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Shaping the Future

 ‘Shaping the future’:the way in which Islam responds to a rapidly changing world.

Fatma Amer

Contrary to the common belief that Islam is the youngest of the heavenly religions, Islam regards itself as a religion that is as old as time ever since God created Adam, the first of mankind.

 “So, set your face towards religion uprightly. It is the original nature according to which Allah fashioned mankind. There is no altering Allah’s creation. That is the true religion; but most men do not know.” 30:30

It is a monotheistic religion whose followers, upon adhering to it, submit voluntarily in worship to the will of the One, Merciful, All-knowing and Supreme God.  

“I have not created the jinn and mankind except to worship Me.” 51:56

As man is forgetful, and sometimes becomes disoriented or neglectful of the message/s previously sent to him; it was since the creation of the first of mankind that a succession of prophets and messengers were chosen and sent by God in order to remind people of the notion of the absolute oneness of the creator and guide them to the straight path.

‘He has enacted for you as a religion that which He charged Noah with and that which We revealed to, and what We charged Abraham, Moses and Jesus with: “perform the religion and do not diverge therein”.’42:13 

However, owning the last of the heavenly revealed scriptures, Islam considers itself as a detailed and comprehensive extension of what preceded it, the evolution of heavenly guidance through the ages.

This comprehensiveness necessitates Islam’s universality in time and space. Therefore, it is through the merciful wisdom of God that the Qur’an responds to man’s ever-changing new needs and ethical challenges (be they connected with economic developments, scientific discoveries, social matters, ecological problems, etc).

In order to convey God’s will to His creation, a linking agent should exist. God’s divine wisdom ordained that for man to respond and interact with his surroundings, it is imperative for him to use the faculty of the mind. This is in itself part of what God has bestowed on him as a means through which he can utilise responsibly the rest of creation which God has put under his care and stewardship. 
The use of this gift guarantees man’s constant responsible engagement with his surroundings, his knowledge and understanding of them, as well as his assessing and evaluating their respective needs. Such, clearly,  engagement should not exclude creatures other than man.

 “There is no animal (crawling) on land or a bird flying with its wings, but are communities like yourselves. We have not left anything out of the Book. Then unto their Lord they shall be gathered.” 6:38


Exhorting man to seek knowledge, is therefore of paramount importance. This is highlighted in the fact that the very first verse of the Qur’an to be revealed is:

“Read, In the name of your Lord, Who created…” 96:1

Clearly, it is a command not only for man to make diligent use of the ‘pen’, but also ponder, observe, question, investigate, discover and find solutions – a constant intellectual engagement with all that God has created.

A noble engagement that is further asserted by the many Prophetic sayings:
 
“To seek knowledge is a sacred duty on every Muslim, male and female.”

“He who acquires knowledge acquires a vast portion.”

“If anyone goes on his way in search of knowledge, God will, thereby, make easy for him the way to Paradise.”

Islam, therefore, is in total harmony with the notion of embracing the new … in total harmony with science, scientific advancements and discoveries. The only reservation that Islam has is that all scientific achievements should be harnessed by prime values which originate from heavenly teachings. 

As a result, such values (being of a divine origin and not man-made) are unchangeable. Consequently, they are absolute, and should be applied across time and space. Their main frame of reference is submission to the one God, freedom of choice governed by responsibility and social justice.  So, what the ‘created’ has achieved should be submitted to the benefit of mankind in general, and be available for the common good through the ages. 

Moreover, in doing this, it should be dedicated to the service and worship of God, thus giving all forms of knowledge and activity and higher purpose and a divine focus.

This understanding reached its peak during the golden age of Islamic civilization, where religious scholars were (at the same time) renowned scientists, philosophers and men of literature.

On the other hand, among the most important principles in Islamic religious rulings are reasoning and practicality. Sources of Islamic jurisprudence (shari’ah) are, after the Qur’an and the sunnah; ijma’ (consensus of the scholars) and ijtihad (use of individual reason and judgement, also performed by religious scholars). Implementing the above ensures both flexibility and dynamism. 

As the Qur’an lays down the main guidance for its adherents, and the Sunnah implements it in practical terms; daily life is bound to create new conditions which may give rise to some unprecedented situations. It is here that the consensus of scholars and/or their reasoning is needed. 
Such flexibility and dynamism is required most when the Muslim community lives in a minority situation. One additional most important ruling within this context is that such dynamism should recognize the local customary law of the land, so long as it does not contradict the main basic principles in both the Qur’an and the Sunnah.  Of these main principles is what could be termed as “man’s fundamental needs” i.e. not to be left in fear, hunger or without shelter.

Another important aspect in this regard is man’s interaction with his fellow beings. 
Islam considers being in constant ‘dialogue’ with the other (of whatever religious persuasion or lifestyle) as a religious duty. This duty is not an option, and has to be taken diligently, for it is the essence of the happiness of mankind.

“There is no compulsion in religion..” 2:256


 “Oh mankind, We have created you male and female and made you nations and tribes, so that you may know one another. Surely the noblest of you in Allah’s Sight is the most pious. Allah indeed is All knowing, All-informed.” 49:13

Acknowledging the right of the other to differ is a deeply enshrined principle in the Qur’an and the Sunnah. So, Muslims believe that using the term ‘tolerance’ here is hugely misguiding. Rather, it is ‘acknowledging’, ‘accepting’ and ‘respecting’ the other that should be embraced. 
Therefore, the basic element in establishing social justice on earth is to enter into dialogue with the other in order to constitute a vision for the future where mutual benefit can be established.
Descending of a particular race or speaking a particular tongue or being of a particular complexion does not confer any kind of honour on the individual.

“And of His Signs is the creation of the heavens and the earth and the diversity of your tongues and colours. Indeed, there are in that signs for those who know” 30:22



At this juncture, two main points must be highlighted again; these are: social justice and responsible freedom of choice. Both points are considered by Islam as vital to be carried from one generation to the other. For man to lead a life where the implementation of the divine values and ethics in their purest form is of irrelevant importance, or where they are being constantly changed, is certainly a life not worth living.

“Have you seen him who denies the Judgement? It is the one who pushes the orphan around, and does not urge the feeding of the destitute. Woe unto those who pray; those who are oblivious of their prayer; those who dissimulate; and forbid benefaction.” 107:1-7


Within the classroom situation, regrettably, awareness of many aspects in Islam is often not easy to ascertain. This becomes evident when exploring issues within different parts in the RE syllabi. Teachers, sometimes, express their frustration, and I am one of them.
 
A pitiful fact in this regard is that the available materials are still not rich and diverse enough for either the primary or the secondary level 
There is a genuine need for more creativity and inventiveness when exploring the above. As teaching Islam is relatively recent in the West in general, the above will not be properly covered until it is jointly addressed by both religious scholars and practitioners. 

But, thanks to the electronic media, which has become now an indispensable part of all human activities. Speaking humbly from first hand experience, I feel able to create some good material using different Islamic websites. Some of these are: muslimheritage.com; thevirtualclassroom.net; islamonline.net. 

Until the ideal picture is finally drawn, one should constantly keep sketching.




