state that separates the two groups is the victory which saw Makkah with its tribe that held the sway in Arabia, and the Quraish’s surrender to Islam. However, verse lays down a principle that applies to the relative merit of believers of all times who strive in God's cause before and/or after success has been achieved. Those who strive hard to help achieve that success are higher in rank than those who join the Islamic community after it has gained mastery. The first group are the ones who put in a real struggle, risking their lives and properly exposing themselves and their families to danger and risks of all kinds. Hence, they are identified more closely with the Islamic call. They are the ones who are ready to sacrifice their all again for their faith, should that be necessary.

Of course Khalid ibn Al-Waleed was among those who accepted Islam before the surrender of Makkah. However, he only did so about a year earlier, while Abdurrahman ibn Auf was among those who accepted Islam in the  very early period. He was a young man then, and he showed great determination to support the Islamic cause in all situations. Hence he earned a high rank among the Prophet's companions. Those who are among the pioneers always have an advantage over those who come later.

As for guidance, the Prophet's companions provide for us an example of how to follow the teachings of Islam and the Prophet's guidance with determination and diligence. They do not provide guidance on their own behest. That is provided by God in the Qur'an and by the Prophet, peace be upon him, in the Hadith and Sunnah.

• Prophet's family — the status of XE "Prophet's family — the status of" 
What is the status of the members of the Prophet's family? What has he said about their importance? May I also ask about the significance of the tragedy of Karbala in Islam?

No special status is accorded to any human being other than Prophet Muhammad, Allah's messenger, peace be upon him, who has conveyed to mankind the last divine message. While members of his household are to be respected and honored if they were true Muslims, they do not have any type of special status. Each one of them is required to observe Islamic duties like every other Muslim. Similarly they are required to refrain from what Allah has forbidden. The Prophet addresses his daughter and his uncle saying: "Fatimah, work for your future life, because I will avail you nothing on the day of judgment. Al-Abbas, you are the uncle of Allah's messenger but work for your future, because I will avail you nothing on the day of judgment." While this Hadith urges members of the Prophet's family to work for their future life, the Prophet has made it clear that no member of his family is exempt from any punishment for a sin he or she may commit. 

It so happened at the time of the Prophet that a noble woman of the tribe of Makhzood was guilty of stealing. People tried to intercede with the Prophet in order not to enforce the ordained punishment for stealing on her. The Prophet refused all their entreaties. He said: "By Allah, if Fatimah, the daughter of Muhammad, peace be upon him, would steal I would have her hand chopped off."

The battle of Karbala resulted in a terrible tragedy since it claimed the life of Al-Hussain ibn Ali, the Prophet's grandson and some members of his family. That was a grave error committed by a battalion of the Muslim army loyal to the second caliph of the Ummayyid dynasty, Yazeed ibn Mu'awaiyah. However, neither the battle itself nor its outcome has any religious significance. Its tragic outcome was a source of grief and suffering to all Muslims, but we need not attach to it any other significance. We must remember that this tragedy took place about 50 years after the Prophet had passed away. The religion of Islam was revealed complete to the Prophet who conveyed it to us in its fullness. Nothing could be added to it by any person or as a result of any event.

• Prophet's hair and its reverence XE "Prophet's hair and its reverence" 
I have seen in some houses and mosques in India and Pakistan hairs which are said to be from the beard of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him. One hair is preserved in a decorative bottle with a glass top. It is displayed on a certain day every year, coinciding with the birth anniversary of the Prophet. People from the surrounding area come to view the hair and pass file very respectfully paying homage. Some touch the box or kiss it and then rub their hands on their faces and bodies, hoping for a blessing. It is also believed that the preserved hair grows inside the box. Its custodian cuts the grown hair and gives it to another mosque to make a similar box for a similar display. Please comment.

Let us begin first by assuming that this hair has actually been taken from the Prophet's beard. What then? It remains a hair which cannot bring any benefit or cause any harm. We have not heard of any companion of the Prophet who has taken anything that has been cut off or fell off the body of the Prophet to preserve it for reverence or to keep it to one's family. When the Prophet offered his pilgrimage, he went to Makkah with his hair long. He shaved his head there in order to release himself from the state of consecration, as pilgrims do. If there were any benefits to be gained from preserving his fallen off hair, his companions would have competed to take his hair or to distribute it among themselves. None of them ever contemplated the idea. Similarly the Prophet clipped his nails regularly, but we have no report that anyone of his wives or companions preserved any of his nail clippings. 

We must not forget that the companions of the Prophet had a much keener insight into what is acceptable and what is unacceptable in Islam than any one of us. The Prophet lived among them and they loved him as true Muslims should love the Prophet, demonstrating practically that they were always prepared to sacrifice themselves to defend him against his enemies, so that he might complete his mission and convey Allah's message to mankind. They, however, did not consider the body of the Prophet as an object which should be sanctified. Hence, had this hair been truly taken from the Prophet's beard or head, it should have been buried, as it is recommended to do with any part of a human body which falls off or are cut off or amputated.

Is it not time for people of this day and age who claim to follow Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, and believe in his message to question some of their practices in order to find out whether they are in line with the teachings of the Prophet? These rituals that are done annually in connection with this hair should certainly be questioned. Is it not time that somebody in the community asks: If we do all this with a hair that we claim to have fallen off the beard of the Prophet, why is his body buried? The Prophet's wives, uncles, cousins, and companions would have taken care to preserve his body and keep it for future generations to receive blessings. But they have done nothing of that sort because they knew that such an action would have been un-Islamic. 

Moreover, if the body of the Prophet or any part of it should have been an object for preservation and reverence, would Allah have allowed it to be buried? The fact is that Islam does not allow any such practices. Hence, the Prophet was keen to explain to his companions that he should be buried in the same manner as other mortals. Moreover, Prophets are always buried in the same spot where they die. Hence, a grave was dug for the Prophet in the room of his wife, Aisha, may Allah be pleased with her. His body was not kept for any length of time for viewing or blessing or paying homage. His closest companion supervised the preparation of the body for burial, without any delay. Hence, the honorable thing to do with this hair, if it was truly from the Prophet, is to bury it.

It may be argued that there is no harm in people showing their love of the Prophet in this way, even if there is some doubt about the origin of the hair. The question to be asked here is whether this is the right way of showing our love of the Prophet. Throughout the ages Muslim scholars have been unanimous in telling us that the proper way to demonstrate our love of the Prophet is to follow his guidance, implement his Sunnah and advocate his message. You do not need a trace of his body in order to do that. You persevere that you love the Prophet more if you follow his guidance more conscientiously. If you do not implement his teachings, no reverence to this hair, or indeed any part of his body or his person, would be of any use to you on the Day of Judgment, when Allah will question you about your actions and about following the Prophet's guidance.

• Prophet's incision by angels XE "Prophet's incision by angels" 
Is it true that the Prophet had four operations conducted by angels to remove all negative things from him and to replace them with elements of justice, humanity and love? 

I do not know about four operations done to the Prophet by angels. There is a very well-known report that at the age of five, the Prophet was met by two men in white robes who placed him on the ground and caused an incision in his chest. They removed his heart and washed it in iced water which they had in a gold pot. They removed a small black piece and said that it was Satan's element. There is another report which suggests that the same thing was done to the Prophet when he was 50. However, this latter report is much less known than the earlier one. I have not heard that there were any more occasions in the life of the Prophet when he was operated on.

We cannot say for certain that this report is absolutely authentic although it is invariably reported in the books which relate the events of the Prophet's life.

What we do know, however, is that evil is not concentrated in any particular spot within the human body so that the removal of that spot would mean that the person concerned would not entertain any evil. The thoughts of evil are initiated in man's minds just like good thoughts. To make a man pure of evil requires a total change of his character, so that he becomes one of the angels. This is not possible since Allah has not willed it to happen.

• Prophet's intercession on the day of judgment XE "Prophet's intercession on the day of judgment" 
People back home maintain that the Prophet's intercession on their behalf on the day of judgment will land them in heaven. Please comment.

People should rely only on their own good actions and avoidance of what is forbidden. If their actions are good, then they can hope to receive Allah's grace and be admitted into heaven. Indulging into sinful practices, in the hope that the Prophet will intercede on their behalf is wrong, because that is no guarantee. Besides, if you need the intervention of a highly positioned person to have a particular purpose of yours accomplished, you try to please that person, so that he would use his influence on your behalf. How is it that people allow themselves to act against the Prophet's teachings and seriously offend him, then hope for his intercession on their behalf? Is not that too presumptuous?

• Prophet's names XE  "Prophet's names" 
There is a Hadith which suggests that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, had three names, Al-Aaqib, Al-Hashir and Al-Mahi. Are these titles of the Prophet, not to be used by any other person? My name is Hasser.

The Hadith to which you have referred mentions five names of the Prophet, peace be upon him. Although the Hadith states that these are 'names', the context suggests that these are qualities or attributes, rather than proper nouns. It is well known that Arabic names are chosen for their meaning. Hence the usage of the word 'names' in this context is not surprising. Indeed the same word is often used in reference to God's attributes.

The Hadith you mentioned may be translated as follows: "I have five names: I am Muhammad, and I am Ahmad, and I am Al-Mahi with whom God erases disbelief, and I am Al-Hashir following whom human beings are raised from their graves and I am Al-Aaqib." (Related by Al-Bukhari, At-Tirmithi, Malik and Ahmad.) Let us now consider these names and what they mean, as explained by commentators on Hadith.

'Muhammad' is derived from the root hamd, which means 'praise'. This is the Prophet's name God uses in the Qur'an. The form itself indicates plenty. So the name mentions an important quality of the Prophet, peace be upon him, which is his frequent praise of God and his glorification of his Lord. He used to praise God after he had had something to eat or drink, after his supplication and on arrival after a journey. 'Ahmad' is derived from the same root, but indicates preference. Hence it means that he praised God much more than anyone else. It is said that all prophets used to praise God very frequently, but Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, is the best among them in that quality.

'Al-Mahi' means the one who 'erases something clean.' The Hadith itself indicates to what this quality of the Prophet applies, as he says: "I am Al-Mahi with whom God erases disbelief." It is said that what is meant here is that he causes disbelief to disappear totally from the Arabian Peninsula. Other scholars suggest that the erasing of disbelief is a gradual process which is completed when Jesus Christ comes for the second time. The fact that some people will go back to disbelief after that does not detract from the fact that he will have caused its total eradication.

I feel that we should take this meaning in a wider perspective. The fact is that with the message of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, disbelief no longer has any solid foundation. Whenever challenged, disbelief cannot provide any argument to justify its standpoint. Whatever logic it uses to defend itself will be seen to lack coherence and substance. It will always be recognized as false. For this reason we see how the enemies of Islam always use brutal force to suppress its message. In some Muslim countries dictatorial regimes have been suppressing the advocates of Islamic revival for many years and gaining the approval of Western 'democracies' for their brutal tactics that include torture and killing of innocent people. That testifies to the fact that disbelief cannot even convince its own advocates with its argument. Hence it is always bound to be defeated and erased from people's minds and hearts.

'Al-Hashir' means 'the gatherer,' but in an Islamic context it refers to the gathering of all creatures on the day of judgment when they are raised from their graves. We have reports which confirm that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, will be the first to rise from the grave on that day. In other Hadith the Prophet, peace be upon him, is quoted to have said: "I am the first to come up when the earth is split (i.e. on the day of resurrection.)" Scholars also refer to the fact that he is the final messenger to be sent to mankind as relevant here. Since no other messenger will be sent, then it follows that the resurrection should come after him.

'Al-Aaqib' means the final. This is a reference to the fact that the line of Prophethood has been completed with the message of Prophet Muhammad. In some versions of this Hadith an insert is added so that it reads: "I am Al-Aaqib after whom there will be no prophet, and who is described by God, as 'kind, compassionate."

These names were not used as names of anyone before Prophet Muhammad, except for the fact that the name 'Muhammad' was used by four people who learned that a prophet would be sent to mankind having that name. Each one of them had a son born to him shortly afterward. Each one called his son, Muhammad, hoping that he would be the new prophet.

The Prophet has encouraged his followers to call their children after him. Hence the names Muhammad and Ahmad are very common in the Muslim world. The other three names are of a special type which makes them unsuitable to use as names. Who would wish to call his son with a name which means the 'eraser' or 'gatherer' or 'the final'? Even when used for the Prophet, peace be upon him, they needed explanation. Hence you do not find them used by Muslim people. I realize that my reader thinks he has the second of these names, but his name is 'Hasser' which means 'a person who is not wearing a head cover.'

• Prophet's praises — singing of XE  "Prophet's praises — singing of" 
Reciting poetry and singing praises of the Prophet, individually or in a group, is a common practice in certain communities. Is this practice an innovation? When the Prophet, peace be upon him, arrived in Madinah, he was welcomed with girls singing poetry full of praises of God's messenger. Can we draw a parallel?

Yes we may draw a parallel, but we should be very careful what parallel to draw. Those people who received the Prophet, peace be upon him, with so much joy and pleasure, and expressed their love of him in a fine poem which they, men and women, sang did not confine their expression of love to this type of singing. They were keen to do the Prophet's bidding whatever he asked them. They laid their lives and sacrificed all their belongings for the cause of Islam.

If we do likewise, we may occasionally have the pleasure of singing an enchanting poem which extols the Prophet, peace be upon him, and describe his work and character. But if all the manifestation of our love of the Prophet, peace be upon him, is to sit in groups listening to such praises or singing them, and when it comes to practical matters we forget about the Prophet's guidance, then we have no true love of the Prophet, peace be upon him.

Unfortunately, most Muslim communities these days are ready to sing praises, but when it comes to action, they show no enthusiasm. Thus their professed love of the Prophet, peace be upon him, has no true substance, and their claims are false. They should review their attitude and realize that only by following the Prophet's guidance they demonstrate their true love of the noblest soul that walked this planet.

Once they have formed this realization, they should give practical manifestation of it. Their actions must be in line with his guidance. Then and only then they can be described as loving the Prophet, peace be upon him. Otherwise, they would be making a wild claim which remains unsubstantiated.

• Prophet's special privilege XE "Prophet's special privilege" 
How accurate is the report that wherever the Prophet went in daytime, a cloud overshadowed him, as well as angels, so that he did not feel the hot sun in the summer?

The report about a cloud overshadowing the Prophet is mentioned in connection with the meeting between the Prophet and the Christian monk Bahira, when the Prophet was traveling with his uncle, Abu Talib, to Syria. At that time, the Prophet was only 12 years old. The reports concerning the whole episode are not particularly authentic.

Although the Prophet's companions have reported everything that was connected with the Prophet, they do not particularly mention anything about a cloud overshadowing him wherever he went. Hence, such matter should not be given excessive importance.

• Prophet's stools, urine and shadow XE "Prophet's stools, urine and shadow"  

I have read in a book that the stools and urine of the Prophet were not impure. How far is this true?

Some people tend to ascribe certain things which they consider as virtues to the Prophet, without having any sound basis for them. The point you have raised is one such thing. Recently, I answered a question on whether it is true that the Prophet had no shadow. I said then that it was a false notion and that it neither gave a distinction to the Prophet to have no shadow nor did it detract from his honor and position to have a shadow.

To say that Prophet's urine and stools were not impure is just an attempt to say that the Prophet was unlike other human beings or to ascribe to him an air of holiness which he was keen to dispel. Certainly, it is not true at all to suggest that what he discharged as a human being was any different from what is discharged by other people. He certainly washed his clothes from any impurity and he was keen to purify himself every time he went to the toilet. To suggest otherwise, is to deviate from the teachings of the Prophet.

• Prophet's wives XE "Prophet's wives" 
Could you please explain how many wives the Prophet did actually marry and what were the reasons for his marriages.

Lady Khadija and Lady Aisha were the best known of the Prophet's wives. He married Lady Khadija when he was twenty five. Some reports put her age at the time of his marriage at forty, but this is most probably not correct considering that she gave the Prophet no fewer than six children, some of whom were born more than ten years after their marriage. All indications suggest that she was much younger than that, perhaps in her early thirties. He was married to her for twenty-five years during which he did not get married to anyone else. She died ten years after the Prophet started to receive revelations from Allah, and three years before his emigration from Makkah to Madinah. The Prophet continued to have good memories of his marriage to Lady Khadija right to the end of his blessed life.

After Lady Khadija's death, the Prophet was married to two women, Lady Sawda, who was in middle age when he married and Lady Aisha, the daughter of his most intimate friend, Abu Bakr. Lady Aisha was young at that time, with many reports putting her age at nine or ten. It must be borne in mind that such reports could not have been accurate in a largely illiterate community where there was no registration of births or deaths. But from the total sum of the reports that mention Lady Aisha, her early childhood, youth, marriage and later life, we can conclude on very reliable authority that she was well in her teens when she got married to the Prophet.

I have mentioned in the past that many of the Prophet's marriages were motivated by political, social or legislative considerations. As we have mentioned, Lady Aisha was the daughter of Abu Bakr, the Prophet's friend and successor. He was also married to Lady Hafsah, the daughter of Umar ibn Al-Khattab, the second ruler of the Muslim state after Abu Bakr. So, both of the first two of the rightly guided caliphs had their daughters married to the Prophet. The third and fourth, Usman and Ali, were married to the Prophet's daughters.

The Prophet also married Umm Habibah, the daughter of Abu Sufiyan, the leader of Quraish who was waging a most determined fight against Islam. Lady Umm Habibah had emigrated to Abyssinia a few years earlier when the Prophet advised a group of his companions to travel and settle there. During her stay in that faraway country, Umm Habibah's husband died. She was in a very difficult situation, having no relations in Abyssinia, with her father leading Quraish and other Arabian tribes in a fight to exterminate Islam. Learning of her plight, the Prophet sent one of his companions to Negus, the ruler of Abyssinia who had accepted Islam, to arrange his marriage to Lady Habibah and send her to him. That was a marriage even Abu Sufiyan, her father, could be proud of.

The Prophet also married Umm Salamah, the widow of one of his valiant companions, who was left with children to look after and practically no one to support her.

Two marriages had clear political motives. The first was the Prophet's marriage to Lady Juwairiyah, the daughter of a tribal chief who had raised an army to fight the Prophet. The Muslims preempted his attempt and managed to inflict a heavy defeat on him and his tribe of Almustalaq. Many of the men in that tribe were taken captive, and as was the common practice at that time, prisoners of war were made slaves. The Prophet hated slavery and freed every slave who came into his possession. When the Prophet married Lady Juwairiyah, his companions felt that they could not keep the Prophet's "in-laws" as their slaves. Therefore, they refrained from taking any one of them and let them free. It was said of Lady Juwairiyah that probably no woman brought her tribe greater blessings.

The other marriage to be mentioned in this connection was the Prophet's matrimonial union with Lady Safiyah, the daughter of Huyai ibn Akhtab, a Jewish scholar who was dedicated to fighting the Prophet and Islam. In fact, it was Huyai who worked hard to forge an alliance of Arabian and Jewish tribes which marched on Madinah to try to eliminate the Muslim community altogether. That was the alliance which tried to attack the Muslims in what is known as "the expedition of the Moat [Ghazwa-e-Khandaq]." Huyai was executed along with the Jews of Huraithah after victory was granted by God to Muslims. A couple of years later, Safiyah's Jewish husband was killed in the Battle of Khaybar. After the battle, the Prophet married her to help normalize the relations with those Jews who continued to live in Arabia. In fact, Lady Safiyah fell to the Prophet as a slave as part of his share of what the Muslims gained as a result of the battle. He, however, offered her freedom if she would accept Islam, which she did and he married her.

Now about the Prophet's marriage to Lady Zainab, who was known by the title, "Mother of the Poor", because she was so keen to help every poor person. She was married to the Prophet for only two months before she passed away. The other marriage was to Lady Maimounah which took place after the Prophet and the Muslims went for their Umrah, a few months before the conquest of Makkah.

One marriage which had clear legislative purpose was that which saw the Prophet married, by God's own order, to Lady Zainab bint Jahsh. Before Islam and well into the early years of the Muslim settlement in Madinah, the Arabs used to recognize adoption as giving full parental status. Thus, if a couple adopted a child, he was considered their own son or daughter in every respect. Islam, however, stopped adoption and considered it a forbidden practice which could give no legal effect to any relationship. The Prophet had adopted, in pre-Islamic days, a young man who had been gifted to him as a slave. The young man was known as Zaid ibn Haritha. He declared his adoption of Zaid, who was subsequently known as Zaid ibn Muhammad. It is perhaps worth mentioning here that Zaid was the first man to adopt Islam. When the prohibition of adoption was declared, Zaid reverted to his original name and was known ever since as Zaid ibn Haritha, after his real father.

The Prophet had married Zaid to Lady Zainab, the daughter of his paternal aunt. However, Zainab was rather unhappy about the marriage, because of Zaid's former slave status. Zaid was very uneasy about the marriage and asked the Prophet's permission to divorce her. At this point, the Prophet was ordered to allow the divorce to go through and to marry Zainab after her waiting period was over. The Prophet was very reluctant to do so, because of what people might say about his marrying his former "daughter-in-law". But God wanted to demonstrate in practice the absolute invalidity of adoption in the most practical manner. God declares in the Qur'an: "When Zaid had accomplished his purpose with her, We married her off to you so that there would be no objection for believers in respect of their adopted sons' wives once they have accomplished their purpose with them. God's command must be done."  (33;36) A few verses later, God declared: "Muhammad is not the father of any of your men, but he is God's messenger and the seal of the prophets." (33;40)

I hope I have made this question clear to you.

• Prophets: Are they sinless? XE "Prophets: Are they sinless?" 
A well-known concept says that prophets are sinless, but a tradition of the Prophet says that all human beings are sinners. Please comment.

You speak of a well-known concept, but I do not know it. Speaking to the Prophet, Allah says in the Qur'an: "Know that there is no deity save Allah and seek forgiveness for your sins, and for the believers, men and women." (49;19). If Allah tells the Prophet to include in his supplication a prayer for forgiveness of his own sin, then the concept you are speaking about is false. We know, however, that Allah has forgiven the Prophet all his sins, even before they are committed. We also know that the Prophet was the most obedient of Allah's servants.

Once Aisha saw the Prophet standing up in worship in the middle of the night, despite being tired. She asked him, why did he make such a great effort when he has already been forgiven all his sins. He replied rhetorically: "Should I not, then, be a grateful servant of Allah?"

The Hadith to which you are referring is authentic. It states: "All human beings are prone to error and the best of those who err are those who repent."

• Prophets: Difference between Prophets & Messengers XE "Prophets & messengers: Difference between"  XE  "Prophets & messengers: Difference between" 
According to Muhammad Iqbal, a prophet may be defined as, "a type of mystic consciousness in which unitary experience tends to overflow its boundaries and seeks opportunities of redirecting or refreshing the forces of collective life." Do you agree with this definition? How do we differentiate between the prophet and messenger?

I am grateful that you have given the reference from which you have quoted this definition which occurs, as you have stated, in Iqbal's The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (Chapter 5, pp. 125). Unfortunately, I could not manage to obtain a copy of this book in order to look at it in the context where it occurs. Hence I will not be able to discuss this definition in detail.

Let me say, however, that Iqbal was a man who realized that Muslims could not hope to regain their position in the world unless they live their faith and implement it in their lives. The question of the Muslim nation or community which combines strength with self-reliance and is able to free itself from the colonialism was one of his main preoccupation. He embodied his ideas in poetry and philosophical thinking. Hence, when we read Iqbal we have to make allowance for the type of expression he chose to give his ideas.

Moreover, Iqbal tended toward sufism or mysticism and on this I cannot agree with him. If we look at the definition you have quoted we are bound to realize the difficulty that arises from the use of poetic phrases like, "mystic consciousness, unitary experience, and collective life." What do such phrases mean exactly?

When you define something you have to use words and phrases that have clear and precise meaning that leaves no room for controversy. The phrases that we encounter here are totally lacking in precision. May be the problem is with the translation of the text. May be the difficulty arises from trying to use poetic language to express philosophical thoughts. May be the mystic tradition has influenced Iqbal's mode of expression. Or may be the ambiguity is due to all these factors combined. The fact is that the definition, as you have quoted it, does not tell us what is a prophet. It may pass as a definition of Prophethood, but even then it is lacking in clarity and precision. It does not speak of a person but of "consciousness' and 'experience.' But then are we quoting Iqbal out of context? In such matters which are closely related to faith, it is always better to confine ourselves to what we are told in the Qur'an or the Hadith. When we do so we define a prophet as a human being chosen by God to receive revelations and to explain these to his community or to all mankind. Such revelations emphasize that human beings must submit themselves to God and conduct their lives in accordance with what He requires of them.

The number of prophets is unknown to us, because God has chosen to tell us the names of a few of them and has made it clear that there were others about whom He has decided not to tell us. A prophet is described by God as one who brings happy news and gives warnings. He warns against rejecting God and disobeying him, while the happy news he gives to those who submit themselves to God and do as He requires them to do.

Every community has received such warnings and promises at one time or another. It is up to them to take heed or not.

A messenger, on the other hand, is a prophet who is given a message to convey either to his community or to mankind generally. Only the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, with whom the line of Prophethood comes to its final end, was given a message for all humanity. Former messengers had their messages to convey to their own communities. Thus a prophet may have a message of his own, in which case he is a messenger, or he simply endorses a message given to a previous messenger.

We do not need to go into any mysterious definition to understand what a prophet is and what his task is like. Islam has no mystery. It is people who try to give a mysterious color to some aspects of it which often makes something which is simple sound complicated. This is not a proper way of clarifying things.

I do not say that Iqbal did that but the definition you have quoted is far removed from this simple notion. It is always better to stick to the simplicity that is characteristic of this great religion. 

• Prostitution XE "Prostitution" 
What is the Islamic answer to prostitution? How can it be eradicated?

As you realize, Islam has a very serious moral code. It does not approve of any sexual practices, outside marriage. Islamic legislation includes very severe punishments for adultery. To go to a prostitute earns the man the same severe punishment.

When we want to know the answer Islam provides to a social problem, and prostitution is one, we have to consider Islamic society as a whole. In a Muslim society, no woman needs to work in order to earn her living. Many prostitutes are first drawn into this horrid practice by their poverty. Some girls find themselves having to earn the living of other people in their families, such as a sickly mother or young children. They are unable to find any proper work. Some of them may fall in the trap of a person who runs a brothel and they are dragged into a vice net. In a Muslim society, such a girl need only go to the authorities and explain her position. She will either be given a job or provided with an income to look after herself or her family. I realize that this is not the case in many Muslim countries, simply because many of them have abandoned Islamic values and principles, and they do not implement Islam as a whole. Once they move towards Islam, such problems will start to be solved in the easiest of manners.

I will give you the example of Sudan when, a few years ago, the former president Numeiri decided to put the country on a course that would regain its Islamic character. One of the problems addressed was that of prostitution. Women who were engaged in this practice were dealt with on individual basis. The circumstances of each one of them were considered separately. If it was possible to find any one of them a husband, she got married. If not, she was helped to find a proper job. Some were helped by the state to run a small shop. Moreover, they were put under supervision. They were clearly informed that if they reverted back to prostitution, they would be locked up. Most of them were very happy with the new arrangement because it saved them of a practice which they abhorred. I suppose that if any Muslim country decided today to implement Islam in full, it will deal with this problem on the same lines.

• Prostration after the prayer XE "Prostration or sujood after the prayer" 
After finishing my prayer and before leaving the mosque, I do a prostration during which I pray Allah for mercy and other things. Some people object. Please comment.

Such a prostration, or sujood, is neither necessary nor recommended. We do a prostration of gratitude to Allah when we hear some good news. We also prostrate ourselves at the time when we read or hear certain verses of the Qur'an which mention prostration in submission to Allah. [We also prostrate as compensation for an omission during prayers] Apart from this, no separate or individual prostration is recommended.

• Prostration related to reading Qur'an XE "Prostration related to reading Qur'an" 
It is well known that prayer is discouraged after one has offered the obligatory prayer of Asr, until the sun has set, and after one has prayed Fajr until the sun has gained some height in the sky. If a person is reciting a passage of the Qur'an at either time and happens to read a verse which requires a prostration, can he offer that prostration?

Since a prostration, i.e. sujood, is part of prayer, it is treated in the same way as ordinary prayer. Therefore, if you are reciting the Qur'an and reach a verse of the ones when a prostration is recommended, you should not do that prostration, according to a large number of scholars.

However, I should explain that to offer such a prostration is recommended, not obligatory. It can be replaced by the glorification and praising of Allah. According to some schools of thought, if you are unable to do the prostration when you reach such a verse, you can say instead: "Subhan Allah, Alhamdulillah, Allahu Akbar" three or four times. Even if you do not do that,  you are only omitting something that is recommended.

• Punishment: Amputation — a punishment to fit the crime XE "Punishment: Amputation — a punishment to fit the crime" 
In the name of Allah, the Merciful, the Beneficent

As for the man or woman who is guilty of theft, cut off their hands in retribution for what they have earned, as an exemplary punishment ordained by Allah. Allah is Almighty, Wise. But whoever repents after having thus done wrong, and makes amends, shall have his repentance accepted by Allah. Allah is Much-forgiving, Merciful. Do you not know that to Allah belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the earth? He punishes whom He wills and he forgives whom He wills. Allah has power over all things. [The Repast – "Al-Maidah”: 5;38-40.] Commentary by Sayyid Qutb.

When someone thinks of stealing, he actually thinks of increasing what he owns at the expense of someone else. He feels that what he earns legitimately is too little for him and, therefore, he wishes to add to it in an illegitimate way. The fruits of his own labor do not satisfy his greed and he wants to appear to be wealthy or to get himself in a position where he does not need to work or where he is assured of a comfortable life in future. In short, the motive for stealing is to increase one's income or one's wealth. Islam counters this motive by prescribing the punishment of cutting of the thief's hand or leg, since such a punishment will markedly decrease the thief's ability to work and reduce his income and wealth. When a thief is punished according to Islam, his ability to show off is greatly curtailed and his need to work hard is much greater. Moreover, his worry about his future is infinitely greater.

We see, then, that by prescribing the punishment of cutting off a thief's hand, Islamic law counters the psychological motives of theft with even stronger psychological factors which resist the temptation to steal. If, nevertheless, a person yields to temptation and is guilty of stealing, the severity of the punishment will have lasting effects on him to prevent a repeat. This is the basis for the Islamic punishment of theft. It is indeed the best basis for punishing this crime, ever since the creation of mankind.

Most legal codes punish theft with imprisonment, a punishment that has miserably failed in combating crime in general and theft in particular. The failure is due to the fact that imprisonment does not strengthen any psychological influence on a thief to turn him away from stealing. It does not prevent him from work and earning except for the duration of his time of imprisonment, when he has no need to earn since his basic needs are met. When he is discharged, he can go back to his work. Indeed, he has every chance to increase his wealth by both legitimate and illegitimate means. He can easily pretend to be a man of honor and integrity to secure the help of others. If eventually, he achieves his goal, well and good; or that is what he thinks. If not, his loss is minimal.

On the other hand, if a person guilty of stealing has his hand cut off, his punishment drastically reduces his ability to work and earn. This means, in practical terms, that his chances of increasing his income are totally lost, while a drastic reduction in income is most probable. He will not be able to win people's confidence as his own hand tells of his past crime. The unmistakable result, then, is that a thief will definitely end up in a loss if he is punished with cutting off his hand, while he is more likely to profit if he receives a prison sentence. It is in human nature that people do not hesitate to do what is likely to bring them profit and to refrain from something which makes loss a certainty.

I wonder at those who claim that the Islamic punishment for theft is not suitable to our present society in view of the great advancement achieved by mankind. Do progress and advancement mean that we should encourage and reward a thief and allow people to live in fear? Or do they mean that we should work hard so that thieves and dropouts get away with the fruits of our labor? Or do they mean that we ignore the findings of science and human nature as well as the results of human experience and the conclusions of logical thinking in favor of an argument which is supported by new evidence, simply because it receives much propaganda?

If effectiveness in reducing crime is the criterion which makes a certain punishment fitting to an age of progress and advancement, then imprisonment should be abolished as a punishment for theft and replaced by cutting off hands of thieves. This is because the latter is supported by undeniable psychological evidence, human nature and experience as well as logic. Imprisonment as a punishment is supported by none of these.

The basis of this Islamic punishment is a thorough study of human nature and human thinking. It is then, suitable for both the individual and community because it reduces crime and increases security. As such, it is the best and the fairest punishment.

Despite all this, some people object to the Islamic punishment for theft, because they find it cruel. Indeed, this is their only argument. But it is indeed a hollow argument, because no punishment is effective if it is felt not to be serious. Indeed, a punishment must be stern if it is truly a punishment.

In prescribing a severe punishment for theft, Allah, the most Compassionate and Merciful, says: "As for the man or woman who is guilty of theft, cut off their hands in retribution for what they have earned, as an exemplary punishment ordained by Allah."  The setting up of a deterrent example is intended, because to provide a deterrent is an act of mercy to anyone who contemplates stealing as he stops short of doing it. It is also an act of mercy to the community as a whole, because it increases its security. No one can claim to be more merciful to people than their Creator. Practical experience shows that over the first century of Islam, only very few hands were cut off in punishment of theft. That is because the Islamic society with its stern punishment and adequate safeguards and provisions produced only very few thieves.

But Allah wants to leave the door open to anyone to repent and refrain from committing any crime in future, provided that he does not stop at this rather negative aspect but goes on to do what is positively good: "But whoever repents after having thus done wrong, and makes amends, shall have his repentance accepted by Allah. Allah is Much-forgiving, Merciful."  Wrongdoing is an action which is both positive and evil. Therefore, it is not sufficient that a wrongdoer stops doing what is wrong. He should go further than that and do something which is both positive and good. In Islamic law, however, the matter goes further than that. Man is a creature who has to have something to do.

If he stops doing evil without moving on to do good, he feels himself to be in a vacuum which may turn him back toward evil. But when he is positive and does good action, then he moves far from evil. This is an important aspect of the Islamic method of educating people and cultivating goodness in them.

Finally, the surah states the overall principle of punishment in this life and in the hereafter. Allah, the Creator and Owner of the universe, can 'will' anything and determine the fate of every creature. It is He who enacts legislation for people to implement in their lives, and it is He who rewards them for their actions both in this life and in the Hereafter: "Do you not know that to Allah belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the earth? He punishes whom He wills and He forgives whom He wills. Allah has power over all things."  It is then a single authority of dominion which issues legislation in this life and administers reward and retribution in the life to come. There is no division or multiplicity of authority. Indeed, human life can only be set right when the authority to legislate and to reward is united in both this life and the life to come.

• Punishment: Amputation — suspention of the punishment XE "Punishment: Amputation — suspention of the punishment" 
When the Muslim state was stricken by famine, Caliph Umar suspended the enforcement of punishment for theft. The servants of the son of Hatib ibn Abu Baltt'ah stole a camel which belonged to a man of the tribe of Muzaynah. When they were proven guilty, Umar ordered their hands to be cut off. However, on learning that their master kept them hungry, Umar stopped the enforcement of this punishment. He further punished their master, imposing on him a fine equivalent to the price of two camels. It is within this context that we should view the punishments imposed by Islam as a part of comprehensive system which provides guarantees for all.

We cannot properly understand the wisdom behind a particular point of detail in Islam unless we understand the nature of this system, its basic principles and its guarantees. Moreover, details of the Islamic system should not be implemented in isolation to the rest of the system. We cannot simply take one legal provision or one principle of Islam and try to implement it in a social setup which is not Islamic. Such an attempt is useless, nor can such an action be considered an implementation of Islam.

• Punishment: An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth XE "Punishment: An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth" 
In the name of Allah, the Merciful, the Beneficent

Indeed, We did reveal the Torah, containing guidance and light. By it did the prophets, who had surrendered themselves to Allah, judge among the Jews, and so did the divines and the rabbis; they gave judgment in accordance with what had been entrusted to their care of Allah's scriptures and to which they themselves were witnesses. No, have no fear of men but fear Me; and do not barter away My revelations for a paltry price. Those who do not judge in accordance with what Allah has revealed are indeed disbelievers. In it (i.e. the Torah) We decreed for them a life for a life, an eye for an eye, a nose for a nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a (similar) retribution for wounds. But for [those who do not act] in accordance with what Allah has revealed are indeed wrongdoers.  (The Repast, "Al-Maidah": 5;44-45). Commentary by Sayyid Qutb.

Every religion revealed by Allah comprises three essential aspects: a faith which settles deep into the mind, a set of worship rituals and a law to regulate human life. The implementation of Allah's law will always be met by opposition from people in authority, those who pursue their own interest or their vain desires and the deluded masses who may find the implementation of Allah's law a heavy burden. Allah addresses His servants to whose care He entrusts the implementation of His law not to fear any human beings or their resistance, they should fear Allah alone.

Allah also knows that some of those who are charged with the safekeeping and implementation of Allah's law may find worldly temptations too strong to resist. As they realize that people with power or money and those who seek all types of pleasure oppose Allah's legislation, they may flatter them in order to gain something of the riches and pleasures of this world. Professional clerics in all generations have yielded to such temptation as did some Jewish rabbis. Allah addresses all those saying to them: "Do not barter away My revelations for a paltry price." This is the price they get in return for their silence or for their distortion of Allah's revelations or for issuing doubtful rulings. Indeed, every price offered is paltry, even if it includes all that is in this world. How could it be described otherwise, when it is no more than a position, a salary, a title and a petty interest for which faith is bartered away and hell purchased?

Nothing is more wicked than treachery by a person who is in a position of trust and nothing is more vile than the distortion of facts by a witness. Those who are given the title, "religious men" do commit such treachery and distortion. They remain idle when they are called upon to work for the implementation of Allah's revelation and they lift words out of context in order to please those in power at the expense of Allah's revelation. 

In a most decisive, definitive and general statement, Allah tell us: "Those who do not judge in accordance with what Allah has revealed are indeed disbelievers." The generality of this statement makes it absolutely unrestricted to time or place. The ruling is definitive and applicable to everyone who does not judge according to Allah's revelation, regardless of where and in what period he lives.

The reason is the one we have already explained. A person whose judgment is at variance with Allah's revelation denies the Godhood of Allah. A basic quality of Godhood is the authority to legislate. Whoever observes something other than Allah's revelation in his judgment does not only reject a particular aspect of Allah's Godhood but also claims for himself certain qualities of Godhood. If that is not disbelief, I wonder what is. For what use is a verbal claim of being a believer or submitting to Allah, when action denies such a claim?

Any argument about this definitive, decisive and general ruling is not more than an attempt to avoid facing the reality. To try to give this ruling a different interpretation is simply an attempt to lift words out of their context. Such arguments change nothing of Allah's clear and definitive judgment.

Having explained this basic rule in all divine faiths, the surah gives some examples of the law contained in the Torah which Allah had revealed so that on its basis, prophets, divines and rabbis judge among the Jews: "In it We decreed for them a life for a life, an eye for an eye, a nose for a nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a (similar) retribution for wounds."

These provisions outlined in the Torah have been retained in Islamic law as an integral part of it, since it is meant to be the law of all mankind, till the end of time. It is true that these provisions may not be implemented except in the land of Islam, but this is only for practical reasons. Islamic authority cannot implement these provisions beyond the borders of the land of Islam. Whenever and wherever Muslim rulers can implement these laws, they are required to do so. Since Islamic law is a code for all mankind in all generations, one provision has been added to them under Islam. This is the one to which reference is made in the following Qur'anic statement: "But for him who forgoes it out of charity it will atone for some of his sins." This was not included in the law of the Torah. Retaliation was inevitable. No one could waive it or forgo it. Hence no atonement of sins could be achieved through such a charitable gesture.

A word on the concept of retaliation in punishment for injuries that may not go amiss. The basic principle which is established through this concept is that of equality of human beings and equality before the law. No law other than that of Allah acknowledges such an equality so as to make the punishment equal to the crime and to remove all considerations of class, position, lineage and race. It is a principle, which is amplified by its comprehensive application: "A life for a life, an eye for an eye, a nose for a nose, and ear for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a (similar) retribution for wounds." No distinction between rulers and ruled, or between one class and another. All are equal before Allah's law, since they all descend from one single soul created by Allah.

This great principle established by Allah's law is the true and complete declaration of the birth of man when all human beings are considered equal, subject to the same law which rules on the basis of absolute equality. It is the first declaration of its kind. Human laws have lagged behind for tens of centuries before they began to aspire to rise to its level, but even then, their aspirations remained both partial and theoretical. As for practical application, they continued to lag behind.

The Jews, in whose scriptures, the Torah, this great principle was established, deviated from it in their relations with other people. They used to say: "We are subject to no restrictions in relations with the Gentiles." They also deviated from it in their own internal relations, as we have already explained when two Jewish tribes in Madinah, Quraithah and An-Nadheer established a system of blood money which gave the victorious twice as much as it gave the defeated. Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, brought them back to the implementation of Allah's law based on equality. He put them all on the same level.

Apart from its being a declaration of the birth of man, retaliation on the basis of equality is a most effective deterrent which makes anyone who contemplates killing another or causing him bodily harm think twice before putting his thoughts into action. He knows that regardless of his position, family connections, class or race, he will be executed for killing and he will suffer the same bodily harm as he causes. If he cuts off the hand or the leg of another person, he will have his own hand or leg cut off; and if he destroys an eye, an ear, a nose or a tooth, a similar organ of his will be destroyed. But he may not hesitate that long when he realizes that all that could happen to him is a period of imprisonment, long as it may be. His own physical agony or handicap is so different from putting up with a period of punishment.

Moreover, retaliation on the basis of equality is the sort of punishment which appeals to human nature. It quenches the desire for revenge which may be fueled by blind fury and it pacifies hearts and heals wounds. Some people may accept blood money while others insist on retaliation.

Under Islam, divine legislation takes full account of human nature, as it has been done in the Torah. Having ensured the satisfactory punishment of retaliation, Islam appeals to the benevolent element in human nature to encourage charitable forbearance: "But for him who forgoes it out of charity, it will atone for some of his sins." It is up to the next of kin of a person who has been killed or to the injured person himself in all cases of wounds and injuries to be charitable and to forgo retaliation. It is up to either person, out of his own free choice, to forgo his right to retaliation and to accept blood money in place of it, or to forgo both. If he does, Allah will forgive him some or all of his sins. It should be added, however, that even if such a person forgoes retaliation for blood money, the Muslim ruler may enforce a lesser punishment, as he deems fit, on the killer.

• Punishment: For drug smugglers XE  "Punishment: For drug smugglers" 
What should be the punishment for drug smugglers in the light of the Qur'an and the Sunnah?

There is a small number of offenses for which specific punishments have been prescribed. These include theft, fornication and adultery, accusing a chaste woman of adultery without providing proper evidence, murder, etc. This list includes only seven such offenses, but scholars have spoken at length on these with regard to whether the punishment is prescribed in all cases or not. What we need to say about these offenses and their punishment is that when these offenses have been proven beyond doubt, in accordance with Islamic procedure and requirements, then the punishment must be enforced. No one can reduce it or pardon the offender in any circumstances.

As you realize, there is a large number of other offenses which people may commit. None of these has a punishment prescribed by God. This means that the punishment is discretionary. It is, therefore, up to the judge to determine the punishment to be applied in every specific case. He should take into consideration the motives and the circumstances that led to the committing of the offense. The ruler in a Muslim state has an overall say in such matters. Therefore, an Islamic government can determine certain discretionary punishments for certain crimes. These may differ from one community to another and from one generation to another. Indeed, they may be applied selectively. The more horrible a crime or an offense, the more severe its punishment. Discretionary punishments may be graded in severity and may include the capital punishment for specific crimes. It is agreed by all schools of thought. [Generally speaking, offenses affecting the society at large are deemed more serious than personal crimes.] 

Therefore, if the government of an Islamic state determines that drug smuggling is causing great harm to its population, then it can easily implement the severest punishment on those who pay no regard whatsoever to the interest of the people and try to seek personal gain at the expense of the health of the nation and cause endless damage to its youth. It is certainly commendable that more and more governments in the Muslim world are enforcing the death punishment for drug trafficking. 

• Punishment: In the Hereafter XE "Punishment: In the Hereafter" 
Who will get more punishment in the hereafter: A person who has studied the Qur'an but does not follow its teachings or the one who is totally ignorant of it?

I simply do not know what answer to give you. It is not for me or any human being to decide what punishment is given by God to any person. What we should realize is that God is aware of even the most momentary thought that floats in a person's mind, whatever circumstances he may find himself in. He judges us not only on the basis of our actions, but He also takes into consideration our intentions and our motives behind what we do.

The other thing is that we tend to emphasize punishment far too strongly in our thinking. This is not a proper Islamic attitude. What Islam teaches us is to always maintain a balance between the two possibilities of punishment for sin and earning God's forgiveness. God describes Himself as the most merciful and describes His punishment as severe. But He also tells us that His mercy may be bestowed on anyone who does not associate partners with Him. The more diligent we are in the fulfillment of the obligations He has imposed on us, the better our chances of receiving His mercy and His forgiveness of our sins. A Muslim must always try to make his behavior a credit to his faith. If his actions fall short of what Islam requires, he should be keen to make it known that Islam should not be blamed for his own actions. The fault is his, not that of his faith.

• Punishment: Stoning for adultery — not a Qur’anic decree but... XE "Punishment: Stoning for adultery — not a Qur’anic decree but ..." 
I read in a book entitled Punishment in Islamic Law by Muhammad Al-Awa that a Qur'anic verse was abrogated. He refers to this in his discussion of stoning as the punishment for adultery. He also says: "Umar asked the Prophet to allow him to write the abrogated verse but the Prophet refused." Am I to infer from what the author says that the Prophet could have hidden from us a Qur'anic verse that Allah has revealed to him. Please clarify.

Dr. Muhammad Al-Awa is a close friend of mine and over the years I have had the privilege of discussing with him a good number of Islamic issues, particularly their legal aspects, as Dr. Al-Awa is a distinguished lawyer in addition to his being an Islamic scholar. I have consulted what he has written in the book you have mentioned as well as in other books of his, particularly his priceless work, Fundamentals of the Islamic Criminal Law. 

Let me first of all tell you that at no point does Dr. Al-Awa imply what you have inferred. I would have certainly asserted that on the basis of my personal knowledge of the man. But I referred to his writings in order to find out whether such an inference on your part can be justified. Again I say without hesitation that your inference cannot be supported on the basis of what Dr. Al-Awa has written. Your inference is, therefore, wrong because it is based on lack of knowledge of what is meant by abrogation, which is known in Islamic terminology as "naskh". In order to make things clear, I will first refer briefly to the particular case of the relevant verse before I discuss the concept of abrogation in general.

The verse in question is said to indicate in clear terms the prescribed punishment for adultery, which means an illegitimate sexual intercourse between a married man and a married woman other than his wife. When this offense is proven either by a confession made voluntarily by the offenders or by the testimony of four witnesses who state under oath that they have seen the couple actually committing the offense, the offenders are punished by stoning to death. This punishment is agreed by scholars and there is no question about it. Some scholars say that its basis is a verse of the Qur'an which was revealed stating this punishment, but later this verse was abrogated verbally, but its import continued to be retained. This is stated by scholars of Hadith who attribute to Umar saying that he would have written this verse by the side of the Qur'an, except for his fear that people might think that he has added something to Allah's book. Dr. Al-Awa mentions this without discussing it in detail. He, however, argues that the basis of this punishment is the Sunnah, not this verse, whether or not it was actually revealed and subsequently abrogated. We have very clear statements by the Prophet specifying the punishment for married adulterers and we have also his practical example as he enforced this punishment on them. Dr. Al-Awa's argument is most valid, and there is no doubt that the basis of the punishment of stoning for married adulterers is the Sunnah, not the Qur'an.

The concept of abrogation is well known, because Allah revealed the Qur'an over a period of 23 years. There were certain rules and regulations which needed a gradual approach. The clearest example of abrogation is the direction the Muslims face when they pray. At one stage, they were commanded to face Jerusalem in their prayers. In the second year after the Prophet's settlement in Madinah, this was changed by a specific order by Allah to the Prophet and to all Muslims to turn toward the Ka'aba whenever they wish to pray. The first order to face Jerusalem is not stated in the Qur'an, but the second which abrogates the first and determines the new direction of the Qiblah is contained in the Qur'an where Allah refers to the first direction as His own order. As you are well aware, the Prophet does not make an order to Muslims on his own initiative. He only obeys what is revealed to him. Revelations to the Prophet were not limited to the Qur'an. Other things were revealed to him either by inspiration or instruction. Allah tells us in the Qur'an that the Prophet "does not speak out of his own fancy. It is all an inspiration sent down to him." (53; 3-4) Therefore, what the Prophet teaches us is part of our religion. It is not something that he has determined by himself. It is certainly revealed to him. When something is abrogated, that abrogation comes through revelation of equal status. A Qur'anic order may be abrogated with a new Qur'anic order, and an order contained in a Hadith can be abrogated either by the Qur'an or by a subsequent Hadith.

As the Qur'an was being revealed, it molded the first Muslim community in such a way which makes that community an example to be followed by all Muslim generations. The Qur'an took that community by the hand and guided it through different stages of development. Therefore, the concept of abrogation was necessary as the community moved from one stage to another in its advocacy and implementation of the new faith. The initial orders which required the Muslims to do something, and the subsequent ones which changed that requirement or practice, have been retained, because they are of immense value to us when we study the life and the work of that first Muslim community.

I hope that I have clarified this concept adequately. May I come back to your inference which you expressed in the following words: "I infer that the Prophet, peace be upon him, could have hidden from us a verse that Allah revealed to him." May I tell you that this is very serious indeed. The Prophet has conveyed Allah's message to us complete. He has not hesitated to convey anything revealed to him, even though it might have stirred endless tally to his mission, conveying to us every detail Allah has given him. Every Muslim should believe so, otherwise his statement that he believes in Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, as Allah's messenger will be called in question. The Prophet has also given us good counsel to follow the divine constitution which was revealed to him. May Allah give him the greatest of regard and blessing He gives to any other messenger of His.

• Purdah or an Islamic dress XE "Purdah or an Islamic dress" 
Why is it obligatory that women should wear purdah? Is it true that they have to wear it in front of men of their own age group? What about their relatives or other men?

The purdah is the name of a special dress which prevails in certain Muslim countries. It fulfills the requirements of Islamic dress, but it is not the only type to do so. In other Muslim areas, the purdah is not known, but Muslim women there have a little different type of dress which also fulfills the requirements outlined by Islam. What every Muslim woman should do is not to appear before any man who is neither her husband nor a relative to whom she may not be married unless she wears something which meets the requirements of Islam. She has to cover all her body, from head to foot, with the exception of her face and the lower part of her hands, i.e. below the wrists. Her dress must be modest, somewhat loose so as not to describe the shape of her body. It is also important that her dress must not be transparent or eye catching. It should not be an imitation of the dress distinctive of non-believing women. Anything that meets these requirements is appropriate.

There is no distinction between men of her own age group or other men. She must wear her Islamic dress in front of all people: young, middle-aged or elderly men. The only exceptions are her father, her brother, paternal and maternal uncles, nephews, her father-in-law, and men who have the same sort of relationship with her through breast-feeding.

• Purification from madi XE "Purification from madi" 
Is it true that splashing water is all that is needed to obtain purification from madi?

Madi is one of the fluids a man may discharge. All such fluids, with the exception of semen, have the same treatment as urine. They are impure and the place at which they are discharged should at least be dried.

This applies only if the discharge did not fall on any close area or spot; in which case, it must be washed.

Indeed, washing is the proper method of purification in all these cases. It goes without saying, however, that in the case of semen, purification requires a full shower.

• Qadianis — their twisted logic
 XE  "Qadianis: Twisted logic" 
What is Qadiyanism or Ahmadiya? How is it different from Islam?

Qadiyanism is a movement started in a town called Qadiyan in India by a man called Mirza Ghulam Ahmad. It later split into two factions, one of which called itself after the founder, hence the name Ahmadiya. Both, however, share the same deviant beliefs which ascribe the status of Prophethood to their man. It is well known that Qur'an makes it clear that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, is the last in the line of prophets. This is stated clearly in Verse 40 of Surah 33, entitled Al-Ahzab or the Confederates [or the Clan]. In this verse God describes Muhammad as "God's messenger and the last of all prophets."

The Ahmadis and Qadiyanis claim to be Muslims, alleging that their movement is the second mission of the message of Islam and their man, Ghulam Ahmad, is God's messenger.

They try to reconcile this with the above quoted Qur'anic verse by saying that the Arabic word denoting 'last,' in the above verse means 'seal,' which means that Muhammad serves as the seal which endorses every new message. This is twisted logic, by a person who has tried to justify his false claims by giving a special meaning to the words of a language he did not speak. The Arabic word does have the connotations of a 'seal' but in the sense of 'putting an end to something, or bringing it to completeness that admits of no additions.' It is like a letter that has been signed and put in an envelope which is then sealed. You cannot add anything to that letter unless you break its seal.

The origins of the Ahmadiya go back to the day of the British rule in India, when the British colonial power sought to counter the notion of jihad among Muslims. This is the basic difference that the Ahmadiya brought.

The assigning of Prophethood to Mirza and the removal of the notion of jihad, which is a basic principle of the faith of Islam, takes them out of Islam altogether. They are not considered Muslims by any Muslim country or any Islamic authority. However, they are very active in preaching their falsehood and they have followers in different countries, particularly in Africa. They have gathered a momentum of their own and they are dedicated to their falsehood in a way which makes one sorry for them. Had they shown similar dedication in promoting the message of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, without trying to alter or distort it, they should have achieved much. In their misguided enthusiasm, they only turn people away from the truth and they earn God's displeasure.

• Qiblah — why Jerusalem and then Makkah XE "Qiblah: Why Jerusalem and then Makkah" 
A Christian friend of mine argues that the city of Jerusalem is to be preferred to Makkah, even by Muslims for two reasons: the fact that it was the first qiblah (direction of prayer) and that it was the place from where the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, ascended to heaven. In reply I mentioned several points including the fact that the Ka’aba in Makkah was the first sanctuary ever to be dedicated to Allah and that Allah has guaranteed to protect Makkah against His enemies. Moreover, it was at the Ka’aba that the angel Gabriel taught the Prophet how to offer his prayers. May I ask, however, why were the Muslims required at first to pray toward Jerusalem? Is there any historical background to that? May I also ask: Who decided the direction of prayer when the Prophet was first commanded to pray? Please comment.

As you realize, Jerusalem was for quite a long time center of the divine faith as it witnessed the efforts of Prophet Abraham and his descendants to establish Allah's message as the constitution which people were required to follow. However, it was at Makkah that Allah had commanded Prophet Abraham to build the first temple to be dedicated to Allah's worship. Abraham's grandson, Prophet Jacob, was the one to build the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem. The preference between the two cities should not be of any great concern to us, because it is Allah alone who decides whether a certain place has any special value. It is He who has chosen that those who believe in Him must face the Ka’aba in Makkah when they pray. It is He who has decided to reward His servants for each prayer they offer in Haram in Makkah what He normally gives a reward for one hundred thousand prayers. Nevertheless, the Prophet says, "The sanctity of a believer is far greater in Allah's sight than the sanctity of the Ka’aba itself."

It was Allah who decided that the Muslims should first turn toward Jerusalem when they pray. He later changed that direction and commanded them to pray towards the Ka’aba. The reason for that was the fact that the Arabs, in their days of ignorance when they were worshipping idols, attached great importance to the sanctity of the Ka’aba. To them, it was a symbol of national pride. By removing that attachment temporarily from the minds of the Muslims, Allah wanted them to dedicate themselves toward Him. There must be no confusion in their minds that their submission is to Allah alone and that they would hold as valid only that which He tells them to be valid. Therefore, they prayed toward Jerusalem, knowing that 'that' was Allah's will and that they had to abide by His orders. When they had demonstrated their total dedication and that they did not have any lingering national preferences or loyalties, He put them back on the track that He had chosen for them. They now faced the Ka’aba, knowing that it was Allah's orders to do so. That gesture had no historical or national overtones. To them, now the Ka’aba was the house Abraham built, not the one held sacred for centuries by the Arabs. It was the symbol of faith in the Oneness of Allah, not the symbol of historical sanctity. This is a very important factor and it was achieved through the decision by Allah to order Muslims to turn in their prayer away from the Ka’aba toward Jerusalem, until their hearts had been purged of any national or tribal loyalty.

• Qudsi Hadith XE "Qudsi Hadith" 
You often use the expression in your replies such as "Allah says" or "Allah says in a Qudsi Hadith". Are these sayings a deduction by the Prophet from the Qur'anic injunctions? Please explain.

The Prophet has attributed certain statements to Allah, although these are not included in the Qur'an. These statements are given the title of a Qudsi Hadith. These always begin with the Prophet stating that: "Allah has said," or "Allah says." This is a clear indication that the statement that follows such a phrase is not made by the Prophet himself, but by Allah.

Such a Hadith attributed to Allah takes a position in between the Qur'an and ordinary Hadith which is a statement by the Prophet, expressing in his own words a thought or an idea that has been revealed to him by Allah. In other words, a Hadith is revealed in meaning, stated in the Prophet's own words. A Qudsi Hadith, on the other hand, is revealed in words and meaning. That is, the precise statement is made by Allah to express His own meaning. It is different from the Qur'an in the sense that it may not be recited in prayer and its transmission is in the form of a chain of single reporters. When the authenticity of a Qudsi Hadith has been established, it must be taken as correct and acted upon. The number of Qudsi Hadiths exceed 100. One of the most important statements that the Prophet, peace be upon him, related from his Lord is that Allah has said: 

"My servants, I have forbidden oppression for Myself and have made it forbidden for you, so do not oppress one another. My servants, all of you are astray except for those I have guided, so seek guidance from Me and I shall guide you. My servants, all of you are hungry except for those I have fed, so seek food from Me and I shall feed you. My servants, all of you are naked except for those I have clothed, so seek clothing of Me and I shall clothe you. My servants, you sin by night and by day, and I forgive all sins, so seek forgiveness of Me and I shall forgive you. My servants, you will not attain harming Me so as to harm Me, and you will not attain benefiting Me so as to benefit Me. My servants, were the first of you and the last of you, the human of you or the jinn of you to be as pious as the most pious heart of any one man of you, that would not increase My kingdom in anything. My servants, were the first of you and the last of you, the human of you and the jinn of you to rise in one place and make a request of Me, and were I to give everyone what he requested, that would not decrease what I have, any more than a needle decreases the sea if you put into it. My servants, it is but your deeds that I reckon up for you and then compensate you for, so let him who finds good praise Allah and let him who finds other than that blame no one but himself." (Related by Al-Bukhari and Muslim).

• Qul ceremony XE "Qul ceremony" 
Apparently there is no authentic statement to suggest that the Prophet held the Qul ceremony on the third, tenth or fortieth day of the death of a person. Is there any harm in holding such a function, particularly since it encourages people to do something highly recommended, i.e. reading the Qur'an.

On an authentic Hadith, Lady Aisha quotes the Prophet as saying: "He who innovates something in the matter of ours (i.e. our religion) that is not of it will have it rejected." (related by Al-Bukhari and Muslim). You started your question by saying that there is apparently no authentic statement or report to support this ceremony you name as "Qul". Hence, it must not be practiced, particularly since it is of a religious nature. We rely on the Prophet for explaining to us what is part of our faith and what is not. He has conveyed to us Allah's message complete.

Therefore, any addition, even though it may have a religious appearance, must be rejected. The point is that if that addition is part of Islam, then why has the Prophet not explained it. Since the Prophet has given us our religion complete, then how can we add to what he has given us?

You say that it encourages people to do something good. Yes, but it also has the great disadvantage of inventing something the Prophet has not mentioned. If people will not read the Qur'an normally, then their reading of the Qur'an on these occasions does not give them the habit of reading it. It is indeed of little benefit to them or to others. We should always confine ourselves to what the Prophet has taught us. We accept no addition and no omission.

• Qur'an: A surah not to be read frequently XE "Qur'an: A surah not to be read frequently" 
An old man told me that one should not recite the surah entitled "A'bas" or "The frowning" very often. He gives the reason saying that the surah contains a reproach to the Prophet for having frowned on a blind man who came to him to seek guidance. Please comment.

It is true that the surah you have mentioned tackles the inci​dent when a blind man, a companion of the Prophet, came to him requesting that the Prophet teach him a passage of the Qur'an. At the time, the Prophet was speaking to a few people who com​manded high position in Makkah. The Prophet had high hopes to win them over to Islam. He felt that if they gave him a posi​tive response, Islam would become much stronger in Makkah. Therefore, he wanted to devote all his attention to them at that time. The blind man, however, pressed his request time af​ter time. The Prophet did not like that, but he did not express his displeasure in any words. He simply frowned, obviously un​noticed by the blind man. Allah then revealed this surah telling the Prophet that his attitude was not the right one. It was not up to him to make people follow divine guidance. It is Allah who guides whomsoever He pleases to the right path. The surah contains a strong reproach telling the Prophet [that] he could not  refuse to teach anyone who sought to be taught. No person of high position is to be preferred to a humble person.

To suggest that this surah should not be read often may be mo​tivated by a noble feeling. A person may feel that he does not wish to read the reproach to the Prophet often. This feeling, however, is mistaken because it misses out on the lesson to be learned and concentrates on appearances and superficial ele​ments. The message of the surah is one of the essential ele​ments of the Islamic faith. All people are equal and all de​serve to be called upon to believe in Allah and His messenger. None is to be preferred on account of his high position. None is to be ignored on account of his humbleness. That Allah has chosen to give this very important principle in the way He has, making use of the incident I had just described in order to drive the point home is His own prerogative. We read this surah in the same way as we read other parts of the Qur'an. Every portion is highly relevant and highly important. We cannot ig​nore any part of it for any consideration whatsoever.

The old man who told you not to read this surah often might have spoken out of love for the Prophet. We should remember, however, that no matter how dearly we love the Prophet, Allah loves him more. If we were to ignore this surah our attitude represents a protest against its inclusion in the Qur'an. This is not up to us to do. Every part of the Qur'an is as important as the rest. The old man is mistaken and we treat this surah in the same way as we treat the other 113 surahs.

• Qur'an: Abandoning the Qur'an XE "Qur'an: Abandoning the Qur'an" 
When Muslims broke their covenants with their Lord and abandoned the Qur'an, they suffered the set backs and calamities known to everyone. It is true that they continue to be enhanced with musical recitations of the Qur'an and may use it as charms, but this is not the purpose for which the Qur'an was revealed. Indeed, when the Qur'an is not implemented in the lives of the Muslim community, it is effectively abandoned by it, regardless of how much lip service is paid to it.

• Qur'an: As a cure XE "Qur'an: As a cure" 
I believe that the Qur'an is most powerful and that it cures every kind of illness. I do not know, however, the surahs which should be used for curing illness. I wish to depend only on the Qur'an for the rest of my life. Could you please explain which surahs one should read in cases of illness.

Allah certainly describes the Qur'an as a cure and mercy to mankind. In another verse, the Qur'an is described as a cure for what lies in the hearts of people. The Prophet also speaks of "The two cures: Honey and the Qur'an." Hence, it is perfectly correct to say that the Qur'an helps overcome illness and get rid of its effect. There is no particular surah which is required to be read to cure any particular illness. However, the Prophet says that Surah 36, entitled Ya’Seen, helps achieve the purpose for which it is read.

Having said that, I wish to emphasize that we must not view the Qur'an as a substitute for medical treatment. The Prophet instructs us: "Seek medical treatment, for Allah has not created an illness without creating a cure for it." This Hadith should be taken as encouragement to try to discover a cure for any illness which remains without a cure. Moreover, when the Prophet was ill, he sought medical treatment. It is needless to say that the Prophet knew the Qur'an by heart and he recited it all the time. Yet, he wished to show us that trying to overcome an illness by a powerful medicine or herb is necessary to help the human body against the attack of germs and viruses. An illness may weaken the body considerably and the defense mechanism of the body may be in certain cases in bad need of external help in the shape of drugs and medicines. It is not acceptable, from the Islamic point of view to deny the body that, saying, that the Qur'an is a better substitute. The Prophet often emphasized that the rules of nature which Allah has set in operation work in the same way for and against the believers and non-believers.

Moreover, the Qur'an does not have the same effect on illness as the appropriate medication. What it does is to reassure a believer and strengthen his faith. That is very helpful in curing any psy​chological disorder. On the other hand, the sense of relaxation derived from reading the Qur'an helps the body in its fight against the attacking germs. If this method is urged on by the use of appropriate medication, recovery can be achieved in a short pe​riod of time.

• Qur'an: Aspects of respect for it XE  " Qur'an: Aspects of respect for it" 
People have very strong views about the aspects of respect to the Qur'an. They would not stand with their backs to the place where a copy of the Qur'an is kept. They would not hold it unless they have ablution, and they keep it always in a high place. If it falls down accidentally, then the person concerned should pay some compensation, etc.

We have to understand that respect to the Qur'an is not shown by putting its copies in an elevated place, but by reading it properly, understanding its meaning and acting on its teachings and instructions. There is a verse in the Qur'an which warns those who "Turn their backs to God's revelations," but this is not meant physically. It is a warning to those who pay no heed to what God has revealed of laws and regulations, and insist on disbelief and follow their own caprice. It is such an attitude which constitutes the worst disrespect to the Qur'an. Of course, physical respect is also important, in the sense that one must not treat God's Book in a way which shows disrespect, but even this is far less offensive than doing what the Qur'an states to be forbidden by God.

There is no penalty, financial or otherwise, for dropping the Qur'an accidentally. A person who throws the Qur'an away deliberately, to demonstrate his opposition to it, may suffer a grievous punishment from God as He alone deems fit.

• Qur'an: Compilation of XE " Qur'an: Compilation of"  

May I ask how was the Qur'an compiled? It is said that at first it was written on leaves, pieces of skin, stones and also memorized by many people, some of whom died before all verses of the Qur'an were compiled and brought from different areas in Makkah and Madinah. Who started the work of its collection and publication? Since it was not checked finally by the Prophet, who was the final authority then? Some people claim that the Qur'an is not published in its real sequence. There are also claims that some leaves were accidentally eaten by goats and some were not included due to political reasons. Please comment.

The Qur'an is the final message Allah has sent to mankind. It was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, through the Archangel Gabriel, who brought the Prophet complete verses or parts of verses, or passages or complete surahs, as he was commanded by Allah. When the angel brought down to the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, a passage of the Qur'an, he did not bring it written on a piece of paper [or other material]. He recited it to him and the Prophet immediately memorized it. In his keenness to learn it by heart straight-away, the Prophet used to vocalize the words as he heard them from the angel. He was then asked by Allah not to do so. Allah promised him that He Himself will see to it that the Qur'an is kept complete and intact and properly read. This order is contained in verses 16-19 of Surah 75. As you are well aware, the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, did not read or write. When he received a portion of the Qur'an, he called in one or more of his scribes to write it down. He employed for this task a number of his companions whose number totaled 29. Many of these were of the highest caliber in their faith and integrity. They included all the first five caliphs, Abu Bakr, Umar, Usman, Ali and Muawiah. However, the task of writing the revelations was most particularly associated with two of them, Muawiah and Zaid ibn Thabit, despite the fact that Muawiah was a latecomer to Islam.

Paper, as we know, was not yet invented. Those scribes wrote the Qur'an on various forms of writing material which was available to them. These included sheets cut out of the branches of the beet tree or other writing sheets made of wood, animal hide, stone or bones. This started even in the period when the Prophet and his companions were a small persecuted community in Makkah. Many of the companions of the Prophet had some parts of the Qur'an written down and treasured in their homes.

The Qur'an is divided into 114 surahs, some of which are short, while others are very long. The revelation did not proceed with only one surah at a time, but the Prophet might have continued to receive parts of several surahs at the same time. When a passage was sent down to him, it was followed by an order from Allah, through the Angel Gabriel, indicating its position in the surah to which it belonged. These manuscripts did not form a single or coherent set. The Prophet did not keep anything written down in his own home. But most of his companions who were with him in Makkah and Madinah memorized much of the Qur'an, and some of them were able to learn it all by heart. The Prophet used to teach his companions either individually or in groups. We note that Abdullah ibn Massoud, a learned companion of the Prophet, was pleased to assert that he memorized more than 70 surahs as he learned them directly from the Prophet. In Ramadhan every year, the Prophet used to revise the Qur'an with the Angel Gabriel to ensure that he did not overlook any verse or part of it. In the last year of the Prophet's blessed life, Gabriel recited the Qur'an to him twice. To the Prophet, this was an indication that his life on earth was approaching its end.

It was in the first year after the Prophet had passed away that the need to compile the Qur'anic documents in a single, easy to use, set became apparent. Umar ibn Al-Khattab made the proposal to the first caliph, Abu Bakr, shortly after the battle of Yamamah in which several hundred Muslims were killed; seventy amongst those killed were the ones who had learned all or most of the Qur'an by heart. Umar feared that the number of those people would rapidly decrease as a result of battles the Muslim state might have to fight. Abu Bakr approved the proposition and entrusted the task to Zaid ibn Thabit, who was not merely a scribe entrusted by the Prophet to write down the Qur'anic revelations but he was also a young man who had learned all [of Qur'an] by heart and witnessed the Prophet's final recitation of the Qur'an. Certain rules were laid down including one which stipulated that no written text would be acceptable unless two people of integrity would testify that it was indicated by the Prophet himself as a part of the Qur'an. When Zaid completed the task, he handed it over to Abu Bakr who handed it over to Umar whom he nominated his successor when he died a year later. During the reign of Usman, the third caliph, the need to have reference copies of the Qur'an became apparent. Usman instructed Zaid ibn Thabit and four others to write down five more copies and he sent one copy to each of the main centers in the Muslim State to serve as reference to scholars and students of the Qur'an. Usman also ordered that all documents which were at variance with these copies be burned down. This was to make sure that those pieces of writing materials on which parts of the Qur'an were written and to which the writer might have added a word of explanation, as was the habit of some of them, were burned, so that they would not be confused later as having a fuller text. We should realize that Usman's action was a highly commendable one and enjoyed the support of all the surviving companions of the Prophet, many of whom had learned the Qur'an by heart. People were thus able to have their own copies of the Qur'an and check these against the master copies that Usman sent to the various cities. Needless to say, the memorization of the Qur'an was not only encouraged but widespread among Muslims in those early generations, and indeed in subsequent generations up to our present time. The fact that we do not have any differences in the Qur'an we read and recite today and the copies that have been preserved from various generations up to the time of Usman is a testimony to the fact that Allah has preserved the Qur'an intact as He indeed promised to do.

It is not true that some Iranians make any claim about the correct order of the Qur'an which is at variance with what the Sunnis have. If you pick up any copy of the Qur'an published in Iran today, you will find it identical to copies that are available in all Muslim countries. According to some Iranians, however, the number of surahs in the Qur'an are 111, because they consider the surahs 8 and 9 to be one surah; and surahs 93 and 94 also as one surah and also surahs 105 and 106 to be one surah. In other words, they have identical text, in the same order, but three different parts of surahs are classified by them as three single surahs. Even this insignificant shifting is not common to all copies of the Qur'an printed in Iran. Some of these have the same number or surahs as we find in our copies of the Qur'an. As for the absurd claim that some leaves were eaten by goats and some were hidden away or disregarded for political reasons, these remain without proof. Moreover, if there was only one copy of each document, that might have been a disaster, but the Qur'an was committed to memory by so many of the Prophet's companions that not a word of it could have disappeared without it being pointed out by those companions of the Prophet. The compilation of the Qur'an in its reference sets was undertaken in the first year after the Prophet had passed away. At that time, those who learned the Qur'an by heart in Madinah were in hundreds, if not in thousands. No distortion could have crept in without its being immediately discovered. [How can it be when we have Allah's own statement that He Himself will see to it that the Qur'an is kept complete and intact.]

• Qur'an: Disposing of the sheets of Qur'an XE "Qur'an: Disposing of the sheets of Qur'an" 
What is forbidden in respect of the disposal of sheets of paper on which Qur'anic verses are written is any method which could lead to desecration of the Qur'an. Thus, if you throw such a sheet of paper in the dust bin, which will be later thrown on a rubbish heap where every sort of dirt and refuse is thrown, then this is a bad method of disposal of such sheets, as it leads to their desecration, unintentional as that may be. Perhaps the best method of disposal of sheets of paper on which Qur'anic verses are written is to burn them. This may not be easy in some modern houses or apartments as it represents a fire hazard. In such cases, it should not be done. An alternative is to bury these papers, but one should be careful to dig a deep enough hole not to allow them to surface again. It may be better to put these sheets of paper in polyethylene bag and warp them before burying them. 

• Qur'an: Following the Qur'an or something else XE "Qur'an: Following the Qur'an or something else" 
The Prophet is known to have said in his farewell speech: "I have left with you two things which ensure that you will never be in error if you hold fast to them: Allah's revelations and my Sunnah." Is it not true that this statement means that we only need to follow the Qur'an and Hadiths in order to ensure that we follow the right path? If so, what need is there to follow a school of thought? Some of my friends argue that a person who does not follow one of the [four] schools of thought violates Islamic teaching. Please explain.

You have quoted the statement by the Prophet in his farewell speech correctly. Moreover, it is a basic principle of Islam that every Muslim must follow the Qur'an and the Sunnah. This is indeed the practical meaning of the declaration that one believes in the Oneness of Allah and the message of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him. As you realize, it is this declaration that brings a person into the fold of Islam. As such, every Muslim is required to follow the Qur'an and the Sunnah. If he does not, he is bound to be in error and he will go astray.

Some people seem to think that if they are to follow the Qur'an and the Sunnah correctly, they have to abandon schools of thought and indeed all the work of scholars over the centuries. This is a very mistaken notion. Indeed, the schools of thought and the work of other scholars point for us the way to following the Qur'an and the Sunnah. You may realize that in many cases, the Qur'an and the Sunnah give us general principles without explaining the practical way of following them. The Sunnah may provide details of those principles, but then you need to know the ruling concerning every point of detail. Take for example the case of prayer. Allah has repeatedly said in the Qur'an that Muslims should attend regularly to their prayers. There is nothing in the Qur'an to suggest that we have to pray in a particular fashion or five times a day. We rely on the Sunnah to provide these details. We know that the Prophet has said: "Offer your prayers in the manner in which you have seen me pray." This Hadith gives us a practical example for the fulfillment of Allah's order to pray. However, it is important to know what is obligatory in prayer and what is recommended. Do we have, for example, to read the Fatihah in every rak'ah or not? Do we have to do one bow or two prostrations in every rak'ah? Or is it possible to have the prostrations for all rak'ahs at the end of the prayer, rather than standing up and prostrating oneself in every rak'ah? What happens if one misses out a small part of prayer? What he should do if he cannot remember how many rak'ahs he has already completed? To know the answers to all these, we have Hadiths and reports by the Prophet's companions. Muslim scholars have studied all these details over the centuries and have clarified what a person should do at every point in his prayer, and indeed in all situations in life. They addressed the task of relating Hadiths to practical situations and deducting from the Qur'an and the Hadiths rulings concerning matters of detail. If one is to abandon all schools of thought, he is simply abandoning the long heritage of Islamic scholarship which has helped Muslims over the centuries. He is like one who suffers from a particular illness. Rather than going to a specialized doctor who has spent years pursuing his studies and specialization, and who has treated a large number of people, this sick person goes to a book shop and buys several books on medicine and starts to read about diseases and illnesses. His aim is to try to determine what illness he has and how to treat it. I need not go into the details of what may happen to him as a result, but it is obvious that he could easily be mistaken about his illness and take the wrong medicine which aggravates his condition instead of curing it.

If a person does not want to follow a school of thought to the opinion of any scholar, he is actually setting himself a task of determining the Islamic ruling concerning every point of detail, by referring to the Qur'an and the Hadith. He does not know the rules of deduction and he does not have sufficient knowledge to relate different Hadiths which touch on each particular condition. He cannot establish which Hadith is authentic and which is doubtful. As a result, he leaves himself open to committing grave errors.

I have explained that to follow a particular school of thought and adhere to it strictly is neither required nor practical. Moreover, it is not done by almost all people. He who has limited Islamic knowledge actually follows the school of thought of the scholar he consults. A scholar normally does not follow a single school of thought, but chooses opinions and verdicts from different schools of thought on the basis of the supporting evidence of each ruling. If he is convinced that the point of one school is more strongly supported, he chooses that. The next minute he may choose an opinion from a different school of thought.

What I have tried to explain is that schools of thought cannot be placed in a position of contrast with following the Qur'an and the Sunnah. Indeed, they are methods of following the Qur'an and the Sunnah. No one can claim that by following them, he abandons Islamic teachings. Indeed, by following them he actually follows Islamic teachings.

• Qur'an: Memorizing without understanding it XE "Qur'an: Memorizing without understanding it" 
In many non-Arabic speaking parts of the Muslim world, you find people who memorize the Qur'an in full, but without understanding it. I know that one is rewarded for reciting the Qur'an, but the purpose of reading and memorizing is not served in this way. Please comment.

There is no doubt that to memorize one of the parts of the Qur'an and to study it at the same time in order to understand the meaning of its verses and what they signify in actual life is infinitely better than memorizing the whole of the Qur'an without understanding its meaning. Scholars have always emphasized this and quoted the example of the companions of the Prophet who used to study a few verses at a time. Many of them would not move on to study another passage until they have implemented the first one in their lives. This means that their approach was not merely one which relied on understanding, but they took it a step further to practical implementation.

Having said that, I should add that those who memorize the Qur'an, even though they may not understand it, serve an important purpose. Allah has guaranteed the preserva​tion of the Qur'an without distortion for all time. When you remember that printing is, rela​tively speaking, a recent development and that the Qur'an was revealed in a nation in which people who were able to read and write were very few, then you realize that it was passed on from one person to another on the basis of memorization. There were attempts by colonial powers and other hostile forces to promote special prints of the Qur'an in which they might have introduced a small distortion here and there. But these were soon discovered and all copies were burned out. The Qur'an memorizers have played an important role in foiling such evil attempts.

[It will not be correct thus to compare one with the other when both have vital contri​bution in the life of Muslims. Of course those who are able to memorize the Qur'an and understand it are by far the blessed.]

• Qur'an: Not a book of science XE "Qur'an: Not a book of science" 
Would you kindly explain Verse 45 of Surah 24 and Verse 30 of Surah 21 and Verse 54 of Surah 25. In the translation of all these verses the translator, Mr. Yousuf Ali, suggests that Allah is telling us that He has created all living things from water. The phrase "from water" has left me confused. Why does not the Qur'an uses a phrase such as "made of water" or "contains mostly water," which are more scientifically accurate.

This is simply a linguistic question, Mr. Yousuf Ali's translation has many virtues, though at times he can be too literal, as in this case. He uses the preposition "from" simply because it is the one used in the Arabic text. I admit that I have never found the Arabic text confusing because the preposition used in all these verses simply implies a reference to the original substance used in the creation of the animal kingdom. In English, perhaps, the preposition "from" is not particularly useful in this context.

I have looked these verses up in other translations I use. Before I explain how they render these verses, I would like to say that although there are about 20 different English translations of the Qur'an, none of them is free of defects. Each has its own merit, but there is hardly one which can be recommended without reservations. In Mr. Pickthall's translation, we find the first of these verses (21:30) rendered as "We made every living thing of water." The same phrase, "of water", is used in the verse in Surah 24, while the verse in Surah 25 is rendered as: "He it is who hath created man from water".  In Mr. N.J. Dawood's translation, published by Penguin, the phrase "of water" is used in the first of the three verses while, "from water" is used in the other two. This is a little surprising because Mr. Dawood's translation is far from literal. In Mr. Muhammad Asad's translation, the second of these verses (24:25) is rendered as follows: "It is God who has created all animals out of water."  The phrase, "out of water", is retained in the other two verses. The same phrase "out of water" is used in the rendering of all three verses by Dr. Thomas Irving, whose translation is the first by an American. Mr. Asad's and Dr. Irving's are two of the most recent translations. Mr. Asad's was published in 1980, while Dr. Irving's in 1985.

I hope that what I have mentioned about the different translations is sufficient to clear the confusion which you have felt to arise from the rendering of these verses in English. As you see, it is the translator's preference in each case which influences his rendering. Perhaps a few additional words are needed here to explain the meaning of these verses. 

From the first of these verses, we understand that "Allah has made every living thing out of water". This is a very important truism which tells us that water is the origin of all life. The Qur'an has revealed 14 centuries ago, when no human being even remotely linked the origin of life with water. Today, we accept this fact easily because we know that water is the predominant element in all living creatures. Moreover, it is the environment in which life originated. Scientists did not discover that until recently. But the fact that this is now admitted by science is no reason to make us more convinced of the truth of the Qur'an. Because even if science did not have anything to say on the subject, we would still accept Allah's statement as absolutely true and irrefutable.

When the Qur'an refers to something on which scientists hold specific views, we do not look for an endorsement of the Qur'anic statement by human science. The truthfulness of the Qur'an is not subject to proof by science or scientists. If we hear today of a scientific discovery which confirm what is mentioned in the Qur'an, we are not overjoyed. The point is that we must not look for a scientific proof for the validity of the Qur'anic statements. Everything mentioned in the Qur'an is true, although it may contradict the findings of human knowledge. This is due to the fact that scientific findings are never final. Scientists disprove today what they held to be true for a long period of time. Moreover, the Qur'anic statement may have to be interpreted in a particular way to bring it in line with the scientific discovery. If scientists disprove tomorrow what they have discovered today, we would need to change our interpretation of that Qur'anic verse in order to bring it in line with the new discovery. Such an approach to the Qur'an is demeaning. The Qur'an is not a book of science, but it has some references to certain scientific aspects in order to endorse the thrust of its argument in support of the Oneness of Allah and of His being the Supreme Lord in the universe. The Qur'an is a book of faith and it is in support of the principles of faith that it refers to some aspects of Allah's creation. That should be our approach to the Qur'an.

• Qur'an: Playing Qur’anic cassettes all the time XE  "Qur'an: Playing Qur’anic cassettes all the time" 
In our home Qur'anic cassettes are being played all the time. Sometimes the house is empty and the cassettes are being played. When I ask why is this done, I am told that people may listen to bits and pieces. Moreover, it helps to keep Satan away. Please comment.

The Qur'an has a very important place in the lives of Muslims. It is God's own word, revealed to His last messenger, Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him. It contains God's guidance which must be implemented in human life. Therefore, it must be read carefully and understood fully and followed with diligence. No Muslim would take a casual attitude toward the Qur'an. Moreover, God has made it an aspect of His grace that we earn generous reward when we read the Qur'an or listen to it and reflect on its meaning. Indeed credit is given to us for every single letter of the Qur'an we read.

All this makes every Muslim give the Qur'an a special place in his life. He realizes that it is God's own word addressed to him personally so that he has the guidance he needs to ensure that God is well pleased with him when he implements His instructions. He treats the Qur'an with great respect. When he listens to a verse, he reflects on its meaning, realizing that he may always discover a connotation of which he has been unaware.

A Muslim always attaches great importance to the Qur'an. It is sufficient to emphasize that importance to remember the fact that when we offer our prayers, we read the Qur'an and glorify God. The closest anyone of us can get to God is when we stand in prayer, reciting the Qur'an. Hence, God gives us the general command that we have to listen attentively to the Qur'an whenever it is read. It is simply an offense that the Qur'an is being read and we do not pay any attention. Such an attitude is unacceptable. If someone is talking to you and you make it clear by word or gesture that you are not listening to him, he will consider your attitude affront. A speaker in public gathering will be put off if he finds some of his audience engaged in a side discussion. How can we be guilty of such an attitude, when God's words are being recited?

I have known a God-fearing scholar who commanded great respect in his home town. If he entered, say, a barber's shop and found the radio switched on with a Qur'anic recitation being heard and a few customers talking to each other, he would insist that the radio is switched off. People may protest that they would like to listen to the recitation. He would say that they all should stop talking and listen attentively to what is being recited. If they cannot do that then they should not have the Qur'an on. This is the correct attitude, if we want really to comply with God's order. To switch the Qur'an and go about doing things and talking to other people while the recitation is in progress, saying that we capture bits and pieces is to treat the Qur'an like anything that the radio may transmit, a song, a piece of music, a news bulletin, etc. This is totally wrong.

To think that by having the Qur'an on we keep Satan away is also wrong. We keep Satan away if we reflect on the meaning of what is being read and understand what God wants us to bear in mind. But just by having a cassette playing with some melodious voice reading the Qur'an while we pay little attention to it, we can achieve no good purpose. Indeed the Muslims have been in a stage of weakness ever since they started treating the Qur'an as something of a blessing, not a message to be implemented in real life. Until they go back to that attitude and hold the Qur'an close to their hearts and try seriously to implement it in life they will not regain their proper place of leadership in the world.

• Qur'an: Present order of the Qur'an XE " Qur'an: Present order of the Qur'an" 
The present order of the Qur'an is not according to its revelation. What was the reason for this? Was it done according to a particular directive by the Prophet?

The Qur'an is Allah's Book which He revealed to the Prophet through the Angel Gabriel. Everything that has to do with the Qur'an is, therefore, directed by Allah. It is true that the Qur'an was revealed at different times and places and some verses were revealed to provide guidance with regard to particular occasions and events. However, the Prophet could be receiving Qur'anic revelations of different surahs at the same period in time, with all of these surahs not being complete yet. When he received such revelation, he also received guidance as to its place in the Qur'an. The Angel Gabriel would tell him : these verses come after such and such verse of such and such a surah. Nothing was left to discretion or to competent scholarship. Allah's Book is given in the order Allah has chosen.

The same applies to the arrangement of the surahs. It is true that the arrangement does not follow a chronological order. It is arranged in the best order which a book meant to provide guidance to all generations of humanity should take. It was often the case that Qur'anic revelations dealt with particular events as and when they happened in the life of the Muslim community. Hence the order of revelation suited that particular and additional purpose. As for later generations, they have the Qur'an complete and they refer to any part of it as suits their circumstances. The ordering of the surahs is also divine. The Prophet used to receive the Angel Gabriel when the two of them recited the Qur'an to each other, once every Ramadhan. In the last year of the Prophet's life, they recited the Qur'an to each other twice. Moreover, the Prophet used to read the Qur'an in the order we have now.

The compilation of the Qur'an which took place after the Prophet had passed away was ordered by Abu Bakr, the Prophet's first successor as a ruler of the Muslim state. You are certainly aware that Abu Bakr's reign lasted only two years. He put in charge of this task a young companion of the Prophet who knew the Qur'an by heart and had a full command of its recitation and ordering. He completed his task before Abu Bakr had passed away. Some fifteen years later, the third caliph, Uthman, appointed the same man, Zaid ibn Thabit, as the head of a commission charged with writing six copies of the Qur'an, making use of the earlier compilation, to send one copy to each capital of the Islamic provinces to remain as a reference for Qur'anic scholarship.

[Added:  Preservation of the original text of the Qur'an, in its unadulterated form, is guaranteed by Allah Himself. It is no wonder that we see no change in the order of the Qur'an, in its every detail.] 

• Qur'an: Presenting copies to non-Muslims XE "Qur'an: Presenting copies to non-Muslims" 
Is it permissible to present a copy of the Qur'an to a non-Muslim? In this connection, what do the Verses 77-79 of Surah - 56 mean? Why did Umar's sister insist that he performed ablution before she gave him the scroll of the surah entitled Taha, when he was still a non-Muslim?

Some scholars argue that it is not permissible to give the Qur'an to non-Muslims. They fear that non-Muslims may not respect the Qur'an or may ill use it. If we suspect that a particular person may ill-use the Qur'an, it is certainly not permissible to give that person a copy of it. On the other  hand, if we feel that the person concerned will treat the Qur'an with due respect and wants to read it in order to understand it, then we can give it to him. The Prophet sent messages to rulers of neighboring states and included in his letters verses from the Qur'an, knowing that those rules were not Muslims. We should not forget in this connection that Qur'an is applicable to all mankind and we have to make it known to them. It is our duty to convey the message to them and to call on them to adopt Islam. Therefore, if we find that some of them want to learn more about Islam, the best source from which to acquire that knowledge is the Qur'an.

The verses to which you refer may be rendered in translation as follows : 

"This is indeed a noble Qur'an, contained in a well-guarded Book, which none but the purified may touch." 

Many scholars say that 'the purified' refers to the angels whom Allah has made pure. They alone can touch the well-guarded Book in which the Qur'an is written in heaven. Some people take these verses to mean that only after one performs ablution, one may hold the Qur'an in his hand. But the Qur'anic verse does not seem to support this view since having an ablution is an act of purification which a man chooses to perform. He does not become "purified" as a result of it. The purification to which the Qur'anic verse refers is something done by Allah. Hence, it is a reference to angels.

The incident to which you have referred occurred when Umar, receiving the news that his sister and brother-in-law have become Muslims, went to see his sister, threatening to kill her. At that time, Umar was still a non-believer. His brother-in-law went into hiding in his own home, while Umar's sister, Fatimah, opened the door. She admitted that she was a Muslim and Umar struck her on her face. The blow was hard and there was blood on Fatimah’s face. Despite his strong norms, Umar was kind-hearted. He felt sorry for his sister as he saw her bleeding. He demanded that she give him the scroll from which she was reading. She told him that because he was a non-believer, he could not touch it until he had ablution. He went and washed. She gave him the scroll to read. He was surprised by its powerful logic and accepted Islam.

We cannot take this incident as a basis to formulate any rules about the conditions in which non-believers can handle the Qur'an. Fatimah acted in the spur of the moment. Most probably, she wanted her brother to cool down before he read the Qur'an. She felt that if he washed his face and hands that would have wonderful effect on him. She was right. She did not mean that he will be purified by the ablution, because nonbelievers cannot be purified that way. Ablution does not mean a thing if a non-believer performs it. The fact that the Qur'an describes non-believers as impure means only mental impurity which is not removed by ablution. It is removed by acceptance of Islam. On the other hand, ablution is a mental purification for Muslims which puts them in the right frame of mind to address Allah in their prayers.

• Qur'an: Reading and the acceptable pace XE "Qur'an: Reading and the acceptable pace" 
In a book I read that Umar, the companion of the Prophet, used to read the Qur'an once every night and Imam Al Shaf’ie used to read it 60 times in the month of Ramadhan, making an average of twice a day.  As a general rule, in how many days should we read the Qur'an?

Allah has ordered us in the Qur'an to recite his revelations slowly and with deliberations. Scholars have understood this to mean that we should try to emphasize the meaning of what we are reading. Moreover, we have to pronounce each word and sound it out. While scholars of the Qur'an make it permissible to use three different speeds in reading the Qur'an, they insist that even the fastest must take care of the pronunciation so that words are understood properly and sounds are given their features. In order to do that, perhaps the faster reader who knows the Qur'an by heart could read one part in twenty minutes. Since the Qur'an is divided into thirty parts, this means that such a very fast reading takes ten hours. A person who knows the Qur'an well and reads it with average speed will probably need 15 to 16 hours to finish it; while a person who recites it properly will need between 45 minutes and one hour to finish one part. This means that he may need thirty hours to finish it.

In the light of the above, and knowing that neither Umar ibn Al Khattab nor Al Shaf’ie read the Qur'an like parrots, but were keen to understand it properly and to contemplate its meaning, we can say without hesitation that the report mentioned in that book is incorrect. To imagine that a person could finish the Qur'an in one night is to think that a human being could sit for eight or ten hours reading at high speed without getting tired or stopping to take his breath or to have a drink or to relieve himself. Such an approach to the Qur'an is alien to Islamic practices.

Scholars say that on average a person should read about one part of the Qur'an everyday which means that he finishes it once over a whole month. Many people do better than that and read two parts a day in order to finish the Qur'an twice in the same period. A person who has learnt the Qur'an by heart needs to read more every day to maintain his memorization with reasonable accuracy. Such a person needs perhaps to read three parts every day. Scholars of the Qur'an recommend such a person to read five parts a day and say, "He who reads five parts does not forget what he has memorized."

• Qur'an: Reading during menstruation  XE "Qur'an: Reading during menstruation" 
A Muslim lady teacher conducts Qur'anic classes in a mosque in Canada. She insists that it is appropriate to do so when she is in her monthly period. Is this correct?

The view of the majority of scholars is that a woman in her menstruation and a man in the state of ceremonial impurity may not stay long in a mosque. They may pass through it but they cannot sit there for sometime. Scholars rely on two Hadiths in which the Prophet is quoted as saying: "I do not allow staying in the mosque for a woman in menstruation or for a man in the state of ceremonial impurity." One of these Hadiths is related by Abu Dawood while the other is related by Ibn Majah. The same scholars also forbid reading the Qur'an for people who are in this state.

However, Imam Ibn Hazm and others, including Al Bukhari and At-Tabarani, are of the view that it is appropriate for a man in a state of ceremonial impurity and a woman in menstruation to read the Qur'an. None of the Hadiths quoted to prevent it is considered by them as authentic. Similarly, Imam Ibn Hazm states that it is permissible for a woman to enter a mosque and stay in it when she is in her period. He points out the Hadith quoted by others to prevent it and explain in detail why he considers them inauthentic.

The lady teacher in Canada might have considered both views and concluded that the need for her classes is so pressing that following Imam Ibn Hazm is appropriate for her. Or she may be a scholar who considered the evidence supporting each view and made her conclusion in favor of Imam Ibn Hazm's view. In both cases, her action is appropriate.

• Qur'an: Reading when facing the back of someone XE  "Qur'an: Reading when facing the back of someone" 
Some people suggest that it is wrong to read the Qur'an facing the back of someone else. Is this true?

If someone is sitting in front of you, that does not require you to change your position in order to recite the Qur'an. Indeed, you may recite the Qur'an at any time or place, apart from the toilet. Facing somebody's back does not restrict that permissibility. 

• Qur'an: Reading without ablution XE "Qur'an: Reading without ablution" 


Is it allowed to hold one's copy of the Qur'an and read it without ablution? Is it permissible to put it close to where one sleeps?

Whenever you wish to read the Qur'an or to glorify Allah, you are strongly recommended to have ablution. Indeed a Muslims is recommended to have ablution at all times. However, if you are in a place where it is inconvenient to have ablution, but have time to read the Qur'an, you may go ahead and read it, even if you hold a copy of the Qur'an in your hand. Some people suggest that this is not permissible, but the weightier opinion is that it is. As I say, it is infinitely better to have ablution, but if you cannot, then you commit no offense, if you read the Qur'an or hold it in your hand when you do not have ablution.

As long as you put the Qur'an in a place where it is not ill-used, you can keep it anywhere. Many people would like to have a copy of the Qur'an, near to where they sleep. That is appropriate, provided they do not have it for their protection or blessing. Protection is granted by Allah and blessing is derived from reading the Qur'an and implementing it.

• Qur'an: Reading without purification XE "Qur'an: Reading without purification" 
Can a woman read, or even touch the Qur'an when she is in periods - or can she recite from memory or use a bead for glorifying Allah?

It is unanimously agreed by scholars that ablution (or wudhu), is strongly recommended for everyone who intends to recite the Qur'an, whether from memory or from a book, or wants to glorify Allah or praise Him. Some scholars say that if one intends to hold the Qur'an in his hand and read it, then it is required to do the ablution first. However, the evidence they use to support their opinion is not decisive in making ablution a condition for holding the Qur'an or reading it. Therefore, it is perhaps more correct to say that while ablution is not absolutely necessary when doing either of these two things, it is strongly recommended.

A woman in her menstruation and a man in the state of ceremonial impurity, cannot recite the Qur'an, whether from memory or from a book until they have removed that state by taking a bath. The woman must end her menstruation before she is able to do that. However, if some verses of the Qur'an are written  in a book or a piece of paper, together with other material, then it is permissible for a woman in her menstruation or a man in a state of ceremonial impurity to hold that piece of paper without having to take a bath first. The Prophet wrote a letter to the Byzantine emperor and included in that verses from the Qur'an. The emperor was non-Muslim and the Prophet knew that he will be holding that paper in his hand. It is assumed that a non-Muslim does not take the same precautions as a Muslim to remove the state of impurity.

Similarly, glorifying Allah by using phrases like " Subhan Allah ", " Alhamdulillah " and similar words and phrases is permissible. A bead has no sanctity, nor indeed is it recommended. The Prophet used no such beads, but he counted the number of times he glorified Allah by using his fingers.

• Qur'an: Recitation without ablution XE "Qur'an: Recitation without ablution" 
Is it permissible to recite the Qur'an or glorify Allah while lying in bed and without ablution?

Allah describes His good servants who believe in Him as "those who remember Allah when they are standing, seated, or in a reclined position and meditate on the creation of the heavens and the earth" (3;191). The phrase "remember Allah" has a very wide mean​ing in Islamic terminology, which includes the recitation of the Qur'an and the praising and glorification of Allah, making suppli​cation, etc. Moreover, the Prophet has taught us some supplication to say when we go to bed. Therefore, the answer to your question is that it is perfectly permissible.

It is recommended to have ablution before one goes to bed and be​fore one recites the Qur'an or glorifies Allah or does any act of His remembrance. When we say this is recommended, we actually say that it is not obligatory. Therefore, it is permissible to do all that without having an ablution. It is not permissible, however, to recite the Qur'an from memory or to hold the Qur'an when one is in a state of ceremonial impurity i.e. Janabah.

• Qur'an: Special importance of some surahs XE "Qur'an: Special importance of some surahs" 
1. The Qur'an is the complete code of living and the book of guidance. In order to imple​ment its commandments, we need to read it carefully and understand the meaning of its verses and surahs. Many people, however, do not bother to try to understand it, but read it like parrots, particularly people who do not read or understand Arabic. Many are in the habit of reading surahs or verses at particular times or on particular days. For example, they read the 18th surah "Al Kahf" before Friday prayer, and the 67th Surah, "Al-Mulk", at the death of someone. The surah entitled, "Al-Waqi'ah", is read after Maghrib prayer with the feeling that this would ensure an increase of provisions. People say that every surah of the Qur'an has its own significance. My question is whether such a practice is Islamic or an innovation?

2. I am in the habit of reciting Surah 112 (Al-Ikhlas) often, but a scholar told me that approach was not the right one. He suggested that if I read this surah 1000 times at the same spot, I have actually sold my soul to Allah, which did not seem too attractive to me. Please comment.

Your description of the Qur'an as a code of living and a book of guidance for mankind is certainly correct. This is how Allah Himself describes it. As such, it should be implemented in practical life. This is the purpose for which it is revealed. It is unthinkable to suggest that Allah has included in His book all the guidance human beings need in order to conduct their lives and achieve happiness, only for them to neglect it, or approach it in a very casual manner, or read it without un​derstanding, or merely reduce it to some sort of singing mate​rial which is used by the media or in social functions and oc​casions.

The proper approach to the Qur'an is that of the companions of the Prophet who used to read only a short passage of the Qur'an and learn it properly, understand its meaning, and implement its instructions, before moving on to study another passage. There need be no argument about that. When you consider how people who join political parties or intellectual and social clubs or groups deal with the constitution of their organiza​tion, you are bound to be amazed at the attitude of Muslims to​ward the Book Allah has made their constitution in this life. In each of these cases, people study the constitution of their organizations or party or club and familiarize themselves with its objectives, methods of action and the ways and means to achieve their goals. But in dealing with the Qur'an, it is of​ten the case that Muslims treat it in a very casual way.

Allah wants his Book to be the guide which shows human beings what to do in every aspect of their lives so that they achieve the right balance and lead a happy life, and fulfill their task of building a human civilization in a very happy and relaxed manner. That calls for a clear and proper understanding of the meaning of the Qur'an. You cannot be guided by something you do not understand.

Careful reading of the Qur'an which aims at understanding its meaning and implementing its instructions is very richly re​warded by Allah. However, not all people can read Arabic prop​erly or understand it. Although the meaning of Qur'anic verses is translated into other languages, and most Muslims can have a translation in their national language of the surahs and verses of the Qur'an, yet people seldom bother to relate what they read in the Qur'an to the meaning given in such translations. As such, their reading is casual and has only the purpose of read​ing the words Allah revealed to the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, His last messenger to humanity. Is such a purpose encouraged? Is such a reading rewarded?

Scholars agree that reading the Qur'an by a person who does not understand it and is only able to read it with difficulty earns a reward from Allah. This is because when a person takes the trouble to read the Qur'an although he does not understand it, he actually expresses his love and reverence of the Qur'an and his acknowledgment that it is Allah's word. Moreover, he is mo​tivated by the Prophet's encouragement to all Muslims to read the Qur'an, promising them that for every letter they read they are credited 10 hasana or 10 good deeds.  This applies in all cases. Therefore, we should not try to stop anyone from reading the Qur'an, even though he may not understand it.

The Prophet has mentioned that certain surahs have special im​portance, but the general notion that every surah has a purpose for which it is read is certainly mistaken. It is recommended, for example, to read the 18th surah Al-Kahf, on Friday. But we are not told that the Prophet continued to read particular surahs at particular times in the way described by my reader. What we know is that the Qur'an is a complete book and every part of it is equally important. It is true that the Prophet mentions that the surah entitled, "Al-Ikhlas", or "Purity of Faith" is equal to one third of the Qur'an, but this refers to the fact that it states in a very short and precise manner the principle of the Oneness of Allah which is the cornerstone of the Islamic faith. This Hadith does not mean that when you read this surah, which is written in a single line, you are given the reward of reading one third of the Qur'an. For reading it you earn the same reward as you read any surah or passage of the Qur'an which is of equal length.

We are encouraged to recite the Qur'an everyday, at all times. Therefore, if one decides to do this reading at a particular time and reads, say, one or two paras every day, he is well ad​vised to continue with this system than concentrate on reading special surahs at special times. The Qur'an remains a book of guidance and blessing. Whenever we read it we are bound to ben​efit by its blessings.

2. There is a report which suggests that a group of Muslims complained to the Prophet about their local imam who often recited the surah you have mentioned which is entitled "Purity of faith" or "Al-Ikhlas." The Prophet asked him the reason for reciting the surah so often and the man answered that he loved it so much. The Prophet told him that Allah loves him because of his love of this surah.

The surah is a very short one, perhaps the second shortest in the whole of the Qur'an. It is appropriate to quote it in order to understand what we are talking about. Its text may be rendered in translation as follows : 

"In the name of Allah, the Merciful the Beneficent. "Say : He is Allah the One and the Only God, the Eternal, the Absolute. He begot none, nor was He begotten, and there is none comparable to Him."

It is clear that the surah summarizes the concept of the Oneness of Allah in a most clear and precise statement which allows no trace of polytheistic beliefs to creep into Islamic faith. Since Oneness of Allah is the basic concept of all divine messages, this surah is very important for anyone who wants to understand what the religion of Islam is all about. To a Muslim it serves as a constant reminder that he must always preserve his faith pure of any trace of polytheism. For this reason, we are recommended to recite this surah often, par​ticularly in Sunnah prayer. The Prophet is known to have read this surah in voluntary prayers in particular and if we do the same we stand to earn more reward for our prayer be​cause of following the Prophet's methods.

Having said that, I have to add that at no time did the Prophet recommend us to recite this surah, or any particular one, so many times on the same occasion. The reverse is true. The Prophet has always recommended us to read the Qur'an and ponder over its mean​ings, so that we understand fully well what Allah's message is. We do not find any scholar of repute of any school of thought recommending the reading of passages of the Qur'an or phrases of glorification of Allah a large number of times, as some people these days suggest. When you consider the position of such people, you find that they do not have any proper knowledge of Islam. They are not scholars, although some people may give them credit for being so. This reflects on the ignorance of such people because they do not distinguish a real scholar from someone who may try to appear so.

I am not clear exactly what this man has told about the value of reading this surah 1,000 times on the same spot. I imagine that what he meant is that by so doing, you bring your​self into the kingdom of Allah and as such you free yourself from the shackles of human beings who need reward in order to offset the punishment they may incur for sins they may commit. He may have used the term "selling your soul to Allah". I can tell you that this is totally alien to Islamic thinking. Islam does not promise us great reward for doing so. If you read this surah once or twice, with contemplation, and you understand the impor​tance of the concept of the Oneness of Allah, you earn much greater reward than reading it a thousand times like a parrot without understanding it. What this man has suggested is total nonsense to which you need not pay any attention whatsoever.

• Qur'an: Translation — Standardized XE "Qur'an: Standardized translation" 
For fourteen centuries we have not been able to translate the Qur'an well enough. Differences of opinion still exist among scholars. There must be some standardized translation and standard interpretation of the Qur'an. Do you agree?

In its original form in Arabic, the Qur'an is expressed in a fine, inimitable style of surpassing excellence. No one has ever been able to write anything similar to the Qur'an in its literary beauty. The most that Arabic speaking men of letters can aspire to is the use of some Arabic expressions in their writings to add to the beauty of their style.

To translate the Qur'an into any other language retaining its beauty is a task beyond human endeavor. The Qur'an is Allah's word He Himself has expressed it in His own style. To express it in similar power in another language requires that Allah Himself reveals the Qur'an in that other language. That task is up to Him to fulfill if He so chooses. He tells us that He wants His message in Arabic and that is His choice.

It is very difficult for the best of translators to translate a text of human writing into another language, retaining all its power and beauty. That is why you may have several translations of the same text. Each will have its own merit. To have a standardized translation of the Qur'an may be useful but it is something very difficult. That is due to the fact that it is almost impossible to capture all the nuances and shades of meaning that a  particular Qur'anic expression may have. Translation is meant to help us understand the message of the Qur'an. Each translation goes some length into achieving that. Therefore, they are all valuable.

• Qur'an: Translations and interpretations differ a great deal XE  "Qur'an: Translations and interpretations differ a great deal" 
1. The message of Islam contained in the Qur'an is addressed to all mankind in all ages. The only way for a non-Arabic person like myself to understand it is to read it in translation. There are several translations of the Qur'an in my language but they differ a great deal. How would I know which meaning is the correct one?

2. Which translation of the Qur'an do you recommend?

This is not a problem of translation alone, and your problem is not merely one of accuracy of translation either. To start with, it is part of the unique nature of the Qur'an that many of its statements allow more than one interpretation. I think it was Ali, may Allah be pleased with him, who described the Qur'an as "allowing different versions."

When we read the Qur'an in Arabic, we are aware of at least some of these differences, and accept them all as being intended in the overall meaning of the Qur'an. Since we acknowledge that Qur'an is God's own word, we cannot say that a correct meaning of what He has revealed is not intended. However, study of the Qur'an itself and the Hadith will settle a great deal of what is meant by each Qur'anic statement.

Some people may suggest that they do not have time for such a study. The answer is that they need to ask those who devote much of their time and energy to the studying of the Qur'an, the Hadith, and Islamic studies generally. This is nothing new. Even in the very early days after the Prophet, peace be upon him, had passed away, some of the companions were known for their scholarly knowledge, and they were asked for rulings on different matters.

When it comes to translation, a translator has the not-so-easy task of producing in his language what someone else has expressed in a different language. There are methods of expression, shades of meaning, word and phrase connotations, and other subtleties which cannot be reproduced in another language. These have much to do with the culture of the two languages used. This applies to translation of any text written by human beings. The more literary the style, the more difficult it is to reproduce it in another language. The difficulty is even much greater with the Qur'an, the word of God. The Qur'anic style is so excellent that it surpasses any human style in any language. The challenge to the non-believers to produce anything similar to it has been stated at the time of its revelation, and it still stands today.

What do we expect, then, from the poor translator, competent as he may be? Muhammad Asad, who produced one of the best translations of the Qur'an in English, says these very words at the end of his work: "In all humility and true submission ends the attempt of a powerless servant of God in interpreting the immortal word of his Lord."

So we do not blame the translators as long as they make an honest attempt to produce a good translation. We take all meanings that are within a reasonable interpretation of the text. We study the Qur'an and Hadith to acquire a good insight into what God's message is.

If we cannot undertake such a study, we ask scholars to explain what we need to know. Then we turn to God in true submission and worship Him as best as we can. We cherish the hope that He will accept our humble endeavors, and reward us as He is the most generous, and will overlook our mistakes as He is the most merciful.

May God reward you for your honest desire to understand the Qur'an.

2. This is a very difficult question to answer. There are numerous translations of the Qur'an into English. None of them can be recommended without reservations. The one which has been widely used is that of Mr. Yousuf Ali. Its numerous footnotes are of help in understanding the meaning of the text. Dar El-Ifta has undertaken a project to publish it with some amendments and corrections. I am not sure whether this new version has been published yet. Its main drawback is that it is a little apologetic. The translation done by Mr. Pickthall is much too literal, which makes it a little difficult to read. On the other extreme, we find Mr. Dawood's very readable, but tends to give himself too much license and, at times, he changes the order of the text rather arbitrarily. He has also rearranged the surahs in a highly arbitrary manner. Mr. Asad's translation is rendered in a very good style, but he follows a strictly rational explanation of the text of the Qur'an, which leads him, at times, to make gross errors.  

These are but a few examples which I have given to explain the difficulty I face in giving an answer to this question. If one has to use a single translation, perhaps Yousuf Ali's remains the safest. But the use of such translation should be only to have an initial idea of the meaning which should be supplemented by wider study.

• Qur'an: Transporting the Qur'an XE "Qur'an: Transporting the Qur'an" 


I am leaving on vacation and I want to take a copy of the Qur'an with me. Is it appropriate to put it in my suitcase?

What we are required to do when we carry copies of the Qur'an with us, whether for a short distance or traveling by air, is to make sure that the Qur'an is not mishandled when it is carried. There is nothing wrong with putting a copy in your suitcase, in between your clothes, but away from your shoes. Maybe it is preferable to put it in your brief case, if you are carrying one. If you are not carrying anything heavy on the plane, you may put in your carrier bag, if your handbag is too small for it. What is important is to keep it always in a position where it cannot be mishandled.

• Qur'an: Worn in pendants for protection XE " Qur'an: Worn in pendants for protection" 
In our country, some people have Qur'anic verses written on a clean, white paper which is then wrapped with the use of incense and bound by a black cloth. This is worn as a necklace which is supposed to protect the person wearing it and give him some social prestige. Is this practice acceptable?

This sort of thing is known as a charm.  The Prophet has told us that wearing such a charm is very strictly forbidden, and he has made his statement in the most emphatic way. He prayed to Allah never to grant the person who wears such a charm the wishes for which he wears it. As you realize, every prayer or supplication made by the Prophet is answered by Allah. The Prophet was once impressed by a poet who wrote a beautiful poem praising Islam and glorifying Allah. When the poet finished reciting the poem, the Prophet said to him "May your mouth be protected," which was the type of thing Arabs used to say to anyone who speaks well. That poet lived until the age of 130 without losing a single tooth. Numerous are the examples of how Allah answered every single prayer the Prophet said. Therefore, when he prays Allah not to grant the wishes of someone who does a particular action, then we are sure that those wishes will never be granted.

Let us reflect on the action of wearing a charm. It suggests that a particular object has certain powers.  It may be said that the power is that of Allah, since it is Qur'anic verses that are written in such a charm. This is absolute rubbish because Allah's will does not work through the writing of Qur'anic verses or hanging a pendant with a few words from the Qur'an. [Added: or hanging a plaque with Qur'anic verses with that thinking. However, if the idea is that others may read the plaque and thereby be blessed by Allah for reading that part of Qur'an, then that is acceptable.] If one wants to rid himself of the effects of evil schemes worked by evil persons, then all he has to do is to supplicate to Allah to protect him. The Prophet has taught us so many prayers to say at different parts of the day and night. If we do, then we have that protection. When you make such a prayer, you are conscious of what you are saying. You are addressing Allah, showing your submission to Him. When you do so, He responds to your prayer. But when you wear a charm or you put in your pocket or under your clothes a piece of paper with Qur'anic verses written on it, you are assuming that the writing itself has a power of its own. There is no action in which you are really and truly involved. You are not addressing Allah at all. This is an action similar to that of a person who keeps a copy of the Qur'an in his car, hoping that it will help him avoid accidents. Accidents are avoided by careful driving, not by putting a copy of the Qur'an in the car. But if you want Allah's help in avoiding accidents, you pray Allah when you are about to start your car to help you drive carefully and avoid any misjudgment on your part and on the part of other drivers. By so doing, you are asking Allah's help. He answers the prayer of anyone who turns to Him for help, acknowledging His Lordship.

• Qur'an or Hadith used to earn money XE "Qur'an or Hadith used to earn money" 
Some scholars in our region say that any person who uses the Qur'an or the Hadith to earn money will face severe punishment on the Day of Judgment. How far is this true?

It depends on what sort of use the person concerned makes of the Qur'an and how he receives his money. If a person receives wages for merely reciting the Qur'an, as is done by some people who are hired to recite the Qur'an at the grave of a deceased person, or to recite it and request to grant its reward to the deceased, then it is prohibited and the prohibition applies to both the hirer and the hired. The latter would not receive any reward for his recitation, and the money that changes hands between them is forbidden for him to take.

On the other hand if a person receives wages for teaching the Qur'an, either to children or to adults, then it is appropriate. You should note here that his wages are given for teaching, not for reciting. He obviously needs to devote time to the task required of him and should be compensated for that. It is perfectly permissible for one who has learned the Qur'an properly and who is able to teach it well to others to make such teaching his full-time job. There is a clear need for Qur'anic teachers and unless those who are able to teach it come forward to undertake this task, then many people will not be able to learn the Divine Book. It should be clear, however, to the giver and taker that the money is simply his wages for teaching and not for reciting.

• Qur'anic orders — compliance of XE "Qur'anic orders  — compliance of"  

Are all words of the Qur'an obligatory? Are we committing a sin if we fail to act upon any single word in the Qur'an?

We cannot speak of words as being obligatory or otherwise. [I suppose] what you mean is whether every order included in the Qur'an signifies an obligation. There is a general rule which says that every order stated in the Qur'an to the believers is obligatory, unless it is scaled down from that status by certain factors. There could be an explanation by the Prophet, peace be upon him, whether in words or action, or another statement in the Qur'an that explains its significance.

This applies positively and negatively, which means that an order to do something constitutes an obligation, while an order not to do something signifies a prohibition. For example, we read in the Qur'an: 

"Believers, avoid most kinds of suspicion, for in some cases suspicion is a sin. Do not spy on one another, nor backbite one another." (49;12) 

The last two orders concerning spying on others and backbiting are of general import. Therefore, they signify a total prohibition. A Muslim may not spy on his neighbor or try to find secrets of others just to be curious or to learn their secrets and weak points. Nor is it permissible for a Muslim to backbite another person in any circumstances.

The first order in this same verse is limited by its own phraseology. We are ordered to avoid suspicion in most cases. This signifies that at times suspicion may be in order. We read in the same surah the following order: 

"Believers, if an evil-doer brings you a piece of news, inquire first into its truth, lest you should wrong others unwittingly and then regret your action." (49;6) 

Hence, when we hear information about other people, we must not jump to conclusions. We must first make sure of the truth of what we have heard. The information is kept in the balance until it is proven to be true.

Some orders in the Qur'an signify a recommendation rather than an obligation, but to be treated as such, there must be some supporting evidence. For example, God says in the Qur'an: "Children of Adam, dress well when you attend your mosques." We know that the companions of the Prophet used to come to the mosque wearing whatever was available to them, or their working gear.

The Prophet did not tell them not to come to the mosque in such an attire. This tells us that we are strongly advised to dress well when we go to a mosque for prayer. If that proves difficult in certain situations, then wearing clean clothes, although they may be old or not good-looking, does not render our prayer invalid. 

If there is a general order which signifies obligation, then failing to act on it constitutes a sin. We should be clear in our minds on what is meant by a sin. It is something that is punishable by God. So, if we fail to act on a Qur'anic order, we place ourselves in a position where we are liable to be punished, unless God is pleased to forgive us.

• Qur'anic recitation: In translation XE "Qur'anic recitation: In translation" 
If a man does not know how to read the Qur'an in Arabic, can it be read in English or Urdu or any other language?

To read a translation of the meaning or the Qur'an is perfectly permissible. A Muslim who does not know Arabic should try to understand the message of the Qur'an by consulting a translation in a language he knows.

It is not permissible, however, to read a translation of the Qur'an in prayer. That is because God wants us to offer our prayers reading His words as He revealed them to His last messenger, the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him. He certainly revealed the Qur'an in Arabic, not in the language of any translator. A Muslim should learn the Fatihah by heart as well as any number of surahs or verses or passages from which to read in his prayers.

• Qur'anic recitation: Wages for XE "Qur'anic recitation: Wages for" 
For generations, my clan has held the position of mullah in our community. This title signifies "religious leaders." Our function is to lead prayers in mosques, and religious functions and advise people on religious matters, etc. We do not receive any payment in cash or kind for these services. Sometime, however, we are invited by others to read the Qur'an for them, and when it is finished, the host gives his guests a grand feast. He also offers them whatever [some remuneration in cash or kind]. Please explain whether it is permissible to receive remuneration for the recitation of Qur'an?

To read the Qur'an is an act of worship, for which one is rewarded. We have learned that we are credited with good deed for every letter of every word of the Qur'an we utter. On the other hand, to invite people to a meal and to be hospitable to them is an act of kindness which strengthens social ties. Therefore, it is encouraged by Islam and the host receives a reward for his hospitality. So, both actions are proper and acceptable. However, when you combine them and make the latter i.e. the feast, attendant on the former which is the recitation of the Qur'an, you are making a ritual which needs to be considered according to the teachings of the Prophet and the practice of his companions.

What happens on such an occasion is for everyone of the guests to read a part of the Qur'an, probably one thirtieth. Combined together, their recitation is considered to complete the Qur'an. Since no person can read the Qur'an complete in an hour or two, his guests are considering to be doing him the privilege of completing over a very short time. Hence, he is exceptionally hospitable to them. What should be said about this practice is that the reading of the Qur'an in this fashion has little to do with the purpose for which the Qur'an has been revealed. Allah has sent down the Qur'an as a guide for mankind to take them out of darkness into light. To achieve that purpose, they have to study and understand it and to implement it in their lives. When we recite the Qur'an, our purpose is to understand and implement it. When you hold a function like that which you have described, you set in motion a mechanical operation of a quick reading with little understanding and even less implementation. Had the Prophet wanted us to do this sort of activity, he would have told his companions and they would have practiced it. As it is, nothing of this sort is recorded in the authentic books of sunnah. Therefore, we can dismiss it as an innovation.

Moreover, it is far from right to receive remuneration for reading the Qur'an. You do not charge money for worship. Whether you take money from your host or accept his hospitality only, the fact that he is giving this grand reception for the benefit of having the Qur'an read in his home makes the whole thing rather unacceptable. The host would have received much more reward if he invited a number of poor people to his home and gave them a good meal. Similarly, he would receive much greater reward if he recites a part of the Qur'an each day and finishes it within a month or a week. [Added: or whatever period].

• Qur'anic reference to Arabs and Jews only XE "Qur'anic reference to Arabs and Jews only" 
May I ask why Allah has sent down four different religious books and did not choose to send down only one book right at the beginning. That might have avoided all present conflict. May I also ask why there is much discussion about the Arabs and the Jews in the Qur'an, to the exclusion of other nations?

Let me first of all point out that it is improper for any person to ask why Allah has chosen a particular method or line of action when another could have achieved better results. To put a question in this way gives the impression that we, human beings, could have given better advice to Allah on how to conduct His business. Far be it from us to do so. We believe in His wisdom and His ability to accomplish His purpose any time, in whatever method He chooses.

You speak of avoiding conflict, but conflict in human life is not of Allah's making. It is the result of what human beings do. Besides, conflict will remain a characteristic of human life as long as human beings continue to be greedy and to covet what belongs to others. Today, there are numerous conflicts in the world and very few of these have a religious basis or are influenced by religious considerations. Some of them are between members of the same religion and the same nation. Even among Muslims, conflicts erupt every now and then. Therefore, to suggest that had Allah sent down the Qur'an right at the beginning all conflicts would have been spared is a statement that cannot be supported by history.

Allah has sent Prophets and messengers to all communities. He has chosen to tell us about some of them, while He has chosen not to tell us about others. Of those He has mentioned, some received messages and scriptures, most notably Moses and Jesus. Allah has told us well that He gave scriptures to Prophet Ibrahim and He gave the Psalms to Prophet Dawood. But He has sent many other prophets who had confirmed messages and scriptures revealed earlier. Each one of these prophets was sent to his own community, speaking to them in their own language. However, they all preached the message of the Oneness of Allah. You will not find any difference in the original concept preached by those prophets. When Allah tells us about them in the Qur'an, He uses the same words to describe how each one of them approached his task and explained to his people that there is no deity save Allah. The differences between these messages were in matters of detail, and they related mainly to the field of practices. In essence, all these messages were the same.

The Qur'an, on the other hand, is Allah's message to mankind. It is not limited to any particular community or group. It embodies a complete way of life for people to implement. It supersedes all previous messages. Therefore, its later revelation does not make for conflict, but for peace and brotherhood. It serves as an ultimate verdict to decide what is acceptable to Allah and what is not. We can say that Allah chose to send these messages to people at different stages of their development. When humanity had reached its maturity, Allah sent down the Qur'an as His final word. He has guaranteed to preserve the Qur'an as a permanent source of guidance for all mankind. Yet that does not prevent conflict from erupting. Had the Qur'an been sent down 20 centuries earlier, how could conflict be prevented? Its later revelation is not a cause of conflict. Indeed, much of the conflict is stirred up in order to suppress the Qur'an and to prevent people from listening to its message and implementing it. What this means in actual fact is that the conflict in the human world does not arise from the number of messages Allah revealed to His prophets, but from the fact that human beings want to turn away from the divine message in order to follow their own desires. The conflict is between the forces of the truth, represented by the divine messages, and the forces of evil which want human beings to pay no heed to what Allah has revealed.

You ask about the frequent reference to Arabs and the Jews in the Qur'an. The references to the Arabs are not on any racial or community basis. They happened to be the first community to be addressed by the message of the Qur'an and the Prophet was one of them. Therefore, they received the immediate address. However, it is a well-known fact that what is addressed to the Arabs is indeed addressed to all mankind. The message of the Qur'an is addressed to every human being in all ages.

Since the message of the Qur'an is meant to be translated into practical life so that a community of believers is established, references are made to a previous community which was established on the basis of a divine message, namely the Jewish community. Thus, the Children of Israel serve as a model for subsequent communities who wish to establish the divine message and implement it. Since the Children of Israel had a long history of being addressed by prophets, their attitude at different times and stages are quoted so that people can guard against committing the same mistakes as the Children of Israel. Every incident quoted serves either as an example to follow or a lesson to learn or a mistake to avoid. In this way, any community of believers has much to learn.


