Frequently Asked Questions About Islam

These FAQ's are meant to provide the reader|
with a brief introduction to the religion of Is-
lam. FAQ’s on Buddhism, Hinduism and
Judasim are also available.

They are provided as a service of Peak Com-
munication Performance, a consultancy firm
specializing in cross-cultural management
and communication issues.

Contact: info@peakcp.com

Where does the word “Islam”
come from?

Islam in Arabic means “surrender”
and “submission” to the will and
command of Allah. A related mean-
ing of Islam is peace. These two
ideas, surrender to the will of Allah
and peace- embody the essence of
Islamic faith. Another cardinal prin-
ciple of Islam is the establishment
of social justice; elimination of in-
justice and exploitation and helping
those who are poor and oppressed.
This is the social content of Islam.

Who is the founder of Islam?

It is the fundamental belief among
Muslims that Islam, based on an
absolute and uncompromising
monotheism, is the original and pri-
mordial religion which God (Allah)
gave to mankind. It was first given
to Adam and then to all subsequent
prophets such as Abraham, Moses,
David and Jesus down to Prophet
Mohammad (who was given the
perfected and the final message of
Allah). Therefore, Prophet
Mohammad is the last prophet of
God and after him there will not be
any new messenger of God.

Islam as we understand it today is
also a historical phenomenon which
was founded by Prophet
Mohammad. He was born in the city
of Mecca in Arabia 570 AD. and died
in 632 AD. On the basis of God’s
express commands and the inspi-
ration he received, he laid the foun-
dations of a religious system, an
ethical order, a polity, a culture and
a civilization. The message he

brought, though couched in Arabic,
is meant for all mankind.

Mohammad occupies the central
place in Islam. It was he who de-
veloped, in accordance with the
commands of Allah, the system of
prayer to be followed by Muslims,
and he laid down the principles
which should govern the conduct of
Muslims in diverse areas of life in
personal and communal relations
and in the governance of the Islamic
community. He provided the model
which Muslims should emulate in
their personal and social life. He
was not only a messenger of Allah
but he was also a husband, a fa-
ther, a trader, a military commander,
a ruler and a judge.

He was an elect of God but he never
claimed any divinity. He insisted he
was a human being like all others,
subject to laws of life and death like
all others. Muslims do not worship
Mohammad, and therefore it is
wrong to call Muslims
Mohammadans in the same way
followers of Christ are called Chris-
tians and those of Buddha, Bud-
dhists.

What is the Holy Text of Islam?

The Holy Book of Islam is called the
Qur'an (Koran) which consists of
Allah’s revelation to Prophet
Mohammad over a period of 23
years. It is the literal word of Allah,
not that of the Messenger. It has
been arranged in 114 chapters of
varying length. Passages from the
Qur’an are recited in the perfor-
mance of many rituals especially in
saying the five daily prayers. Itis a
source of guidance for the Muslims:
either it prescribes the law or pro-
vides the principle from which a rule
of behavior can be deduced. It is
the most important source of guid-
ance and of law for Muslims. It con-
tains the narratives of prophets and

peoples in order to proscribe cor-
rect behavior.

Besides the Koran, the sayings and
the deeds of the Prophet ( called
Sunnah) constitute the second most
important source of law and guid-
ance for Muslims, even though the
interpretations of the saying and
deeds may vary from sect to sect.

Which country has the most fol-
lowers of Islam?

88% of Indonesia’s 225,000,000
people are Muslim, making it the
most populous Islamic country in
the world. By comparison, Iran has
a population of 65,000,000, Iraq,
23,000,000 and Saudi Arabia,
22,000,000. The Indian Subconti-
nent (Bangala Desh, India and Pa-
kistan) has the largest concentra-
tion of Muslims in the world. Each
of these three countries has hun-
dreds of millions of Muslims. Before
it was divided in 1971, Pakistan was
the largest Muslim country in the
world.

There are no exact figures about
number of Muslims in the world, but
the general estimate is that there
are more than a bhillion people who
call them Muslims and they consti-
tute more than 20% of the world
population.

Are there different sects of Is-
lam?

There are two main sects among
Muslims and each main sect has
different sub-sects or offshoots.
The two main groups are the
Sunnis (majority) and the Shias,
(minority).

The Sunnis do not have any clergy
or any formal organization to decide
matters of faith. No person and no
institution has the authority in mat-
ters of faith. Among the Sunnis



there are four recognized schools
of Shar'ia (called Mazhabs) and a
Muslim can follow any one of the
four schools.

There are three main religious roles,
the Imam (leader of the prayer) but
any respectable muslim can lead
the prayers; the mufti (who can give
an opinion on the laws and rules of
Shari'a-) and the Qazi or Kadi who
applies the rules of Shari'a, (they
are not authoritative and these roles
have fallen in their importance). In
recent years the world-wide Mus-
lim community sought expert help
in clarifying law, and in coping with
new situations not covered by the
Shar’ia from the University of Al-
Azhar in Cairo, Egypt or the reli-
gious scholars and institutions in
Saudi Arabia, but their authority is
not universally accepted, and they
do not have binding power.

The Shias, especially in Iran, have
a fairly organized clergy. Imams and
Ayotollahs are religious authorities
who give definitive answers on the
religious questions. They also have
authority to innovate and reform
laws in a limited sense. Even in this
case, the authority to enforce
comes from the state rather than
from the religious order.

There are actually few doctrinal dif-
ferences between the Sunnis and
Shias. The origin of the divide lay
in the question of political succes-
sion of the Prophet. When Prophet
Muhammad died in 632 A.D. his role
as the messenger of Allah ceased
since there was to be no messen-
ger or prophet after him.

The Prophet was also the head of
the Muslim community and a ruler
of the rapidly expanding state he
had established in Medina. The
guestion arose as to who would
succeed the Prophet in his worldly
or political role. The senior compan-
ions of the prophet elected his clos-
est companion Abu Bakar Siddiq to
be the first Calif or successor
(Khalifa in Arabic) of the Muslim

community. The people of Medina
committed their allegiance to him ,
including Ali ibn Talib, the Prophet’s
cousin and beloved companion who
was also married to the Prophet’s
favorite daughter Fatima. Ali and
his descendents are regarded by
the Shias as the rightful Spiritual
Guides of the Muslim community.
All others were usurpers according
to them. The Sunnis, on the other
hand, regard all the four Caliphs as
the “Rightly Guided Successors”.
This is one of the most contentious
issues between the Sunnis and
Shias.

The people who supported Ali and
later the claims of his descendent
are Shias. The word Shia in Arabic
means “supporters” and they were,
at the time of the first succession,
known as the “Shias of Ali". Ali, who
is also much adored by the Sunnis
themselves and held in high es-
teem, as are all the members of the
prophet’s family, was bypassed two
more times when succession took
place. He was elected at the fourth
occasion of succession in 656 A.D.
but was assassinated in 661 A.D.
Though it started as a political dis-
pute, it later acquired enough mo-
mentum to spread to other areas of
life and manifestations of religion.
The martyrdom of Hussain in 680
became the central motif and the
crucial event in the Shia religious
life and rituals. The vast majority of
Sunnis and Shias recognize each
other’s legitimacy. Shias remain an
influential minority in the world of
Islam but in some countries such
as Irag, Yemen and Iran they form
a majority. In the Islamic Republic
of Iran, it is the Shia version of Is-
lam that is in power.

What do Muslims believe?

In accordance with its absolute
commitment to monotheism, the
first and the absolute requirement
of Islam is to profess, assert and
believe in the Shahada-the first ar-
ticle of faith:

(1) THERE IS NO GOD BUT AL-

LAH, AND MOHAMMAD IS HIS
PROPHET.” If one believes and ut-
ters this before witnesses one can
claim to be a Muslim. Besides, the
affirmation of faith, a Muslim is re-
quired to fulfill 4 basic obligations:

(2) performing five daily prayers,
(3) fasting during the month of
Ramadan ,

(4) paying the Alms tax (Zakat) on
one’'s wealth and assets, and

(5) performing , if one can afford it,
at least once in life the Hajj- the pil-
grimage to the Kabba and the
Grand Mosque in Makkah in a spe-
cific month of the Islamic lunar cal-
endar. This affirmation of faith and
four obligations are known collec-
tively as THE FIVE PILLARS OF
ISLAM

What are the holy places of Is-
lam?

For Muslims, there are three holy
places. In the order of their impor-
tance they are;

1. The “KABBA" in the Center of the
Grand Mosque, situated in the city
of Makkah (Mecca). Its importance
for the Muslims cannot be exagger-
ated. Every part of it is sacred to
the entire Islamic world. Muslims
face it in their daily prayers and it is
the Center Piece in the performance
of the Hajj pilgrimage. The Kabba,
the cube-shaped building draped in
black covering, is the First House
of God established by Prophet
Abraham. Mecca is also the birth
place of Prophet Mohammad.

2. Medina in the northeast of
Makkah is the city which gave ref-
uge to the Prophet and his compan-
ions when they had to leave the city
of his birth as political persecution
became life threatening. It is the
place where Mohammad estab-
lished and began to develop the first
Muslim community and the Islamic
political order. It also contains the
Prophet’'s Mosque, the second most
important mosque for the Muslims.
The Prophet is also buried in the
mosque.



3. The third holy place for Muslims
is the mosque Al-Agsa and the
Dome of the Rock in the city of AL
Quds — otherwise known as Jerusa-
lem. In his spiritual journey known
as the Meraj (ascension) the
Prophet prayed at the Al-Agsa and
from the Dome of the Rock he as-
cended to the Heavens where he
was in the presence of the Almighty.
Until Allah commanded Muslims to
face Kabbah in their daily prayers,
the early followers used to pray in
the direction of Jerusalem. Thus
Jerusalem has become important to
all three monotheistic faiths Chris-
tianity, Islam and Judaism.

Where do Muslims worship?

A Muslim can worship- saying his
prayers (salat)- at any place which
is clean, faces the direction of
Kabbah, and follows a procedure
which Prophet Mohammad pre-
scribed. It is also important not to
face any statue or painting repre-
senting any human or animal figure-
as idol worship is strictly prohibited
in Islam. It is preferable that a Mus-
lim pray in the company of fellow
Muslims, at the appointed time in a
place of worship called a Masjid or
mosque.

A mosque occupies an important
place in a Muslim community. In
addition to a place of prayer it can
also be used as a madrasa (a
school) or a meeting place for any
acceptable social purpose, such as
discussion of community affairs, a
wedding, settlement of conflict be-
tween individuals by negotiation or
conciliation. A mosque has become
a symbol of the Muslim community
and it has also become a vehicle
for the expression of artistic genius
of Muslims.

Who leads prayer in Islam?

Such prayers are led by an Imam-
who can be an appointed person for
that specific purpose or any Mus-
lim who commands the respect of
his brethren. Every Muslim commu-

nity is required to set up a mosque
to be used for all the required
prayers. But one can also pray in-
dividually- except for the Friday
noon prayer which is a congrega-
tional prayer- just as the Christians
have their Sunday prayers and the
Jews their Sabbath.

How does a Muslim worship?

There are five obligatory prayers
held at different times of the day;
before sunrise, early afternoon, late
afternoon, immediately after sunset
and before midnight. On Friday, the
early noon prayer is offered as a
congregational prayer, preceded by
a sermon delivered by the Imam-
the leader of the prayer. The Friday
prayer has been considered very
important and even those who do
not perform daily prayers gather for
this occasion. The procedure in-
volves set postures of standing,
bowing and prostrations and ends
in a sitting position and at each
stage certain Quranic passages or
prescribed prayers are recited.

Do Muslims have any special di-
etary practices?

Islamic law provides elaborate rules
about dietary practices and prohi-
bitions. Muslims are prohibited from
eating pig meat and wild animals.
All intoxicants are prohibited. These
in the terminology of Shari'a are
Haram- violating this rule is a car-
dinal sin. Only when a person is
starving and might die can such
rules be broken without committing
a sin. It is also Haram to eat the
flesh of an animal or a fowl which
dies of natural causes. Only animal
flesh hunted or slaughtered in a
manner prescribed by Shari’a can
be consumed. The required method
of slaughter is that animal is killed
in the name of Allah (.and those
which are slaughtered in the name
of idols are Haram) and the blood
of the animal is drained. Drinking
of blood is prohibited. All marine
animals are Halal — an Islamic term

for what is permissible.
What are some Islamic rituals?

Like all other cultures and religions,
Islam also has its own rites of pas-
sage for Muslims. Most rites for
birth, wedding and death- are pro-
vided in the sayings and the re-
ported acts of the Prophet-which in
Islamic terminology are known as
Sunnah. The essence of these rites
is emphasis on simplicity, dignity
and adherence to the core values
of Islam- thanking and remember-
ing Allah.

Birth The birth of a child is cel-
ebrated with simple rites: whisper-
ing the Azan — the call to the prayer
—in the ears of the new born; shav-
ing the hair of the infant; and sacri-
ficing a goat and giving the 1/3 of
the meat for the poor and needy.

Marriage Marriage is an important
and blessed institution in Islam: it
is a contract between man and
woman which must be entered with
mutual consent and without any
coercion- especially on the woman.
It is the duty of the individual who
performs and records the marriage
, in front of witnesses, to ascertain
that the woman freely consents to
the marriage.

Death Ceremonies regarding death
closely adhere to the basic principle
that it is Allah who gives life and
takes it away. Therefore excessive
sorrow and wailing are discouraged
and fortitude and acceptance of
Allah’s Will are urged. The basic
principle is that the dead be buried
as early as possible, preferably
within 24 hours of death.

As Islam spread beyond tribal
Arabia and spread to other older
and different civilizations, Islamic
rituals and rites had to find a modus
vivendi with pre-Islamic traditions
and practices. Many of these prac-
tices which were not in sharp con-
flict with the fundamental principles
of Islam were adapted and re-



tained. Thus the world of Islam pre-
sents a great deal of variety in its
rituals. For example, weddings
across the world of Islam will have
common features ,mainly derived
from the Qur'an and Sunnah, but
they are overlaid with the particu-
lar cultural heritage of that country.
Marriages in Indonesia, Pakistan,
Egypt, Iran, Morocco and Turkey
have similar core elements but ex-
hibit different cultural features and
trappings.

What are special holy days in Is-
lam?

Muslims have two main Special
days. They are called Eid-al Fitr
which comes the after the end of
the fasting month Ramadan and
Eid Al Azha celebrated after the
Hajj pilgrimage. Both begin with the
special prayers in mosques. The
latter Eid also involves sacrificing
of goats or cows whose meat is
distributed in accordance with rec-
ommended portions: one-third for
the self and family, one-third for rela-
tives friends and neighbors and
third for the poor and needy.

The Eid Al Azha actually commemo-
rates an event associated with
prophet Abraham who was com-
manded by God to sacrifice some-
thing dearest to him and Abraham
decided to sacrifice his son, Ismahel
and at the last moment God re-
placed a lamb for his son.

The whole month of Ramadan is
considered by all Muslims holy.
They fast during the day and spend
the night in special prayers- called
Tarawih . During the last 10 days of
Ramadan there is one night ( pos-
sibly 27th night) which has special
significance- it is called the Lailat-
ul-Qadr ( The Night of Power) when
Allah showers His mercy on the
worshippers.

Shias celebrate two festivals of Eids
along with Sunnis. However, Shias
also commemorate with great inten-
sity and passion the martyrdom of

Imam Hussain, the second grand-
son of the Prophet, who was killed
by Yezid- the usurper of power in
the 7" century at a place called
Karbala (in modern day Iraq). This
tragic event occurred during the first
10 days of Muharram- the first
month of the Islamic Calender.
Hence the month is a period of
mourning for the Shias. The Sunnis
observance of the tragedy is much
more subdued.

What happens after death?

There are few details of what hap-
pens to the soul in the Quran itself,
except that Allah will resurrect the
body and there will be a day of
Judgment when everyone is called
upon to account for his deeds and
be punished or rewarded accord-
ingly. There is Heaven or Paradise
for the virtuous and those who were
pardoned by Allah: the guilty ones
will have to suffer punishment in
Hell.

Are there any similarities be-
tween Islam and other religions?

Islam, Muslims believe, is the con-
tinuation of and completion and
perfection of the Monotheism of
which Judaism and Christianity
were earlier versions. Their mes-
sage has been superseded by the
message which prophet
Mohammad - the last Prophet of
Allah- brought. Muslims recognize
the Old Testament and the Bible as
the words of God. However, they
believe that they have been tam-
pered with and distorted. They do
not exist in the form in which they
were revealed to Moses and Jesus,
who, the Muslims recognize, were
the messengers and prophets of
God. Therefore, the basic common
element in these three religions is
the belief in One Omnipotent God/
Allah.

Islam recognizes Jesus but rejects
the Principle of Trinity and the Idea
of Christ as the son of god; The
concept of the trinity is in absolute

contradiction to the fundamental
principle of the Oneness of
Godhood and its indivisibility. The
Qur'an also confirms the virgin birth
of Christ. Many of the stories about
Moses mentioned in the Old Testa-
ment are similar to those found in
the Koran. Muslims are required to
show respect to Jesus and Moses
and to all other prophets as they
were true prophets of Allah.



