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FOREWORD

 Five decades ago, the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore (Muis) was 
established as a statutory board under the Administration of the Muslim Law 
Act (AMLA) to advise the President of Singapore in matters relating to Islam and 
Muslims in Singapore and to administer religious affairs including endowments 
(awqāf) and charity (ṣadaqah), mosque building, madrasahs, pilgrimage, and 
collection of zakat.  Fifty years on, we witness a more connected world which 
allows for social, economic, cultural and intellectual exchanges which inter alia 
contributes to the competition of ideas both in the online and offline domains. 
This development also demands of religions and religionists to rethink, review and 
reconsider how religion can and will continue to not only remain relevant but also 
contribute in guiding its followers in an increasingly fast-paced technologically 
driven world while staying true to its traditions, creed and values. Religions need 
to continue to play an important role in our daily lives yet maintain an open, 
secular public space that allows people of different faiths, cultures and tradition 
to peacefully coexist.  

 The Singapore International Religious Conference 2018 and the launch of 
this book is part of Muis’ golden jubilee celebrations. It is a sharing of how Muis 
and the Singapore Muslim community has adapted and developed itself. Moving in 
tandem with Singapore’s progress in almost the same period, Muis too has evolved 
beyond its statutory function of administrating conventional Muslim affairs to a 
more strategic function in forging the Singapore Muslim Identity (SMI). 

 As a communal project, the SMI is an endeavour to ensure that the 
Singapore Muslim community remains cognizant of and is responsive to life in 
a highly diverse and plural globalised society. Its primary aim is to crystallise 
specific Islamic attributes, values and teachings which have been part of the 
ethos of Singapore Muslim community which contributes to nation-building and 
full social citizenship for members of the Muslim community. Hence, the SMI 
drives Muis’ effort in shaping a progressive, moderate religious outlook with the 
community while being deeply rooted to religious traditions yet remain confident 
and thrive in a plural world. It serves as our guiding principles. This book and the 
International Religious Conference will further illuminate these principles, values 
and our aspirations as a minority Muslim community but with a burning desire to 
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dream big with a bigger heart for compassion, kindness and positive change for 
humanity.

 Muis and the Singapore Muslim community remains steadfast in its 
journey of excellence – to build a Muslim Community of Excellence that inspires 
and radiates blessings to all with a uniquely SMI-outlook that thrives with 
diversity and humbly serves humanity. Over the next five decades, and beyond, 
it is my earnest hope and desire to see the Muslim community achieve greater 
heights and thrive together with other communities in Singapore in one common 
bond of humanity; with respect, dignity and love. Together, we make a difference. 
And together, we strive with confidence and serve with compassion in serving 
humanity.

 I pray Singapore’s experience in managing a multi-religious, multi-
cultural, plural society will immensely benefit and inspire many other faith 
communities in the world. 

 May God bless you.

DR MOHAMED FATRIS BAKARAM
Mufti of Singapore
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INTRODUCTION

 Religion is pervasive.  Reportedly, 84% of people worldwide identify 
with a religious group (Pew Research Centre, 2012). Religious values, or ethical 
principles rooted in religious scriptures, teachings and beliefs, influence the way 
people feel, think and act. In today’s globalized world it is impossible not to notice 
the influence of Islam, Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, Confucianism, Buddhism, 
Taoism among a plethora of other religious traditions in diverse global settings 
that indeed may not have been identified with these religions even half a century 
ago. Improvements in transportation and in information and communication 
technologies have led to unprecedented interactions among individuals and 
groups allowing the almost instantaneous sharing of religious insights, events 
and festivities but also grievances, crises and persecution thereby heightening the 
importance of religious values that enable individuals and communities to thrive 
in a plural world.

 Singapore’s success in managing racial and religious relations, and 
thereby achieving commendable social harmony is widely recognized. Since its 
independence in 1965, the stark realization that racial and religious diversity 
could not be left to ‘natural’ forces due to their potential to disrupt social and 
economic development goals has shaped Singapore’s approach towards its 
religious communities and especially Islam. Today, the city-state has achieved a 
level of racial and religious harmony that is testament to its strong leadership, 
principles of governance, credible institutions, shared values and contributive 
communities. 

 It is undeniable that the foundation for this extraordinary success was laid 
by the visionary leadership of Mr. Lee Kuan Yew and the pioneering generation of 
Singapore. Through their efforts, Singaporeans not only adopted values and ways 
of thinking about how to excel in the world given a very pragmatic view of their 
resources and capacities but more importantly how to institutionalise such values 
and thought in the laws and organizations that govern society.  Although several 
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works have been written about the characters, roles and values of leadership, the 
principles that underlay an outstanding civil service and policy apparatus, and 
unique institutions, few if any have given a detailed account of the role played 
specifically by Muslim actors, and especially the Islamic Religious Council of 
Singapore (Muis), that celebrates its golden jubilee in 2018.  The values pursued by 
Muis’ founding leaders and its successive generation of officers, and consistently 
transmitted to Singapore’s Muslim community must be acknowledged as a pillar 
of social cohesion alongside the efforts of other faith communities that facilitated 
and reinforced the ambitions of the original architects of Singapore’s success.1 

 It is from this vantage that this book brings together the reflections 
of Muis over the past few decades including the voices of its esteemed guest 
scholars, through whom Muis has sought to instill, challenge, educate, illuminate 
and disseminate religious thoughts and values. Although it is inescapably about 
Islam and Muslims, it features diverse voices that profess different faiths. This is 
a natural consequence of Muis’ primary mandate to administer Islam for Muslims 
in Singapore; provide clear regulations, pronouncements, and guidance; and 
ensure better quality religious elites. Muis is also active in promoting dynamism 
in the Muslim community by facilitating adaptation to modern realities as well as 
harmony in Singapore’s multi-racial context (Saat, 2018, Introduction). That said, 
this book is written with a global audience in mind. Muslims represent sizable 
minorities in western nations. There is nothing to limit the values expressed 
throughout this book to Islam or any specific religion for that matter. Indeed, most 
values are of universal import and find their way in the histories and traditions of 
other systems of belief.

 The book, thus, seeks to contribute to the study of religion, and Islam in 
particular, in Singapore and help to fill a gap in this area. Beyond general interest 
and that associated with the Muis 50 celebrations, it is hoped that this book will be 
of value to those who have participated in this socio-religious and policy process 
and those who continue to do so.

1  In celebrating its 50th anniversary, the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore (Muis) 
recently published a book elucidating its 50 years of policy thinking; see Norshahril Saat (ed.) (2018). 
Fulfilling the trust: 50 years of shaping Muslim religious life in Singapore. Singapore: World Scientific 
Publishing.
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 This book may elicit some disagreement. Muis has, as a statutory board, 
pursued a specific interpretation of Islam and set a very specific view of the 
attributes of an ideal Muslim and more broadly a Muslim community of excellence. 
Indeed, the values that Muis has emphasized including peace, coexistence, 
prosperity, diversity, pluralism, human dignity, reform and dynamism are shared 
by Muslims the world over. The expression of these values, however, cannot be 
limited to those permitted within the context of Singapore where the overall 
system of governance is, for the most part, geared towards public interest and 
welfare. Although Muis itself has been forthcoming about the uniqueness of 
its experience, several of its renowned guests have spoken to these values in a 
way that either neglects the broader Singaporean context that has enabled the 
expression of such values in ways consistent with democracy and social justice, or 
else discounted the importance of the contexts of other Muslims from around the 
world in the potential emulation of the Singaporean experience.

 This book, however, is not about the impossibility of the Singaporean 
experience. To the contrary, it offers insight into one very specific area of the 
efforts related to managing Islam and Muslim affairs. By putting together many 
of the key ideas, principles, notions, propositions and recommendations drawn 
from the various discourses and programmes organized by Muis over the past 
two decades, the reader ought to gain an idea of how Muis together with the 
community have attempted to shape the religious thoughts and values of the 
Singaporean Muslim community. Whether the reader seeks to understand what 
Muis has achieved for personal growth or to support social initiatives, he or she 
will find that the attributes of the Singapore Muslim Identity (SMI) which include 
Resilience, Inclusiveness, Contributiveness, Adaptability and Progressiveness 
(RICAP) are an achievable goal. 

 Many of the works cited throughout the book were published in the form 
of monographs, articles or books. Some were unpublished but newly included in 
this collection as they reflect the relevant ideas contributing to the discourse. 
This book presents the thoughts of many of the eminent thinkers, scholars, 
political and religious leaders whom Muis invited over the years to help shape 
the attributes of the SMI. While many of the invitees are Muslim thinkers, 
several come from different religious traditions underscoring the existence of 
interfaith solidarity and a foundation of shared values. Thus, the values that these 
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thinkers have expounded are not only seen to reinforce the SMI but also common 
understanding among otherwise different systems of belief. This book takes 
a descriptive approach that seeks to present the views of Muis’ guest scholars 
who were invited to speak about globalization, religious resurgence and the role 
of religion in a modern, globalized world.  The book, therefore, highlights the 
diversity of speakers who have contributed to a discourse that goes beyond Islam 
to encompass other religions and who recognize that thriving in a plural world 
lies in our collective ability, willingness and vision to extend our hands in mutual 
respect, understanding and common morality.

 By providing a platform for discussion which reflects the way in 
which a number of themes are perceived by prominent voices from diverse 
faith communities, this book can provide a valuable framework for thriving in 
plural societies in the region and beyond. Muis hopes that governments, non-
governmental bodies, international and regional organizations as well as those 
who have a stake in the future of faith will find this book an important tool in 
catalyzing transparent and candid debate about the role of religious values in 
modern plural societies.

 It calls on public authorities and other stakeholders to recognize the role 
and relevance of religions in modern plural societies and thereby the holistic 
nature of the human spirit, the benefits of positive and progressive religious 
thoughts and life, and the common moral code that binds humanity and that makes 
collective life possible, even harmonious. It supports a universal need to reassess 
the importance of robust religious values and institutions and their potentially 
positive and progressive influence on civic responsibility and nation building. In 
doing so, it focuses attention on common themes among different religions as 
well as between the former and the proponents of secularism highlighting the 
need for continued dialogue, understanding and cooperation.

 In this process, we have made a selection of Muis’ guest scholars’ 
presentations, speeches, papers and publications that best represent the religious 
values that Muis hopes to convey through them. One of Muis’ primary concerns 
involves the unquestionable rootedness of its approach and future orientation in 
Islam’s primary sources and rich intellectual heritage that includes contributions 
in the fields of law, society, science, economy, politics and culture.
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 In curating these disparate works together, we have tried to make this book 
cogent and coherent. This has involved editing, though minimally when involving 
the voice of others. It also involves value-adding with relevant commentary, 
background information and referencing. Additionally, we have included works 
that clarify and reinforce certain points. Our primarily goal is to let the voices 
and publications that Muis has projected in its quest to instill the attributes of the 
Singapore Muslim Identity to harmoniously speak for themselves.  

 This introduction has three aims. First, it briefly reviews the birth and 
development of the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore (Muis). This will give 
context to Muis’ role in shaping the SMI in addition to other important aspects of 
Islam in Singapore. Second, it outlines the book in accordance with the content of 
each chapter. Third, it provides an overview of the recurring themes in the works 
that this book has integrated. 

 We also offer an introductory chapter on the overall framework that 
contextualizes the SMI project, relating its success to the existence of other 
important policies and factors. Finally, we present a concluding epilogue on the 
lessons and challenges in creating and sustaining a national religious identity in 
today’s increasingly diverse and plural world.

Islamic Religious Council of Singapore - Muis2

 Muis is a statutory board within the Government of Singapore. It came into 
being in 1968 as the public body tasked with administering Muslim affairs. From 
its inception, the government made clear that it had no intention of intervening 
in Muis’s mandate. In the words of the then Minister for Culture and Social Affairs, 
Othman Wok: “All that the government is interested in is to see that the affairs 
of the Muslims in Singapore are entrusted to a wise, forward-looking and stable 
organization” (Kuchit, 2018, 28). This has, by and large, been the case throughout 
Muis’ history, which has been documented in detail elsewhere.3 

2  Muis is the acronym of the Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura, the official name constituted 
under the Administration of Muslim Law Act (AMLA) of Singapore, and whose English translation is 
the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore.
3  See Norshahril Saat (ed.) (2018); and Anthony Green. (2009). Honouring the past, shaping the 
future: The Muis story – 40 years of building a Singapore Muslim Community of Excellence. Singapore: Muis.
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 Muis has grown into a forward looking and dynamic organization. In its 
early days Muis focused on traditional areas of administration of Muslim affairs 
including endowments and charity, mosque building, madrasahs, pilgrimage, and 
collection of zakat. Throughout the years it has had to find a delicate balance 
between the perception that it is simply an extension of government to an 
authority that genuinely represents and advances the interests of the Muslim 
community, which at some critical junctures may not have conformed to certain 
government choices. Its competence in managing this situation has earned it both 
the confidence of the government and the people. 

 This book examines a unique area of Muis’ activities over the years. These 
are not related so much to the administration of conventional Muslim affairs, but 
actually to shaping the Singapore Muslim Identity, both through these activities 
but also more explicitly through the Singapore Muslim Identity (SMI) project. 
The SMI project was a direct response to the need to ensure that the Muslim 
community was cognizant of and responsive to life in a highly diverse and plural 
society. Its aim was to disseminate specific Islamic attributes, attitudes, values 
and overall teachings that promoted nation building and full social citizenship for 
members of the Muslim community.

 In the post-September 11, 2001 environment, the explicit development of 
an approach to what it means to be a Singaporean Muslim took on added urgency 
within Muis. The assumption that it would simply materialize by employing the 
right people, supporting the right projects, modeling certain behaviours and 
upholding certain values had only been partially accurate. Muis needed to up 
its efforts at shaping a community of excellence that is progressive, inclusive, 
contributive, balanced and active. 

 The SMI is an ongoing process. It builds on Muis experiences and efforts 
over the years. Lessons are also drawn from the rich experiences of other minority 
Muslim communities that Muis visited such as those in the Europe, United States 
of America, and Australia, as well as Muslim majority communities such as those 
in Turkey and Egypt. Muis hopes its experiences will therefore benefit many other 
faith communities around the world. 
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CHAPTER SYNOPSES

 The book is divided into two parts. Part One, comprising chapters 1 - 
4, elaborates the conceptual foundation of a Community of Excellence Muis 
envisions. It lays down the foundational ideas, principles and values of the 
Muslim Community of Excellence. Part Two, comprising chapters 5 – 8, discusses 
further these values and their manifestations in the form of socio-religious life, 
institutions and programmes in Singapore.

 Chapter 1 presents a framework for a community of excellence. The 
chapter is divided into five sections. First, it discusses the need for progressiveness 
and how this enables religious values to contribute to collective welfare. Second, 
it examines the broader picture in Singapore that frames Muis’ activities. Any 
attempt at guiding faith has to contend with the environment within which it 
is embedded. The role of good governance cannot be underestimated. Third, it 
suggests a framework for our community of excellence that highlights the role of 
values and attributes in positive and progressive engagement. Fourth, it discusses 
the elements of a community of excellence. Finally, in the fifth part it clarifies that 
all Muis efforts are firmly rooted in the Sharī‘ah  and knowledge of Islam’s rich 
intellectual heritage. 

 Chapter 2 takes a detailed look into the initiative to determine a set of 
desired attributes that enable Muslims to faithfully practice their religion in 
Singapore in an adaptive, progressive and inclusive way. The five moral attributes 
that came to form the core of the Singapore Muslim Identity and that are 
fundamental to the behaviour and interactions of a community of excellence are 
Resilience, Inclusiveness, Contributive, Adaptability and Progressiveness (RICAP). 
This chapter provides a detailed consideration of these five attributes. We provide 
an explanation for the meaning of each attribute and its rootedness in Islamic 
teachings. Our aim is to show how each attribute is a significant part of a bigger 
picture and that the whole is larger than the sum of the parts, when considered 
from the vantage of nation building and civic engagement.

 Chapter 3 considers the role and relevance of religious values in modern 
plural societies. The chapter is divided into two major sections. The first section 
explores Islam in Southeast Asia demonstrating the independent and unique 
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identity that Muslims have maintained in this region. The second section presents 
some of the benefits of religious values that were highlighted by Muis’ guest 
scholars.  These include sacredness of life, freedom of belief and expression, 
diversity, unity, moderation, common ground and compassion and mercy. 

 Chapter 4 is concerned with the need to essentialize dignity for all people. 
The chapter has seven parts. First, it considers the importance of stable and 
peaceful societies, with a particular emphasis on the role of governing authorities 
in contributing to critical dimensions of human dignity. Second, it presents the 
centrality of dignity in Islam and its necessity for human flourishing. Third, it 
argues that human dignity is universal, that is, not dependent on anything other 
than the fact that we are human beings.  Fourth, it underscores that God is the 
ultimate recipient of all the good that we do with faithful hearts. Fifth, we talk 
about the divine spark that several of our guests mentioned and the trust that we 
assumed as human beings. Sixth, we consider the dignity and rights of women 
highlighting the importance of giving special attention to this category. Finally, 
in the last part, we talk about the importance of education for dignity. 

 Part two of this book considers the various manifestations of the 
aforementioned foundational ideas and values. Here, Chapter 5 considers issues of 
tradition and authority and the challenges and opportunities that lie ahead. First, 
it examines the sources and meaning of tradition in Islam and how its character 
both applies traction while also encouraging dynamism. Second, it considers the 
challenges that emerge when the role and place of tradition is misunderstood, 
and when understandings of key concepts are misinformed. Third, it suggests 
how tradition can be dealt with especially considering the injunction of ijtihād 
(independent reasoning) and tajdīd (renewal). Finally, it discusses authority, the 
need to integrate experts from other disciplines, gender bias and elevating the 
authority of ideas.

 Chapter 6 discusses notions of reform in Islam and dynamic fatwa. This 
chapter considers the broad waves of reform in Southeast Asian Islam and how 
this impacted Singapore. It briefly considers how the importation of reform ideas 
and a fiqh that dealt with very different circumstances impacts the way Islam is 
perceived and practiced today. Thus, we consider the fiqh of minorities and the 
very recent shift in the discourse towards a fiqh of citizenship. Indeed, the latter 
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offers the overriding framework for the management of Islam in Singapore even 
as its theoretical articulation remains immature. Singapore’s fatwa institution is 
perhaps most reflective of the effort to satisfy the needs of a minority community 
within a broader framework of citizenship.

 Chapter 7 focuses on the revival of principle-based approaches in Islamic 
thought and practice. This chapter examines four fundamental principles 
of Islamic ethics, which Muis believes ought to guide the lives of Muslim 
communities. The first principle is that of tawḥīd or unification. This moral 
principle unites all creation in a purposeful whole that challenges human beings 
to responsible stewardship one generation after the other. The second principle 
is taqwā or heedfulness of God. This principle ensures that Muslims are in an 
ongoing state of consciousness of their Creator and the covenant that they have 
undertaken as rational, sentient and spiritual beings to uphold the duties that He 
has decreed upon them so that they do not betray the rights of God, other human 
beings and living creatures more broadly.  The third principle is that of maqāṣid 
or objectives, purposefulness or intentionality. The main idea of the maqāṣid is to 
exhort people to consider the objectives or intents of their actions in an effort to 
continually align these with the maqāṣid of the Sharī‘ah itself. Finally, we discuss 
the importance of biodiversity and the rights of other living creatures with the 
aim of demonstrating the Sharī‘ah’s expressed concern with the environment and 
thereby our responsibility in conserving and protecting it. These principles must 
be revived in our ethical discourse and the search for ethical practices. 

 Finally, chapter 8 demonstrates how Muis has worked hard to transform 
progressive religious values into and through representative and viable 
institutions. Through the Administration of Muslim Law Act (AMLA), Muis has 
had a significant impact on the institutions that govern Islam in Singapore today. 
Muis champions positive and progressive religious values through collaboration 
between its socio-religious institutions such as Harmony Centre, mosques and 
madrasahs, with community, grassroots and national organizations as well as 
through community engagement initiatives to enhance social cohesion and well-
being of the nation. This chapter is intended to give readers an introductory idea 
of the institutions that have emerged and evolved in three major areas of Muslim 
affairs, including mosques, madrasahs/schools and interfaith organizations. It is 
important to note that these institutions, though discussed separately, are part 
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of a cohesive whole that while not necessarily coordinating their thought and 
practice nevertheless display common values. They are also bound by a broader 
legal and political framework that makes interaction and exchange not only 
possible but relatively easy.

 While the book, in its entirety, attempts to provide a coherent and 
progressive treatment of the foundational ideas and values that inform Muis in 
shaping a Muslim Community of Excellence that thrives in a plural society, each 
chapter can be read on its own, and reader can choose chapters relevant to his or 
her needs.

RECURRENT THEMES

 There are five themes based on seven critical religious values including 
unity, equality, dignity, freedom of faith, freedom of expression, diversity and 
knowledge acquisition that frequently recurred in the presentations that many 
of our visiting scholars gave. Each of these themes is closely associated with oft 
repeated verses from the Qur’ān. Although the Qur’ān cannot be divided into 
parts, and indeed must be approached holistically and comprehensively, the five 
verses that many guests reiterated to make similar or different points speak to 
their universal application and to the essence of meaning that is certainly found 
throughout the Qur’ān. 

 Many guest scholars chose to highlight the singularity of humankind’s 
original source by referring to this verse:

O you people, be heedful of your Lord who created you from a 
single soul, and from it created its mate, and from them spread 
countless men and women; and be mindful of God by whom you 
entreat [each other], and the wombs (al-arḥām)[that bore and 
connect you], surely God is your overseer. (Qur’ān, al-Nisā’ (4): 1)

 The idea that we all originated from the same source is a powerful belief. It 
exhorts humanity to rethink the superficial differences that often lead to senseless 
conflict. Irrespective of our differences, we are told that in the beginning and in 
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the end we are all kin. The moral and physical attribute that the Qur’ān uses to 
describe our singular source and thereby the nature of our relationships with 
each other is mercy. We all proceed from al-arḥām, though expressed as wombs in 
English actually means ‘the mercifuls’ in Arabic. We are all the children of Adam.

 Equality among human beings and their inherent sense of dignity was 
often ascribed to this verse: 

We dignified the children of Adam and carried them in the land 
and the sea; and granted them from all that is good and fair; 
and preferred them over much of what We created with notable 
preference (Qur’ān, al-Isrā’ (17): 70)

 This verse clearly demonstrates that God dignified all human beings. 
There is no distinction among people in terms of their dignity and inherent rights. 
The verse even tells us how dignity is bestowed by pointing to God’s facilitation 
of first, life for human beings, secondly, their warrant for all that is beneficial, 
and thirdly, their preference over many other creatures.  Together these three 
privileges underscore the qualities that make human beings worthy of honour or 
respect. 

  The ability to actualize these privileges and thereby honour the Qur’ānic 
conceptualization of dignity demands certain forms of freedom. Many Muis’ guests 
referred to the following verse to state that there is no compulsion in religion.

There is no compulsion in religion... (Qur’ān, al-Baqarah (2): 256)

 Faith is a personal and voluntary choice. There is no compulsion in 
matters of belief. Freedom of conscience is an inviolable right in Islam whether 
we are talking about personal choice or public governance. The call of Islam is 
not towards the homogenisation of society into one culture, identity or faith; but 
the observation and practice of good conduct and civility so as to ensure that 
diversity will nurture peace and advance the common good.
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 Diversity is considered a blessing in Islam. An oft repeated verse that we 
heard in this regard was:

O you people, verily created you from a male and female, and 
made you into ethnicities and tribes so that you may know one 
another. Truly, the most dignified of you with Allah is the most 
heedful. Verily, Allah is knowing, aware. (Qur’ān, al-Ḥujurāt (49): 
13)

 This verse refers to our common source, underscores our diversity, guides 
us towards knowing each other, while exhorting us to achieve and enhance our 
dignity by heeding God. Human diversity is not a cause for conflict, rather it is 
to be celebrated. Human resilience and survival would be impossible without 
such diversity. However, diversity without heedfulness, a common morality, and 
knowledge can be challenging. 

 This leads us to the final theme, which was the importance and 
pervasiveness of the acquisition of knowledge. The first revelation to the Prophet 
Muhammad, which links the process of learning to creation or the origins of life 
is reflective of the strong emphasis that Islam places on knowledge.  The Qur’ān 
states:

Read in the name of your Lord who created; Created the human 
from a substance that clings; Read and your Lord is the most 
bountiful; who taught by the pen; taught the human what he 
knew not. (Qur’ān, al-‘Alaq (96): 1-5)

 A Muslim who truly understands the significance and import of this 
message will spend their life seeking to further examine and study the creations 
of God, while at the same time, sharing their insights with the rest of humanity.  
Throughout the Qur’an people are challenged to observe the beauty and order of 
the universe and everything in it while recognizing that there is so much that we 
have yet to learn (Qur’ān, al-An‘ām (6): 104). We must therefore remain humble. 
Accepting this responsibility to explore and benefit from our understandings 
guarantees respect of the open and dynamic nature of Islam and ensures that 
every epoch identifies and furthers the knowledge required to safeguard and 
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enjoy life. 

 Today, we are celebrating over half a century of such a journey – one 
that has sought to emphasize unity among people without diminishing the 
significance of their diversity; that has insisted on the inherent dignity of every 
human being and their freedom to believe or reject faith. Our quest for knowledge 
has attempted to honour the Qur’ānic injunction not only to know one another 
but to learn about the religious values that can bring us together, that can enable 
us to live, work and play in meaningful ways for betterment of all.   
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CHAPTER 1: 
FRAMEWORK FOR A COMMUNITY 

OF EXCELLENCE

 In an interconnected and infinitely diverse world with proven potential 
for major conflicts, the management of religion has taken on critical significance. 
Even with a considerable amount of common moral ground among individuals 
and different faith communities, different religious values in plural societies can 
lead to exclusivity, division and, in more severe instances, extremism. No religion 
has received greater attention in this regard than Islam. Yet, there is very little 
that public authorities can do to stem division and promote civic responsibility 
if citizens belonging to different faith communities, including Islam, (1) do not 
firmly believe in the shared values that are very much a part of each’s basic 
religious teachings; and, (2) cannot transcend those aspects of their respective 
histories and traditions that would not jeopardize the fundamentals of their faith 
but that challenge their ability  to lead prosperous lives now and in the future. 

 Can Muslim thought be progressive? In short, yes. Although the 
emergence of progressive Muslim thought is often associated with the tragic 
events of September 11, in reality such intellectual bursts or shifts can be detected 
throughout the history of Islam’s rich intellectual heritage. Each era expressed 
progressive thought in ways that sought to honour Islam’s core message, address 
crises, or simply adapt to changing needs and circumstances. Similarly, today’s 
progressive Muslim thought is characterized by a number of commitments that 
reflect these same concerns. 

 Progressiveness implies adaptability. The process of adaptation is evident 
in the history and traditions of Muslim communities. Indeed, it is the versatility 
of Islam that allowed it to flourish in vastly different settings, not only around 
the world during Islam’s expansionist phase but even in its formative period as 
Muslims experienced the different cultures among the cities of Arabia itself. Their 
experiences show how Muslims practiced Islam successfully, despite having lived 
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in different environments. They managed to do so without having to forsake 
Islamic principles and its fundamental teachings.

 Islamic history has shown the progressiveness of Islam, insofar as Muslims 
have been able to practise Islam with relative ease under varying circumstances. 
Past scholars (‘ulamā’) have provided many examples of how they have reconciled 
Islamic teachings with unique challenges of their days. This is a valuable lesson for 
Singapore today, which like many unique contexts around the world, must find 
ways to successfully navigate the specificities of its society. Singapore is a multi-
religious, multi-racial society, governed by a secular state that is highly cognizant 
of the globalized world within which it must thrive. Charting a suitable path in 
living Islam today is a strategic undertaking given the fact that no singular Muslim 
community in the past or present is similar to Singapore’s unique situation so that 
it may act as self-sufficient model.

 Progressive Islam is the key to success in a world moving towards greater 
and greater interdependency and religious diversity. If Muslim thought can 
evolve and embed the values that enable holistic actualization of believers, their 
contribution to socio-economic development, and agreement on a common moral 
code that binds humanity, the benefits to their countries and world would be 
substantial. The lessons from this paradigmatic shift would be useful for other 
faith communities who are facing similar challenges. As Muslims learn to be 
progressive, the lessons from their experience could provide meaningful insights 
into how religious values and institutions can lead to positive and progressive 
influence on nation building and civic responsibility. 

 The chapter is divided into five sections. First, it discusses the need for 
progressiveness and how this enables religious values to contribute to collective 
welfare. Second, it examines the broader picture in Singapore that frames Muis 
activities. Any attempt at guiding faith has to contend with the environment within 
which it is embedded. The role of good governance cannot be underestimated. 
Third, it suggests a framework for our community of excellence that highlights 
the role of values and attributes in positive and progressive engagement. Fourth, 
it discusses the elements of a community of excellence. Finally, in the fifth part it 
clarifies that all Muis’ efforts are firmly rooted in the Sharī‘ah  and knowledge of 
Islam’s rich intellectual heritage. 
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The Need for Progressiveness

 Religious values have significant impacts on perceptions of civic 
responsibility by citizenry. They define the moral foundations upon which the 
relationships between citizens and each other are based as well as between 
citizens and the state.  They set the rules for how individuals and groups interact 
within their communities and between different communities. They create the 
conditions that facilitate or hinder egalitarian gender relations and cooperation. 
Religious values influence the social harmony of a country, contributing to moral 
uprightness, shared understandings and human security. A state’s approach 
to religion including Islam, can no longer primarily be based on security 
considerations but in providing an environment where citizens feel secure to 
leverage their systems of belief, can make positive and progressive contributions 
to civic life as well as socio-economic development. 

 Singapore’s leadership has always acknowledged that people are its most 
celebrated asset and that the contribution of each citizen to the best of their capacity 
is critical for the nation-building process. In order for each citizen to participate 
in such a disciplined way, the government recognises that both individuals and 
groups have to have the security and space for holistic self-actualization. It also 
acknowledges that, managed properly, religious values could be leveraged to 
promote social cooperation, harmony and rapid economic development. A long 
history supports this approach. In the immediate post-independence period, 
Othman Wok, the Minister for Culture and Social Affairs stated: 

Multiracialism has taken firm roots in our Republic, serving as 
the Government’s cornerstone in policies and legislations. It 
has proved remarkably effective, not only in racial and religious 
affairs but also in the economic and political spheres, for it is only 
with such equality that the communities that make up our nation 
can give off their best. Although the battle for racial equality in 
Singapore has been won, it does not mean that we can afford to sit 
back and relax. It is our duty to be ever vigilant and to sustain and 
consolidate the good work we have built through united efforts, 
so that we can be a living testimony that a multiracial society can 
work without having one sector of the population imposing its 
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will on the rest (Singh, 2016, 35).

 Pluralism and diversity were from the very beginning celebrated as 
positive forces and nationhood came to be defined in terms of accommodating 
diversity in race, religion, language and culture where different communities were 
given equal status. As President Yusof Ishak noted in the opening of Singapore’s 
first Parliament in December 13, 1956:

Needless to say, the more extreme any community is about one 
race, on language, and one religion, the more likely it is to arouse 
counter-chauvinism against other communities to the detriment 
of all (Singh, 2016, 35). 

 Ranked the most religiously diverse country in the world (Pew Research 
Report 2014), today the religious composition of Singapore is comprised of 
Buddhism/Taoism 43.2%, Christianity 18.8%, Islam 14%, Hinduism 5% and no 
religion 18.5%. This multi-religious policy allows every group to practice its faith 
without discrimination so long as its practices do not negatively impact others 
or the state. Simply legislating equality, however, may not be enough.  Although 
government cannot and must not impose or abolish religion, it can act as a catalyst 
and an endorser of those religious values that strengthen its moral fibre thereby 
building and sustaining the social harmony that enables nation building and full 
social membership. 

 Government institutions usually have a mixed record when it comes to 
managing religion. Many agencies are focused on security and intelligence with 
no counterbalance in the delivery of other outputs and services. The Islamic 
Religious Council of Singapore (Muis) is unique in this regard. Muis receives partial 
funding from the state with the rest of its budget contributed by the community. 
This necessarily means that Muis is bound by the values of the Government of 
Singapore including equality, meritocracy, multiculturalism, and secularism. The 
government is committed to serving the interests of all citizens regardless of race 
or religion. 

 Since the early 2000s, Muis has initiated a series of consultative efforts 
with members of the community, leaders, academics, scholars and thinkers, 
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locally and internationally to develop what is later known as the Singapore Muslim 
Identity (SMI) project. While rooted in its principles and shared traditions, the 
SMI exhibits five attributes including resilience in the face of constant changes 
and emerging challenges of the modern world, inclusiveness and thriving with 
diversity, contributive to humanity and civilizational development, adaptive to 
changing contexts and realities, and progressive in its thinking and practices. A 
Muslim community that aspires to be a blessing, a model and inspiration to all. 

Acknowledging the Broader Picture in Singapore

 Building a community of excellence does not occur in a policy or 
institutional vacuum. Singapore’s success should not mask the tremendous 
effort, investments and policy consistency that have gone into sustaining and 
consolidating racial and religious harmony. In the words of Moosa (2017, 8): 
“Advancing the common good is directly related to the question of governance 
and good governance promotes the common good. However, in failed states, 
everything else falls apart. Historically, Muslims thought that one night without 
proper governance is worse than a 
hundred years of oppression, because 
they value stability.” Oppression, 
however, is the greatest indicator that 
proper governance is lacking. Good 
governance by definition means that 
public authorities are not engaged in 
corruption, injustice, immorality and 
oppression. There are many political 
systems and structures that can honour 
the tenets of good governance and 
thereby human dignity.
  
 Over the years, Singapore has had to deal with complex religious realties 
that emanate both from within its borders and beyond.  The 1964 racial riots serve 
as an intense reminder of the need for judicious public management of race and 
religious affairs. Those crises led to the formulation of a number of important 
policies including the freedom of religious practice, culture and traditions, Malay 

There is an entire spectrum of 
conditions – from stable peaceful 
societies to unstable ones and 
from well-governed states that 
uphold the dignity of human 
beings to failed states that 
dehumanize decent people – 
and it is within such contexts that 
Islam is lived and its discourse 
develops. 
Ebrahim Moosa (2017, 2)
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as a national language, English as the common language, bilingual education 
policies, ethnic representation in government administration and politics, 
the prevention of ethnic enclaves in housing estates, fair representation in 
key political institutions and minorities as head of state (Singh, 2016, 37). In 
addition, legislative measures taken to ensure that religion would not divide 
the state included the Sedition Act, Internal Security Act, Maintenance of Racial 
Harmony Act, and tough policing of on and offline media (Singh, 2016, 33). The 
general acceptance of strict state management of religion has been facilitated 
by Singapore’s outstanding governance record with its strong emphasis on the 
welfare of its citizens. 

 The management of religion, therefore, cannot be viewed in isolation of 
related policies in the political, economic, socio-cultural, security and psychological 
spheres. As Alwee (2009, 82) explains, “The way towards development is surely 
never monocausal. Those who attributed religion as a factor for economic 
backwardness of a society failed to understand that development is also about 
economic structures, political ideology, resource allocation, demographic 
patterns, sociocultural history, educational opportunities, and class, ethnic and 
gender dynamics.” In the case of Singapore, Singh (2016, 38-39) sums these diverse 
efforts as follows:

Political 
• Effective government that is seen to be favouring all citizens 

and where the populace benefits from government’s policies.  
• Politics, e.g. Group Representative Constituency Scheme that 

ensures representation of all ethnic and religious groups in 
parliament.  

• Heads of State (Yusuf Ishak, Benjamin Sheares, Devan Nair) 
ensuring that key political positions are represented by all 
ethnic groups.  

• Presidential Council for Minority Rights to ensure that 
minorities are not discriminated in an essentially Chinese 
majority State.  

• Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act to pre-empt and 
prevent potential inter and intra-religious conflicts as well as 
issues between the State and various religious groups.  
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• Inter-Racial and Religious Confidence Circles to build 
and reinforce inter-racial, inter-religious and inter-faith 
harmony.

  
Social-Cultural  
• An education system that is fair to all and a source of social 

and economic mobility.  
• Language policies that promote English (for economic 

purposes) and bilingualism to ensure the survival and 
entrenchment of ‘mother tongues’.  

• Religious freedoms that allow each group to practice their 
faith but without spurring conflicts, be it with the State or 
among each other.  

• Mass/Grassroots organizations to promote interactions of all 
communities.  

• Ethnic self-help groups that are backed by the State to promote 
the interests of various communities while addressing 
special issues and problems peculiar to a particular ethnic or 
religious group.  

• Mass media that does not promote inter-racial or religious 
conflicts.  

• Public housing that ensures harmonious living without 
developing ethnic or religious enclaves. 

• National campaigns to promote values that the State believes 
will promote national unity and resilience.

 
Economic  
• Promote and share economic growth and prosperity among 

its populace. 
 
Security 
• Physical security so that no citizen feels threatens or 

intimidated, in turn, emerging as a State-provided public 
good.  

• National defence to promote national security and interests 
within which citizens feel safe and protected.  
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• National Service to promote national security and interactions 
among various communities.  

• Internal Security Act to deter and if that fails, to act against 
individuals and groups that are deemed to be a threat 
to national security, especially by mobilizing ethnic and 
religious issues, especially hatred towards other groups.

Psychological  
• Building of a National ‘heartware’ as part of nation building.

 These diverse yet consistent policies demonstrate that social harmony, 
peaceful co-existence, civic duty and equality must be part of broader government 
initiatives that establish public interest and the common good as the highest 
priority. A citizenry that perceives that its best interest is at the heart of most if 
not all government policies is much more likely to accept guidance and reciprocate 
trust. 

 Within this context, Islam and Muslims in Singapore are unique. In a 
multi religious and secular setting of Singapore, the Administration of Muslim 
Law Act (AMLA) is enshrined in the Constitution. The promulgation of AMLA 
in 1968 and the concomitant establishment of Muis signalled, as Mr Othman 
Wok, the then Minister for Culture and Social Affairs emphasized, government’s 
interest to see that the affairs of the Muslims in Singapore are entrusted to a 
wise, forward-looking and stable stable organization (Kuchit, 2018.) The Act also 
institutionalises the position of the Mufti — an official religious scholar (‘ālim) 
whose role is to guide the religious community — and the formation of a fatwa 
committee, which is in-charge of passing religious rulings. Muis also oversees 
the running of traditional Islamic institutions, such as wakafs (charities and 
endowments), zakat (tithe), and madrasahs (religious schools). On a more tacit 
level, though more and more explicit during the past two decades, the Council has 
been instrumental in shaping the religious identity of Muslims in Singapore. The 
formation of the Muis Academy in September 2007 signalled Muis’s intensifying 
efforts to shape progressive religious thought in the modern world. The Academy 
is mandated to build the leadership capabilities of the socio-religious community 
so as to shape the progressive religious life of the Muslim community, promote 
deeper understanding and progressive discourse on Islam and Muslim society in 
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the modern world taking a multi and trans-disciplinary and critical approach to 
support the vision of establishing a Muslim Community of Excellence. 

 During the 2000s, a number of events transpired that placed the Muslim 
community under a harsh spotlight. September 11, 2001, the discovery of terrorist 
cells in the region, and the presence of Jamaah Islamiah (JI) followers in Singapore 
all combined to prompt a rethink of how the values that Muis espoused could 
more effectively penetrate the community while creating bridges with non-
Muslims. At the opening of the Convention of Ulama PERGAS (the Singapore 
Islamic Scholars and Religious Teachers Association) in 2003, Mohammad Alami 
Musa, the President of Muis, noted:

With Allah’s grace, the image of Islam is being restored gradually, 
especially among the non-Muslims. They are now aware that 
violence is not a teaching of Islam. The perpetrators of violence 
are those who had misinterpreted the teachings of Islam, which 
is rightfully a peaceful religion, a compassionate way of life and a 
“middle” creed (Musa, 2004).

 Musa then went on to define the concept of moderation and the attributes 
that a Muslim must possess in order to honour this central religious ethic. He 
called upon “the scholars and asatizah (religious educators) to unite and to work 
hand in hand with intellectuals from other disciplines to shape the community’s 
thinking towards instilling Islamic values which are cognizant of Singapore’s 
present context” (Musa, 2004, xxiv). He went on to note that, “what we need to do 
is to internalise the principles, values and spirit of Islam and align the practices 
in line with the requirements of community life in Singapore and not leaning to 
versions of Islam of the Middle East, Europe or elsewhere. This is due to differences 
in reality of life between them and us” (Ibid.).

 The introduction of the Singapore Muslim Identity project ensued soon 
after among other important initiatives that include inter-civilizational dialogue 
which led to creation of Harmony Centre, madrasah education reform and serious 
research into the formation of a local institution for the provision of higher 
education in Islamic studies. Although this book focuses on the advancement of 
progressive values for the common good, these efforts demonstrate that success 
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depends on an integrated and holistic approach to building a community of 
excellence, and that must indeed be part of any policy framework.

Framework for Community of Excellence:  Values + Knowledge + Attributes = 
Positive and Progressive Engagement

 A community of excellence 
does not emerge by chance. Part 
of the reason for Muis’ success 
stems from its central belief that 
excellence cannot be achieved if 
change is allowed to take its natural 
course. Instead, the challenge to 
chart a suitable and unique path 
must be accepted by harmonizing 
Islamic principles with the 
constantly changing realities of 
life. Accordingly, Muis strives to 
define socio-religious life given 
the realities of modern Singapore. 
In other words, diversity including 
Islam must be managed with an 
eye to navigating modern contexts, 
taking advantage of opportunities, 
turning problems to opportunities, 
and resolving potential challenges, 
contradictions and conflicts. The 
main challenges to building a 
community of excellence stem from 
both external and internal sources. 
Externally, global developments 
and crises involving Islam and 
Muslims may be difficult to foresee and address. Complex considerations that 
may contravene Islamic and humanistic values sometimes pervade foreign and 
military strategies. Internally, balancing tradition with the dictates of modern 

Impact of Internal and External Events
In Singapore’s early days, issues arose 
from time to time that if left unresolved, 
threatened to spark religious tensions 
and disrupt the peace. For instance, in 
the late 1940s there had been a case of 
a Dutch girl who had been given up to 
be cared for by a Malay lady, who then 
had become Muslim and married. The 
resulting turmoil, when the parents 
wanted to reclaim her saw riots, was 
violence and death. Thirty years later, 
in the wake of the Iranian Revolution 
of 1979, a small number of Muslims 
began to talk about how they could 
work towards forming an Islamic state. 

More recently, the tragic events of 
September 11, 2001 where close to 
3000 people were killed by 19 hijackers 
who crashed two planes into the twin 
towers of New York City’s World Trade 
Centre led many to view Muslims with 
suspicion, leading to questions of 
loyalty and the nature of the feelings 
of Muslims in Singapore. Efforts to deal 
with the aftermath involved Muis, the 
Muslim community, the media and all 
major religious groups.
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life while persuading Muslims that opinions and decisions are rooted in Islamic 
sources and not exclusively in the interests of the state (even when these do not 
conflict) can be very delicate. 

 Given such considerations, the framework for a community of excellence 
shown in the figure below illustrates supportive values interacting with the 
progressive attributes of the Singapore Muslim Identity to reinforce behaviours 
that lead to nation building and full social membership. A community of excellence 
is the outcome of the willingness to behave and interact in accordance with the five 
key attributes – resilience, inclusiveness, contributive, adaptive and progressive 
– and their impact on nation building and positively engaged citizenship despite 
the pressures that may present themselves from within and without.

The Elements of a Community of Excellence

 The desired outcome, a Community of Excellence, is achieved when full 
social membership and nation building are effected as illustrated on the right of 
the figure below. This community undertakes Islamic rituals, to the far right of 
the figure, in such a way that respects the essence of each act. In other words, 
the performance of rituals enhances God-consciousness or heedfulness (taqwā) 
of individuals and the community. In this sense, rituals cannot be separated 
from the values that they are intended to instill and reinforce. Rituals enable 
the community of excellence to continually perfect and internalize ethical 
behaviour. The foundation of a community of excellence is comprised of the 
values it enacts in its behaviour and interactions with others both within the 
community and beyond as shown at the base of the figure. The five attributes 
representing the Singapore Muslim Identity are found at the centre of the figure 
including resilience, inclusiveness, contributive, adaptive and progressive. 
The preconditions for building a community of excellence are a trusting people 
confident in the motives of their government, and integrated and holistic 
policies that do not place undue emphasis on one policy area versus another, 
shown to the left, that ensure that the management of religion is horizontally 
and vertically consistent with other public policies and, more important, that 
demonstrate the government’s overall justice and beneficence towards its citizens 
thereby creating trust.  A community of excellence can be impacted by local and 
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international crises and associated responses by authorities including through 
foreign policy positions, which are shown in the oval circles to the left.
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 The figure above provides a holistic conceptual structure of a community 
of excellence. The better part of this book focuses on the values, at the base of 
figure, as these serve to clarify the attributes of the SMI, reinforce important 
understandings and unite diverse actors. They also represent the values that 
ought to be internalized through the practice of Islam’s rituals. Singapore’s socio-
religious make-up, history and geography influence the state’s policy of managing 
religion, and Islam in particular, and the desire to build a community of excellence 
based on principles of faith. The core values of all religions serve as the guidelines 
for planning and action, which are further reflected in the values of the state 
even given its secular nature. The systematic and serious efforts undertaken by 
Muis to develop the Singapore Muslim Identity are inculcators of the attributes 
of resilience, inclusiveness, contributiveness, adaptability and progressiveness 
through the values that underlay them as elaborated in the next chapter.

SMI Attributes are Rooted in the Sharī‘ah
 
 The Sharī‘ah, or Islamic way of life, is dynamic and characterised by 
two unique features – principles that do not change and the flexibility in their 
application, in the process of adapting to changing circumstances. A community 
of excellence understands the difference between the immutable and mutable 
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aspects of the Sharī‘ah , and sustains its present and future standing through 
continuous effort and adaptability in the latter domain. Despite the importance 
of Islamic rituals, they only constitute a limited dimension of Muslim life given 
the comprehensiveness of the faith. The Islamic belief system is not based on 
unquestioning adherence. Qur’ānic rules that are presented to guide human life 
take into account the necessity and role of human reason, of its need to question, 
consider, comprehend, accept, and finally, adapt (Draz, 2018, 159). Islam places 
great importance on knowledge and creative and critical thinking particularly 
when it comes to matters of religion. In the words of the late renowned Islamic 
scholar Sheikh Muhammad Abdallah Draz this process is akin to citizenship where 
a Muslim participates in some way in the authority of the law, by the choice and 
initiative to which he or she is entitled (Draz, 2018, 22). 

 Even with the acceptance of religious rules we must still determine our 
own course of action and its purpose or maqsad at any given point in time given 
the other parameters that define the needs of a situation. The Sharī‘ah is therefore 
built on knowledge, critical inquiry, openness and public welfare. Ibn Al-Qayyim 
al-Jawziyah (d.1350) succinctly states:

Verily, the Sharī‘ah  is founded upon wisdom and welfare for 
worshipers in this life and the afterlife. In its entirety it is justice, 
mercy, benefit, and wisdom. Every matter which abandons 
justice for tyranny, mercy for cruelty, benefit for corruption, and 
wisdom for foolishness is not a part of the Sharī‘ah even if it was 
introduced therein by an interpretation.4

 With these principles forming its bedrock, the Sharī‘ah accepts and 
welcomes all means that benefit mankind and the environment.

 Islam embraces other civilizations and cultures, and welcomes new 
scientific developments that contribute to the betterment of human life on earth. In 
the past, Muslims contributed greatly to the development of the modern sciences. 
Inspired by this tradition, Muslim scholars readily rode the modernisation wave 
and played a major role in the development of contemporary sciences. 

4 Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (1423h). I‘lām al-Muwaqqi‘īn ‘an Rabb al-‘Ālamīn. Riyāḍ: Dār Ibn 
al-Jawzī. 4: 337.
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 Interacting with other civilizations is not new but has always been part of 
the Islamic way of life. The Qur’ān itself discusses inter-faith and inter-communal 
relations and dialogue as we will see throughout this book. The societies in which 
Muslims lived in the past were indeed multi-racial and multi-religious. Their 
perspective on openness and the ultimate belief in the unity of God and all that He 
created, paved the way for Muslims to contribute at the global level. These earlier 
generations demonstrated how being Muslim not only demanded excellence in 
everything they hoped to succeed in but also that there was a duty to contribute 
to the better of human life. In the words of Prophet Muhammad: Verily, Allah 
likes that when one of you undertakes a task that he [or she] masters it.5

 Therefore, in striving to be the best, excellence must be achieved in all 
areas of life. From the religious perspective, ‘excellence’ means the ability to 
perform the rituals of Islam while appreciating their significance and internalising 
the values embedded within them. By doing so, individuals and groups are able to 
manifest the beauty of Islam. This beauty, when shared with humanity, will bring 
goodness to everyone. In other words, a Muslim community of excellence is one 
that is religiously profound. 

 In the social sense, ‘excellence’ refers to the ability to fully partake in 
nation-building and to position the community and its individual members as 
full members of Singaporean society. In other words, a Muslim community of 
excellence is one that is also socially progressive. To become religiously profound 
and socially progressive in the context of Singapore involves the genuine synthesis 
of RICAP, the five key attributes of the SMI, into the very fibre of individual and 
group conscience.

Conclusion

 This chapter asserts that Muslim thought can be progressive and can 
contribute positively to nation building and full social membership. In fact, this is 
something that Singapore has acknowledged since independence. It did believe, 
however, that in order to reap these potential benefits a central administrative 

5  Al-Ṭabarānī no. 891, Abū Ya‘lā no. 4387 and others through Malik ibn Anas. The authenticity 
of this narration is disputed. However, it has been narrated through multiple chains of narrators and 
its meaning conforms to Quranic teaching and other undisputed Prophetic narrations.
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authority was required. This authority was not intended to restrict and diminish 
the role of Islam, but rather to support the community in its efforts to contribute 
to nation building, civic engagement and community excellence in a number of 
spheres. 

 The AMLA and Muis cannot achieve their goals in isolation of a broader 
framework of good governance. Muis’ mandate is strategized within political, 
sociocultural, economic, security and psychological policies and programs that 
reinforce it. The community is also part of a dynamic, globally competitive and 
forward looking multi-racial and multi-religious society which inevitably exerts 
its own pressures and expectations on everyone. Our framework for a community 
of excellence acknowledges the elements that influence the Singapore Muslim 
Identity. An identity that prioritizes five critical attributes including resilience, 
inclusiveness, contributive, adaptability and progressive. 

 Muis has not formulated these attributes in isolation of the community. 
Wide and lengthy stakeholder consultations have been held over a number of 
years. Muis has observed the behaviour of its leaders who exhibit these attributes 
and have applied them throughout their careers. Even this is not sufficient. The 
SMI is firmly rooted in the knowledge of the Sharī‘ah, Islam’s primary sources 
and rich intellectual heritage form the ultimate foundation of our efforts. Muis 
believes that being religiously profound and socially progressive are inseparable 
acts.
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Muis Academy’s Islamic Discourse 
Framework (DF) for thought 
leadership aims at deepening the 
content of Islamic thought.

Engaging experts and scholars, the 
DF asks critical questions on the role 
of religions and religious traditions in 
public spaces. It also seeks to redefine 
key concepts and terms in a way that 
would offer a more progressive and 
contemporary philosophy of Islamic 
traditions.  A philosophy that would 
anchor the positive role of religion 
and develop thought leaders who 
can offer visionary, creative solutions 
and ideas to lead and shape the 
community’s perspectives towards a 
more progressive understanding of 
religious life in the modern world; one 
that focuses on the higher principles 
of religion and the deeper meaning 
and significance of our rituals and 
practices.

Muis Academy’s 
Islamic Discourse 
Framework
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These infographics shows how Muis Academy’s programmes between 2016 - 2017 is based 
on the Discourse Framework themes.
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The Islamic Religious Council of Singapore, in collaboration with the Faculty of Oriental 
Studies, Oxford University; the National Centre for Excellence in Islamic Studies, University 
of Melbourne; and the Department of Malay Studies, National University of Singapore, 
organized a 3-day conference on the theme of ‘Muslims in Multicultural Societies.’

The inaugural conference took place on 14 – 16 July 2010 in Grand Hyatt Hotel. Then Senior 
Minister of Singapore, Mr. Goh Chok Tong was the guest of honour. In attendance, there 
were scholars, academics, policymakers and religious and community leaders from more 
than 20 countries.

The Most Reverend Dr Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury delivered the Muis Lecture 
on 6 December 2007 at Ritz-Carlton Millenia, Singapore. The lecture was jointly organized 
by Muis Academy, Harmony Centre and CSCA(Centre for the Study of Christianity in Asia), 
Trinity Theological College.

Lectures
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The Muis Theatrette has hosted many of Muis Academy’s Public Lectures. Islam and Diversity: 
Lessons From Muhammad’s Compassionate Life was delivered by Dr Jonathan Brown on 27 
July 2017 to 250 participants. 

On 4 May 2018, 600 participants joined the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, who delivered a lecture 
on The Unifying Force of Religions. Participants invariably are actively engaged with the 
guest scholars.
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Members of various faith traditions and communities are always invited to be part of these 
conversations. This helps build mutual respect and deepen understanding of different faith 
traditions.

Muis Lectures attract audience from different segments of the society - ranging from 
academia, to community and religious leaders, as well as grassroot activists and members 
of the public. Many have shared positive feedback from the discourse which focused on 
developing and emerging trends in Islamic thoughts and perspectives dealing with managing 
change and thriving in the context of a global, secular and plural world.
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Mufti of the Republic of Singapore is the highest Islamic Office in Singapore. Mufti Dr 
Mohamed Fatris Bakaram is constantly engaging the community through various platforms. 
On 8 September 2018, Bicara Perdana Mufti or the Grand Dialogue with the Mufti hosted 
more than 2000 participants. The dialogue was part of a 3-day engagement with the 
community organised in conjunction with Muis’ 50th anniversary.

Muis’ Office of the Mufti organised its inaugural Conference on Fatwa in Contemporary 
Societies on 11 February 2017. The one day conference, attended by over 300 Islamic 
religious teachers, scholars, academics and professionals from fields such as law and 
medicine, witnessed the launching of the first volume of Fatwas of Singapore, highlighting 
the progressive nature of Islamic thought and how fatwa evolves as society develops.
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CHAPTER 2: 
ATTRIBUTES OF A MUSLIM COMMUNITY 

OF EXCELLENCE

 One of the more significant developments in Muis’ 50-year journey has 
been the initiative to draw up a set of desired attributes that enable Muslims to 
faithfully practice their religion in Singapore in an adaptive, progressive and 
inclusive way, while at the same time contributing to the well-being of Singapore 
and Singaporeans. These desired attributes constitute the foundation of a Muslim 
community of excellence. They were given shape and religious justification by 
a panel of asatizah (religious scholars) at the Office of the Mufti. The motivation 
for such a project, recalls Singapore’s mufti at the time, Sheikh Syed Isa Semait, 
was prompted by the need to improve the community’s depth and breadth of 
knowledge of true Islamic teachings, especially amongst its young.  Muslims have 
an obligation to their religion and also to their country. Applying the teaching 
of the hadith (Prophetic traditions), the Mufti stresses that the “love for one’s 
country is a part of one’s faith.” After much consultation, discussions and feedback 
sessions, the ideas were further refined and improved. Eventually, the desired 
attributes were launched as the Singapore Muslim Identity Project (Hussain, 2012, 
168-170).

 When first mooted and shared with the community, there were some 
reservations regarding their appropriateness and relevance. In fact, the reaction 
from the community was mixed even though much efforts had been expended by 
Muis to explain the rationale of the project. Those familiar with the project’s ideas, 
principles and objectives appreciated the value of the project, but a good number 
could not see matters in the same way. Hence, there was need for a consistent 
and concerted effort to infuse the ethos of the project through a number of 
diverse platforms including mosque sermons, conferences, seminars, roundtable 
discussions, symposiums, colloquiums, workshops and masterclasses, locally and 
internationally. The idea was to spread the message as consistently and as widely 
as possible. Despite the success of the project in instilling key attributes, the 
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Singapore Muslim Identity is a work in progress that will require sustained effort 
and creativity. 

 The five moral attributes that form the core of the Singapore Muslim 
Identity and that are fundamental to the behaviour and interactions of a 
community of excellence are Resilience, Inclusiveness, Contributive, Adaptability 
and Progressiveness (RICAP). This chapter provides a detailed consideration of 
the five attributes. We provide an explanation for the meaning of each attribute 
and its rootedness in Islamic teachings. Our aim is to show how each attribute is a 
significant part of a bigger picture and that the whole is larger than the sum of the 
parts, when considered from the vantage of nation building and civic engagement.

The Attributes of the Singapore Muslim Identity

Resilience 

 First, Muslims must be resilient to have the moral and spiritual strength 
to be on top of the challenges of modern society. Fortitude and confidence will help 
build a strong Muslim community whose religious life is built upon sound faith, 
morals, knowledge, principles, excellent work ethics, acceptance of diversity and 
pluralistic societies, and a passion for contributing continuously to the society 
and nation. Spiritual strength inspires and shapes progress. Such spirituality, as 
supported by many scholars, is based on the following five principles: heedfulness 
of Allah (taqwā) at all times; emulating Prophet Muhammad (Sunnah) in all actions; 
refraining from all that is not beneficial; showing gratitude for the bounties of 
Allah; and surrendering to Allah in all matters. Developing moral and spiritual 
profoundness is part of the comprehensive development of the human being. 

 Prophet Muhammad prioritized developing the religious life of Muslims 
and focused heavily on building and strengthening the morals of the community: 
“Indeed, I have been sent to perfect moral character.”6 He also said:

My Lord commanded me nine [things]: sincerity in private and 
public, justice in contentment and fury, efficiency in wealth and  
 

6  Hadith narrated by Bukhari.
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poverty, and to forgive he who wrongs me, connect with he who 
cuts me off, give to he who  deprives me, and that my utterances 
are remembrance [of Him], my silence is reflection, and my 
observations occasion to understand the moral [of events].7

 Even though the Sharī‘ah has laid out specific sanctions for moral 
violations, these tend to be secondary to the emphasis placed on education and 
character building.  This is not to say that laws and order are unimportant, but 
rather that a well-educated and confident community is more likely to govern 
itself according to good principles realizing that ultimate accountability is to God. 
A good education system that produces individuals who can judge for themselves 
so that they can recognize wrong and redress it, without being forced by the law, 
is a hallmark of a civilized society.

 Values and principles upheld by the community reflect the diligence 
and industry in fulfilling their duties towards themselves and others. Such 
a community cannot compromise on the quality of work that it undertakes, 
whether in private or public. It needs to set the standards that others will desire 
to emulate. To be the benchmark, one has to achieve the best possible results. 
There cannot be any hesitation to chart new grounds and open new avenues that 
may benefit humanity at large. 

 Resilience also means that individual members of the community, its 
institutions and the community collectively are well prepared to handle crises. 
Muis is cognizant of the complexity of the challenges that can emerge from 
internal and external crises. While the Muslim community is not expected to face 
or address these crises on its own, it can better play its part if it has developed 
adequate resilience.  

Inclusiveness

 Second, Muslims must be inclusive while practicing Islam and 
maintaining their Islamic identity in a non-Muslim country. This is not 
unprecedented in Islamic history; Islam had, at its inception been a minority  
 
7  Hadith reported by al-Tabrizi in Mishkāt al-Maṣābīḥ.
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religion, co-existing with other religions in a plural society. Consequently, the 
principles of respect and acknowledgement of the diversity of humanity are  
not foreign to Islam. In fact, the Qur’ān emphasizes these principles, when it 
openly discusses other religious traditions, such as that of the Jews, Christians, 
Zoroastrians, Sabians, idol worshippers, atheists, and agnostics. Islam adopts an 
inclusive approach when dealing with such differences.
Verily, those who believe, and the Jews, and the Christians, and the Sabians, those 
who believe in Allah and the Last Day and works righteousness, will have their 
recompense with their Lord and no fear shall be upon them nor shall they grieve 
(Qur’ān, al-Baqarah (2): 62).

 Relatedly, the moderate or just ummah, notes Abdelgafar (2018), is not 
exclusive to Muslims. The Qur’an does say that through God’s guidance He made 
Muslims a moderate ummah so that they may be witnesses over people (Qur’ān, 
al-Baqarah (2): 143) but it also states that among the Jews and the Christians are 
moderate and just ummahs as well (Qur’ān, Āl Imran (3): 113, Al-Mā’idah (5): 66, 
Al-A‘rāf (7): 159, Al-Sajdah (32): 24. Within each faith community are individuals 
and groups who stand up for peace, mercy, moderation and justice. These 
individuals and groups unite across all faiths to define an ummah that calls for 
what is beneficial and prohibits what is harmful (Abdelgafar, 2018, 134). 

 The Muslim community celebrates diversity and accepts differences 
of opinions, so long as such differences are discussed in rational, objective 
and scientific ways. As such, the Muslim community accepts pluralism, or the 
presence of several groups or communities with their unique sources of religious 
authority peacefully coexisting under a shared framework of governance, as a fact 
of life. They do not see Islam at odds with those who are not Muslims. The Qur’ān 
espouses two main principles as a foundation for harmonious co-existence: al-birr 
(doing good) and al-qisṭ (upholding justice, equity).

Allah does not prevent you from caring for and dealing equitably 
with those who do not fight you in the religion [Islam] and do 
not evict you from your homes: Verily, Allah loves the equitable 
(Qur’ān al-Mumtaḥanah (60): 8).
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 Appreciating the bonds of humanity is critical for the proper 
understanding and practice of al-birr and al-qisṭ. The most important message that 
Islam propagates, in this regard, is the inherent kinship and bond between all 
humans, no matter their differences. Thus, the Qur’ān states:

O you people, be heedful of your Lord who created you from a 
single soul, and from it created its mate, and from them spread 
countless men and women; and be mindful of God by whom you 
entreat [each other], and the wombs (al-arḥām)[that bore and 
connect you], surely God is your overseer (Qur’ān, al-Nisā’ (4): 1).

 For Muslims, humanity is inextricably bound through kinship and the 
moral imperative of mercy. Differences in beliefs do not alter the truth of this 
fact and as such Muslims must deal with others with mercy, justice, honesty and 
sincerity, irrespective of faith. Far from impediment, differences in creed, race, 
and language are occasion for Muslims to build bridges of understanding between 
communities and to learn from each other. The Qur’ān states:  

O you people, verily We created you from a male and female, and 
made you into ethnicities and tribes so that you may know one 
another (Qur’ān, Al-Ḥujurāt (49): 13).

 The Qur’ān even binds people to a procedure for dialogue and decision 
making that guarantees the presentation and consideration of diverse perspectives 
whether within or among communities. Shūrā, a Qur’ānic concept that is often 
understood to mean consultation, is actually a divinely ordained process of 
collective decision making that derives its meaning from the world of honeybees. 
The literal definition of shūrā is the extraction of honey from its source alluding to 
the recommendation that any decision-making process and its outcomes must be 
illuminating and beneficial, i.e., lead to improvements (iṣlāḥ) (Abdelgafar, 2018, 5).

 It is clear from these exhortations that diversity among humanity is 
part of the divine will and plan. The Qur’ān tells us that different communities 
exhibit distinctive ways of life that God has facilitated for them and from them; 
correspondingly, each is given the attendant means to achieve their goals (Qur’ān, 
Al-Mā’idah (5): 48). It is only with diversity that different faiths, races, languages 
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and civilizations may exist. Islam views this diversity among humankind as 
something positive. An open and inclusive Muslim society will not only gain a sense 
of assurance of its own identity but will also feel at ease in its interactions with 
other communities. Practically, this enables collective learning and discovering 
new solutions to modern challenges.  

Contributive

 Third, Muslims must be contributive, doing good and contributing to 
the general well-being of humanity and the world. In the Qur’ān, Prophet Shu‘ayb 
states: 

Verily, I desire rectification to my fullest capacity (Qur’ān, Hud 
(11): 88.

 An individual who consciously seeks to do good will be attentive and 
responsive to changes occurring around them, especially that which would have 
an impact on the individual, family, community, and country. They will always 
strive to improve on all fronts, to contribute their expertise to the community, 
and play an active role in nation building. Prophet Muhammad said:

The best of people is the most beneficent to the people.8

 Accordingly, Muslims have to contribute to the well-being of all humanity. 
To do this, every effort has to be done in the spirit of striving, competing to do 
good and self-improvement. The Qur’ān states:

Race to do the beneficial (Qur’ān, al-Baqarah (2): 148).
And in this [the beneficial] the competitors should compete 
(Qur’ān, al-Muṭaffifīn (83): 26).
…and do good as Allah has done good to you. And do not incite 
corruption in the earth. Verily, Allah does not like the corruptors 
(Qur’ān, al-Qaṣaṣ (28): 77).

8  Hadith reported by al-Bayhaqī, al-Quḍā‘ī and al-‘Askarī from Jabir; the status of the hadith 
is marfū‘.



47ATTRIBUTES OF A MUSLIM COMMUNITY OF EXCELLENCE

 Part of the fundamental teachings of Islam is striving to contribute towards 
what is good regardless of where Muslims are living and to love one’s nation 
or place of residence. Muslims are witness to the Prophet’s life and behaviour 
when he migrated with his followers to Madinah from Mecca. We know from the 
biography (Sīrah) that after migration the companions contracted fever that was 
attributed to homesickness. The Prophet thereby supplicated God to relieve their 
illness and make Madinah as beloved to them as Mecca. This materialized and  
 
even after the conquest of Mecca the companions stayed on in Madinah rather 
than returning to Mecca. The Prophet, himself, went so far as to request being 
buried in Madinah, which is indeed his resting place.  The moral of this narrative 
is especially acute for Muslim communities living in plural societies and secular 
states. Because practicing Islam means respecting principles such as justice, 
peace and prosperity, Muslims must do their best to be engaged and contributive 
citizens, enhancing the growth and prosperity of their country whether or not it 
is their country or place of origin.  

 In Singapore, there are various ministries and agencies that uphold 
justice and defend the rights of the individual and society. Everyone plays a part 
in upholding these principles, from the police force on the streets to the highest 
authorities in the judicial system. To ensure continuous prosperity for the nation 
and its citizens, it is the responsibility of every person to improve the quality of 
life within the nation. The Muslim community has contributed significantly to 
the progress of Singapore in the spheres of education and economics. They have 
improved their education levels, professional positions and earnings. 

 Every country has a constitutional framework within which these 
obligations are fulfilled. This was no different in the early history of Islam 
where one of the earliest constitutions to delineate rights and obligations was 
promulgated. With the arrival of the Meccan converts, Madinah became inhabited 
by four distinct groups of people including the emigrants of Mecca, the Anṣār or 
helpers of Madinah (Muslim hosts), the pagans and the Jews. The Anṣār of Madinah 
were its original inhabitants, fully settled and attuned to a specific culture. They 
had addressed their major differences but nevertheless experienced occasional 
disagreements. The emigrants had come to Madinah needing shelter and sources 
of income for food and other necessities. They were also experiencing a form of 
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culture shock, as life in Madinah was more relaxed and open than that of Mecca. 
The pagans could be classified into two groups: those who simply disbelieved and 
did not care for the beliefs of others, and those who feigned friendship but who 
held much resentment towards the new arrivals and Islam more generally. Finally, 
there were the Jews of Madinah who had settled there even before the helpers. 
They had alliances with the Arab tribes that had settled in Madinah, who had 
benefited from their [the Jewish] ways because of the virtue they saw in them that 
they had acquired through the prophets. The Jews had maintained their unique 
and largely separate existence. They excelled in finance and economics and 
dominated trade in a number of strategic commodities. Although Islam brought 
changes that would impact the customs of all of these groups, though admittedly 
some more than others, it also mandated respect of legitimate differences. The 
Prophet was therefore tasked with finding a way to enfranchise all members of 
this new community. 

 The result was the Charter or Scroll of Madinah (Ṣaḥīfat al-Madīnah), 
which outlined communal relationships between all the groups living in Madinah. 
The objective of the document was to define an ummah (community) that had a 
common purpose and defense strategy irrespective of the differences among its 
members. An inclusive social pact, the document was designed to ease the minds 
of those who had not accepted Islam and the Jewish communities of old. It was 
also to clarify what was acceptable in order to maintain the internal and external 
security of Madinah. According to the pact, each distinct community within 
Madinah would be permitted to maintain its current practices and honour blood-
money contracts between themselves. Each was mandated to treat its weaker 
members with mercy and justice. Believers would not be permitted to leave 
anyone among them burdened by debt, i.e., extending support was obligatory.  No 
member of society was permitted to aid any other member in harming another 
or in committing any other injustice. The Jews of Madinah were assured that if 
they acceded to the substance of the agreement they would be aided and treated 
with justice and equality. Their belief was seen as no different in terms of its 
ultimate goal of serving God. They were considered one nation or ummah with 
the believers,9 though each was to practice its own religion while making the 
necessary contributions mandated for collective welfare.

9  It is instructive to note that the Jews and others were considered as the ummah in the 
document, as opposed to later usage of the term ummah to only refer to the Islamic Ummah (Muslim 
Community)
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 In addition to collective defense, all members of the community were 
expected to counsel each other, do good works and avoid reprehensible behaviour. 
Disputes from henceforth would be referred to God and the Prophet (Qur’ān, Al-
Nisā’ (4): 59) who was enjoined by the Qur’ān to permit the Jews and the Christians 
judicial freedom (Qur’ān, Al-Mā’idah (5): 42-48). With that, Madinah would 
emerge as a sanctuary for all its residents while defining the ummah through a 
common goal and the principles of mercy, justice and equality. Like other titles 
in the Qur’ān, Madinah is a generic title meaning town or city, emphasizing the 
possibility of its replication in time and space (Abdelgafar, 2018, 169-170).
A citizen who is loyal to their country will contribute to its political, social and 
economic stability. Every Singaporean is expected to uphold the values that 
Singapore stands for. Muslims, like all citizen, have the responsibility of ensuring 
racial harmony, respect for differences and cooperation with others. There 
is no conflict between being a good Muslim and a good citizen. In fact, the one 
presupposes the other. Muslim identity is not only centred on Islamic laws and 
rituals as Islam encompasses all aspects of life. A Muslim’s identity includes 
becoming a good citizen, observing the country’s constitution, and upholding 
justice, harmony, and respect for religious freedom. 

Adaptable

Fourth, Muslims must be adaptable to thrive in all circumstances. Such 
adaptation to contextual needs does not necessarily mean that a Muslim forsakes 
Islamic principles and values. Instead, adaptation means that a Muslim is able to 
live according to his/her religion, and in harmony with society, because everyone 
is guided by a set of shared principles and values. This concurs with the Prophetic 
saying:

And let none of you be those who follow the crowd, saying 
“I am with the people, if they do good, I shall do good, and if 
they commit injustice, I will commit injustice.” But discipline 
yourselves. If people do good, do good. And if they do wrong, then 
do not commit injustice.”10

10  Hadith reported by al-Tirmidhī (no. 2007), although the chain of narration is said to be 
weak. Nonetheless, the text of the hadith is authentic in the narration which stops at Ibn Mas‘ūd. 
This hadith is also reported by ibn al-Bār in his book Jāmi‘ Bayān al-‘Ilm wa Faḍlihi (1874, 145).
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 In order for Muslims to behave as such they must be knowledgeable. 
Knowledge is the cornerstone of faith and values. If every Muslim continuously 
deepens their understanding of the religion, it is indeed possible for them to 
exercise sufficient flexibility to adapt to their surroundings without compromising 
their faith. 

 The first revelation to the Prophet Muhammad, which links the process 
of learning (encapsulated by the phrase iqra’ meaning ‘Read’) to creation or the 
origins of life is reflective of the strong emphasis that Islam places on knowledge.  
A Muslim who truly understands the significance and import of this message will 
spend their life seeking to further examine and study the creations of God, while 
at the same time, sharing their insights with the rest of humanity.  Throughout 
the Qur’an people are challenged to observe the beauty and order of the universe 
and everything in it while recognizing, as the Prophet reinforced, that we only 
experience glimpses into this natural reality (Qur’ān, al-An‘ām (6): 104). Accepting 
this responsibility to explore and benefit from our understandings guarantees 
respect of the open and dynamic nature of Islam and ensures that every epoch 
identifies and furthers the knowledge required to safeguard and enjoy life. 

 Adaptation was very much an attribute of previous generations of Muslims. 
Muslim scholars of the past were concerned with solving the problems of their 
times. Comprehending and learning from the history of Prophet Muhammad, his 
companions, the awliyā’ (saints) and past scholars is and will always remain critical 
to the study of Islam. History reveals that the willingness to explore innovative 
and new solutions led to great progress during the height of Muslim civilization, 
and it remains key to progress today. To appreciate these lessons, however, 
demands appropriate reflection, creative and critical thinking, a problem-solving 
and context-oriented mentality. Historical events provide invaluable insights and 
show pathways that can be followed or should be avoided. Mistakes of the past 
should be avoided. Likewise, good decisions in the past that had brought about 
justice and prosperity may be emulated if current conditions permit.

 Muslims today must draw upon Islam’s rich intellectual heritage as well 
as all the contemporary knowledge within their reach to address their problems, 
in turn providing an example to future generations. This demands a solid grasp 
of contemporary issues and the ability to draw appropriate linkages with Islamic 



51ATTRIBUTES OF A MUSLIM COMMUNITY OF EXCELLENCE

history and civilizations, and to draw lessons therefrom. As an illustration that 
supports this belief, Muis, together with several mosques in Singapore, is working 
towards uplifting the quality of Islamic education through lectures conducted 
in mosques. The “Exploring Our Intellectual Heritage” programme, for instance, 
encourages learning about Islamic civilization and relating it to contemporary 
life. Muis has also offered post-graduate scholarships since 2005 to increase the 
number of experts within the community.

 This deep respect for the importance of knowledge demands certain 
actions on the part of the Muslim community including embracing lifelong 
learning, developing Muslim expertise in various contemporary fields and 
cultivating a passion for learning. Learning is an act of worship that is meritorious 
in the sight of Allah. Therefore, each Muslim must expand the breadth and depth 
of their knowledge. Investing in knowledge and education is the only way that 
Muslims can thrive in a new economy and changing society, and is capable of 
effectively contributing to Singaporean society. This includes moral and financial 
support for those seeking to pursue specialist knowledge, especially in fields 
where there is a discernible lack of Muslim representation. It demands creativity 
in educational reform that acknowledges the need for disciplinary integration and 
understanding by design as discussed later in this book. More broadly, however, 
the Muslim community needs to cultivate a culture of excellence that involves 
passion and commitment to learning, reading and discovering through formal 
and informal arrangements and institutions.  Adaptability is premised on these 
efforts. 

Progressive

 Fifth, Muslims must be progressive to understand the universality of 
Islamic teachings and the concept of Islam as “a way of life.” Islam is a part of modern 
life, not apart from it.  Islam has to be understood and practiced holistically; both 
in its rituals and the essence or spirit of those rituals. Both essence and rituals are 
symbiotic; and emphasis on the essence of Islam is necessary and vital to highlight 
the comprehensiveness of Islamic teachings, and thus, is critical in our efforts to 
live as Muslims in the modern age. In the Imperative of Progressive Islam, Duderija 
(2017, 25-28) defines the features of progressiveness as follows:
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• Certain ideals, values, practices and objectives that are 
expressed and take form in a number of different themes

• Social and gender justice and a belief in the inherent dignity 
of every human being

• Centrality of spirituality and nurturing personal relationships
• Solidarity with marginalized and oppressed communities
• Strengthening multi-faceted, ethical and dynamic aspects of 

the inherited Islamic tradition 
• Resisting reductionism and exclusivist interpretations 

founded on patriarchy, misogyny, and religious bigotry
• Epistemological and methodological openness and fluidity
• Engagement in permanent dialogue with the critical and 

progressive agendas of other cultures, drawing inspiration 
from both faith-based and non-faith-based frameworks

• Preservation of pluralist and multifocal world in which 
diverse relationships are predicated on ethical, symmetrical, 
and mutually enriching power dynamics.

• Emphasis on the role of context and history in interpreting 
foundational Islamic texts without questioning their 
ontologically Divine nature.

 A Muslim community of excellence needs to understand the spirit of every 
ritual and the essence of Islam that is imbued in every religious practice. Prayer 
(ṣalāh) instills humility, focus, discipline, commitment to doing good and repelling 
evil. Fasting (ṣawm) reinforces patience, kindness, gratitude, heedfulness of Allah 
(taqwā), and blessings to others (raḥmah). Alms-giving (zakāh) leads to spiritual 
and wealth purification, empathy towards others and a heightened sense of 
responsibility. Pilgrimage (ḥajj) establishes kinship and unity, sacrifice, diligence 
and inclusiveness. 

 Yet, defining a Muslim as someone who prays, pays zakāh, performs ḥajj, 
and has Muslim name is not accurate. In actuality, a Muslim is, beyond observing 
rituals, also someone who is morally guided, disciplined, sincere, diligent, and 
known for his good deeds. Exhibiting these virtues in one’s life is considered as 
an act of worship (‘ibādah). Every good we do on this earth is counted as ‘ibādah 
that is valued by Allah; it encompasses more than ritual practices. All other acts 



53ATTRIBUTES OF A MUSLIM COMMUNITY OF EXCELLENCE

are classified as mu‘āmalāt or customary interactions. These are necessarily open 
to change with time and place. In fact, they must do so to remain progressive – 
reflective of the needs of the community, the society within which it is embedded 
and thrives, as well as the social, economic, political, cultural and technological 
advances that shape its environment. 

 Progressiveness demands that the Muslim community embarks on a path 
of continuous improvement. Youth today live in very different circumstances 
from previous generations and, as such, their religious education needs to be 
re-evaluated. Today’s teachers need to appreciate this fact and understand the 
changing milieu that youth, students, and society face. The mere transmission 
of rules and regulations that was acceptable before is not enough in this new 
environment. The new generation needs to be encouraged to do good, rather 
than being presented with a set of prohibitions, merely handed down from the 
previous generation. 

 Technological advances such as the Internet, blogging, podcasting and 
webcasting should not be seen as a threat, nor should they be used for immoral 
purposes. Such advances in technology can be used for Islamic education, 
especially for the younger generations who are comfortable with such mediums. 
Islam teaches Muslims to adopt and benefit from that which is good and beneficial, 
and to refrain from all that is harmful. Prophet Muhammad encouraged Muslims 
to continually pursue knowledge while seeking Allah’s protection from that which 
may lead to harm and destruction.

Conclusion

 When a community develops the attributes of resilience, inclusiveness, 
contributiveness, adaptiveness and progressiveness, and reflects these in its 
behaviours and interactions with others, it creates the conditions for nation 
building and full social membership. In essence, a community of excellence emerges 
when Muslims are resilient to have the moral and spiritual strength to be on top 
of the challenges of modern society; inclusive to embrace and learn from others; 
contributive to do good and benefit humanity and the world; adaptive to thrive 
in all circumstances; and, progressive to understand the universality of Islamic 
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teachings and engage with modern life in thinking and practice. These attributes 
form the core of the Singapore Muslim Identity (SMI) and the foundational ideas 
of Muis’ programmes, religious policies, and educational content.

 As part of this process, and in order to clarify the ideals, principles and 
values of the SMI, Muis organized regular critical discourses on progressive 
religious thought that drew attention to the opportunities and challenges for 
shaping a Singapore Muslim Community of Excellence. With a trailblazing 
approach, the discourse Muis champions takes the community, government 
and other stakeholders beyond the common security lens that often colours 
discourse about Islam and Muslims in the public sphere. Without neglecting 
security implications, Muis has focused on promoting values such as diversity and 
plurality, human dignity, traditions and reform, and progressive principle-based 
approaches, helping to shape a holistic and confident Singapore Muslim Identity.
 
 The discourses encompassing many key values promoted by Muis must 
be viewed from within Singapore’s tradition of good governance and more 
specifically a package of policies, both historical and modern, that have enabled 
Muis and the community to more prominently showcase and prioritize specific 
Islamic values and to operationalize them in ways consistent with democracy, 
social justice and human rights. Singaporean society and harmony did not emerge 
organically but is the product of decades of effort not only in religious policy and 
management but as mentioned above in whole host of other policies that have 
ensured that residents of all faiths actualize a specific understanding of human 
dignity that necessarily overlaps with their religious concepts. This book is 
written from within this understanding, expressing themes that while certainly 
rooted in Islam’s rich heritage and primary textual sources also account for the 
context within which Muis and the community fortunately exist.



CLARIFYING THE FOUNDATIONAL 
RELIGIOUS VALUES

CHAPTER 3





57CLARIFYING THE FOUNDATIONAL RELIGIOUS VALUES

CHAPTER 3: 
CLARIFYING THE FOUNDATIONAL 

RELIGIOUS VALUES

 This book is concerned with the religious values that form the foundation 
of the framework of a community of excellence. The conceptual framework 
elaborated in chapter 1, integrates religious values into a pragmatic model for 
understanding how a community of excellence is built and sustained. Chapter 
2 considered the rationale and attributes of the SMI, its rootedness and future-
orientation. The discussion in this chapter reflects the main values guiding Muis 
thinking and defining choices related to community initiatives, programmes and 
policies.  Muis has, over the years, invited scholars who are able to articulate 
these values in the context of contemporary realities which has in turn 
influenced institutional development and reform, as well as underlying local and 
international cooperation initiatives. Understanding religious values, especially 
but not exclusively as they relate to Islam, extends the substance of this book 
beyond the Muslim community as well as the Singaporean context.

 The framework in chapter 1 shows how religious values have the 
potential to clarify and reinforce the five key attributes of the SMI while unifying 
the community with other groups in Singapore’s diverse context. In other words, 
these values provide the base that enables the development and sustenance of 
a resilient, inclusive, contributive, adaptable and progressive Muslim, given the 
overall robustness of the broader socio-economic and political environment. 

 The chapter is divided into two major sections. The first section explores 
the peaceful nature of Islam and the growing influence of Muslims in Southeast 
Asia. It also makes the point that Islam in Southeast Asia has retained a unique 
identity, which influences the prioritization of certain religious values. The second 
section presents some of the benefits of religious values that were highlighted by 
Muis’ guests.  These include sacredness of life, freedom of faith and expression, 
diversity, unity, moderation, common ground and compassion. 
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Islam in Southeast Asia

 Islam in Southeast Asia is certainly not a peripheral phenomenon to 
Islam in the Middle East (Azra, 2008). The Muslim populations of Malaysia and 
Indonesia, Singapore’s neighbours, make up 60% and 87% of their respective 
total populations. In Quah’s (2011) award winning paper, “The Global Economy’s 
Shifting Centre of Gravity,” he demonstrates that by 2050 the global economy’s 
centre of gravity, the average location of economic activity across geographies 
measured by GDP on Earth, will be between India and China. The area he draws 
on the earth’s surface is 3300km in great-circle radius centred near Mong Khet 
in Shan State, Myanmar, on the border with China. From his calculations we can 
see that the world’s tightest cluster of people is over 60% Muslim, making the 
development of Islamic thought and governance of Muslim populations critical 
for global peace and prosperity. 

 Southeast Asian Islam is perceived as relatively peaceful. According to 
Kadir (2010, 4), “Islam arrived in Southeast Asia via Arab and Indian traders who 
plied the Indian Ocean trade routes. Mass conversions of indigenous communities 
occurred around the fourteenth century when the rulers of various coastal 
kingdoms embraced Islam. Subsequently, Islam spread further inland, mixing 
with and adapting to the existing cultures and traditions.” The resistance to 
Arabization is testament to the strength of local cultures and traditions as well 
as to a deep understanding of the difference between culture and religion and 
the flexibility, indeed nature, of Islam to be fully applicable and appreciated in 
any cultural setting.  It is notable that Southeast Asian religious scholars have 
formulated their own thought that is more relevant to the region’s history, 
society, culture and political context (Azra, 2009). This process has given rise to a 
distinctive Islam.

 The vast majority of Muslims in Southeast Asia live peacefully and 
prosperously in diverse, pluralistic and integrated societies. By and large, they 
have rejected narrow and potentially divisive political agendas. The need to 
express important religious values like peaceful co-existence, mutual respect and 
cooperation, economic contribution and civic engagement has guided important 
political choices.  Armstrong (2007, 8) rightly contends that “the struggle for peace 
and justice, has seen many Muslim religious leaders of the past [and present] 
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campaign and support secularists for constitutional reform, representative 
government and democratic rule.”

 In conformance with global trends, the region has witnessed a resurgence 
in religious life in the past few decades. This, according to Azra (2008), includes 
new tendencies in religious observance, new institutions, new Muslim groups, 
and new Islamic life styles. New mosques, educational institutions, commercial 
alternatives in investments and banking have also taken root and developed 
significantly. The global religious rejuvenation or resurgence in combination with 
advances in information and communication technologies heightens the need to 
fortify religious values that are critical for thriving in modern plural societies in 
the region and beyond. Complacency is not an option.

Benefits of Religious Values

 Religious values play an important role in individual and collective life. 
Our guest scholars highlighted several indispensable contributions of such values 
to our shared human experience. The themes that were oft repeated included the 
sacredness of human life, freedom of faith and expression, diversity, unity among 
human beings of diverse beliefs, compassion and mercy, quest for truth, mutual 
defense, mutual recognition, checking all forms of extremism in religion, politics 
and other spheres of life.

Sacredness of Life

 The Sharī‘ah  presents a very deep and complex conception of human life.  
The sanctity of human life is identified as a core religious value that is cherished 
and upheld at all times. As such, religious thought must prioritise the saving of 
lives in deliberating issues and challenges in all spheres of human endeavour. 
One of the critical points made repeatedly and consistently by many Muis’ 
guests is the importance of distinguishing between religion and its practice and 
interpretations.
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 In light of this, it is clear that the occasional resort to violence is not 
necessarily rooted in religion, but rather emerges as a reaction to physical, moral, 
spiritual and material violations in the lived experience of adherents. “Violence 
is essentially non-religious,” insists Armstrong (2007, 8). “Individuals who see 
religion as the root of conflicts and wars or opposed to peace and progress are 
simply mistaken. In fact, the revival of religious values is often a response to 
conditions of extreme repression and violence as demonstrated in the origins of 
the major religions,” she further explains (Armstrong 2007, 5). “Once religiosity 
turns in any way to violence,” states Armstrong (2007, 8), “it has lost the plot. 
Every single one of the major world traditions began a recoil from violence. The 
mission of Prophet Muhammad is no exception to this assertion. His bias was 
against jāhiliyyah, a term which described conditions of ignorance, irascibility and 
aggression.” 

 This position was echoed by Reverend Williams (2007, 10) who argued 
that “transcendent values can be defended through violence only by those who 
do not fully understand their transcendent character. God’s mind and character,” 
he explained, “cannot be changed by what happens here in the world. The logic 
of this is that an apparent defeat in the world for my belief cannot be the end 
of the story. God does not fail because I fail to persuade others or because my 
community fails to win some kind of power. If I believe for a moment that my 
failure or our failure is a failure or defeat for God, then my temptation will be to 
seek for any means possible to avoid such an outcome; and that way lies terrorism 
and religious war and persecution.” Such behaviour, Reverend Williams (2007, 
10) tells us, demonstrates “a fundamental lack of conviction in the eternity and 
sufficiency of the object of faith. What we must understand is that religious 
violence suggests religious insecurity.” 

 Similarly, Islam strongly eschews all forms of violence. Sheikh El-Tayeb 
(2018) made this adamantly clear: “The talk about killing people in the name of 
religions, which has recently been known as the phenomenon of terrorism, is a 
long and sad one. No religion has anything to do with these heinous crimes.” He 
insisted that all such behaviour represents ignorance of Islam on the part of the 
perpetrator. Islam is a religion of human kinship. Sheikh El-Tayeb reminds us of 
Imam Ali’s words: “people are either your brothers in religion or humanity.” If 
religious brotherliness entails certain rights and obligations, human brotherliness, 
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too, requires certain rights and obligations, which should be observed. “Islam is a 
religion that forbids radicalization and warns against extremism in understanding 
because otherwise this puts restrictions upon people in the religion of God, and 
the religion of God is characterized by being easy, rather than hard, to apply” 
stated Sheikh El-Tayeb (2018). 

 Irrespective of which religious tradition we refer, Reverend Williams (2007, 
10) clarifies that religious values allow “human beings the dignity of accepting 
defeat in certain circumstances where the alternative is to abandon the moral 
essence of a society in order to win: it suggests the subversive but all important 
insight that failure might be preferable to victory at the cost of tolerating, say, 
torture or random military reprisal as normal elements political life.” Therefore, 
he continues, “the rather paradoxical conclusion appears that the more religious 
people are utterly serious about the truth of their convictions, the less they will 
sanction all out violence; they will have a trust that what truly is will remain, 
whatever the vicissitudes of society and history.” (Ibid.)

 Beyond the rejection of violence and the paramount principle of protecting 
life, the Sharī‘ah also directs our attention to the interdependencies upon which 
life is premised, not only among human beings, but also among humanity and the 
wider environment upon which we are dependent. The Qur’ān informs us that 
God created us from a single being or nafs (Qur’ān, al-Nisā’ (4):1; al-A‘rāf (7): 189). 
In light of this, Armstrong (2007, 12) suggested, “even beyond a foundation of 
belief, that the Qur’ān emphasizes our human connection from a unitary source: 
“O people, be cognizant of your Lord who created you from one being (nafs) and from her 
created her mate and propagated from them many men and women, and be mindful of God 
by whom you entreat [each other], and the wombs (al-arḥām), surely God is your overseer” 
(Qur’ān, al-Nisā’ (4): 1)

 The concept of nafs in the Qur’ān connects humanity like no other 
concept. To protect the nafs against any violations presupposes acknowledgement 
of the complexity of this fundamental assertion. Humanity is bound together by 
its singular source and by the primacy of mercy in our relations, which is the key 
attribute of this source. Thus, when God decrees upon the Children of Israel that 
he who kills a nafs or corrupts in the earth is as if he killed all people and he who 
revives a nafs is as if he revived all people (Qur’ān, al-Mā’idah (5): 32), we recognize 
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the sacredness of the life of every single human being as well as the gravity of our 
interdependencies. 

 Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 14) drove this point home when he stated: “God 
had made human beings sacred and holy through religion.” He explained that 
the destruction of even the holiest sites does not compare to taking away the life 
of a small child.  People build places of worship among other constructions, “but 
a human being is the creation of God, so cursed is he who destroys the creation 
of God. Can the whole universe bring back a child who has been killed?” Sheikh 
Hassoun (2009, 14) therefore questions the logic behind the creation of weapons 
of mass destruction insisting that there can never be justification for their use. 

 Respecting the sanctity of life, as Abdelgafar (2018) explains, also means 
respecting the interdependency of human nature. God created human beings from 
‘alaq or a substance that clings or attaches itself (Qur’ān, Al-‘Alaq (96): 2) meaning 
that humanity is intrinsically interdependent. Characterizing humans by their 
nature of attachment emphasizes the dependence of their well-being on healthy 
physical, emotional and social conditions. Interdependence is a fundamental 
feature of all living creatures, which religious values are intended to nurture.

 Life in the absence of social communities, while sacred, is void of meaning 
and in many cases impossible. Life depends on an intricate web of relations 
among diverse life forms that Islam nurtures and regulates for general welfare. 
The ultimate accountability of every soul (nafs) is closely associated with its role, 
behaviour and contribution to these social relations. Not only that, but the Qur’ān 
also exhorts us to be cognizant that all creatures form communities similar to 
our own so that our regard for social relations is not limited to the human realm. 
Protecting the environment must include an appreciation of the relationships 
within and among communities of other living creatures and the dependence of 
human welfare on the welfare of these communities. 

 Religious values sanctify life and by association the interdependencies 
that support life systems. Human security, social inclusion and community bonds 
are some areas where religious values can play a positive role. Life is more than 
an individualistic physical phenomenon but also encompasses communities and 
societies as mutually interdependent systems. 
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Freedom of Faith and Expression

 All Muis’ guests emphasized the importance of freedom of faith. Not only 
has the Qur’ān made this manifestly clear by stating that there is no compulsion 
in religion (Qur’ān, al-Baqarah, (2): 256) but it also stated: “You cannot guide [to 
faith] those you love; but God guides [to faith] whom He pleases; and He knows best 
those who are guided.” (Qur’ān, al-Qaṣaṣ, (28): 56). This is a further confirmation 
for believers to eschew any pretense of this capacity or desire. The Qur’ān also 
commanded Muslims to respect the rituals of others. No person or group can be 
forced to believe, and indeed this is not the role of any governing authority. The 
Qur’ān states: “And say the truth is from your Lord: So who wills may believe, and 
who wills may disbelieve.” (Qur’ān, al-Kahf, (18): 29). Every individual must be 
guaranteed an equal and adequate level of rights and freedoms including freedom 
of religion and conscience, both through formal state protections but also through 
informal social customs and norms (Abdelgafar, 2018, 65).

 Faith is a personal and voluntary choice. The call of Islam is not towards the 
homogenisation of society into one culture, identity or faith; but the observation 
and practice of good conduct and civility so as to ensure that diversity will nurture 
peace and advance the common good. The Qur’ān proclaims that differences 
among human beings will remain (Qur’ān, Hūd (11): 118-119). Hence, it is neither 
possible nor commanded to make everyone believe in one faith (Qur’ān, Yūnus 
(10): 99). 

 In this regard, Sheikh Tantawi (2006, 5) noted: “Faith is not for trade, nor 
should it be imposed on others because coercion will not make true and honest 
believers, but liars and hypocrites. The Holy Qur’ān emphasises this important 
fact in several places. For example, the Almighty said: “Therefore, do remind 
for verily you are a reminder.  You are not a hegemon over them” (Qur’ān, al-
Ghāshiyah (88): 21-22). He also said, “Surely, you cannot guide [to faith] whom you 
love, but Allah guides whoever He wills and He knows best the guided.” (Qur’ān, 
al-Qaṣaṣ (28): 56)

 Thus, Sheikh Tantawi (2006, 6) affirmed, “every human being has his own 
belief system, and it is incumbent upon every individual to respect the beliefs of 
others, as long as others are equally respecting his or her belief. Therefore, you 
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should respect my belief, and I shall also respect yours. At the same time, we must 
cooperate with each other.” 

 These lessons were echoed by others, including Brown (2017, 22) who 
explains, “What human beings were created to do is to worship God, right? And 
here is a message and the Teacher [Prophet Muhammad] who is going to tell you 
how to do that. But – and this is where it’s astounding – if you want to reject that, 
that’s fine.” It is incumbent on Muslims to allow others to practice their faith in 
comfort and security. “What I find really inspirational about this is that,” asserts 
Brown (Ibid.), “what it means is that Muslims are basically saying that while we 
disagree with your vision of the world and right and wrong and the meaning of 
life, yet we are still going to have a relationship with you, we are still going to 
protect you. And that if people realise that they have an obligation towards every 
person regardless of their difference they would still be civil to one another.” A 
Muslim’s treatment of others, in other words, is not based on their faith. We do 
not have to agree on all matter, especially those of faith, to cooperate.  There is a 
religious obligation to treat all human beings with dignity. 

 Indeed, the Qur’ān, as Maarif (2008, 6) reminds his audience, is clear in 
the defense of religious freedom. As stated in the Qur’an: “And had there not been 
Allah’s checking of some people by means of others, all monasteries and churches 
and synagogues and mosques – in all of which Allah’s name is abundantly extolled 
– would surely have been destroyed” (Qur’ān, al-Ḥajj (22): 40). In this verse, we 
can see that that mention of God’s name is not only found in mosques, but also in 
other houses of worship.

 Freedom of expression has also received significant attention in religious 
discourse.  The denial of freedom of expression including the right to dissent, 
has often been curtailed in all major traditions. According to Sachedina (2009, 6), 
“monotheistic communities have from time to time denied their members the right 
to reject the communalistic interpretation of their respective traditions because 
of fear that such internal dissention is potentially fatal to the collective identity 
and social cohesion of the faith community.”  He stated that fundamentalist 
scholarship in all three Abrahamic faiths has denied adherents the freedom to 
negotiate spiritual destiny. Several speakers pointed to the violence and injustice 
that occurred throughout history as a result of this fanaticism. 
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 This is not representative 
of the Qur’ān and Sunnah, which 
recognize freedom of expression 
in matters which have not been 
explicitly addressed in either texts. 
The entire body of jurisprudence 
(fiqh) and Sharī‘ah-oriented politics 
(siyāsah shar‘iyyah) are built on this 
premise. In Freedom of Expression in 
Islam, Kamali (1998) demonstrates 
that certain freedoms necessarily 
underlay certain Qur’ānic principles 
and injunctions. 

 He argues that the 
objectives of freedom of expression 
are two-fold, namely, to reveal the 
truth and uphold human dignity 
(Kamali, 1998, 8). The Qur’ān uses 
dialogue extensively to convey the 
details of historical events, and 
also to enact verbal exchanges that 
demonstrate freedom of expression 
and its etiquette. We can see in 
those exchanges that freedom of 
expression is not restrained in its content except to the extent that it remains 
free of personal attack and slander. Even the proclamation of disbelief is subject 
to reasoned argument and peaceful abandonment. 

 Kamali’s (1998) basic thesis is that the principles of ḥisbah or commanding 
good and forbidding evil, naṣīḥah or sincere advice, shūrā or consultation, ijtihād 
or independent juristic reasoning, and ḥaqq al-mu‘āraḍah or the right to opposition 
are rooted in and dependent upon freedom of expression, with freedom of 
association and assembly as associated dimensions. Kamali also considers the 
legal and moral constraints on freedom of expression, which are meant to ensure 
that its exercise does not violate human dignity and contributes to the higher goal 

On the Importance of Freedom of 
Expression
Ismail Serageldin (2014, 21)

The last few millennia have been a 
long struggle for the acceptance of 
human rights, the expansion of the 
scope of freedom of choice and ac-
tion. All of which would not have been 
possible without freedom of expres-
sion, which was necessary for people 
to advance ideas – which are usually 
not accepted at the beginning, but 
gradually became accepted. Remem-
ber, everything we take for granted 
was at one point a minority position. 
It just gradually became a majority 
position and boldness, is at the heart 
of the search for truth and the attain-
ment of knowledge. It is necessary for 
any viable system of self-governance. 
Therefore, mass ignorance is the 
breeding ground for intolerance and 
bigotry, which in turn leads to oppres-
sion and tyranny, and therefore, we 
not only have to defend freedom of 
expression, but we have to practice it 
in teaching Islamic thought. 
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of maintaining a stable socio-political order. In other words, freedom of speech 
must remain deferential to the ‘essential interests’ (maṣāliḥ ḍarūriyyah). Morally 
reprehensible expressions include backbiting, acrimonious talk, exposing the 
weaknesses of others, and certain types of lying. Legally prohibited behaviours 
include slander, libel, insult, sedition and blasphemy.  The regulation of these 
potential abuses ensures that the exercise of freedom does not jeopardize the six 
essential objectives of the Sharī‘ah  including life, faith, intellect, progeny, wealth, 
and dignity (Kamali, 1998, 166).

Diversity

 The Singapore Muslim Identity 
is premised on the recognition that 
Islam not only allows for diversity but 
posits it as a fundamental truth of God’s 
creation. The Qur’ān states: And of His 
signs is the creation of the heavens and 
earth and the diversity of your tongues 
and colours. Surely in that are proofs 
for the learned (Qur’ān: al-Rūm (30): 
22). Diversity is a fact of life. Sheikh Bin 
Bayyah (2017, 7) states: “This cosmos 
is a beautiful palette, with all of its 
diversity. There is a spectrum of colours 
from black to white and everything in 
between. We differ in the clothes we 
wear, our age and our looks.  All this 
diversity is really beauty. The Qur’ān 
says: Indeed, we have made that which 
is on earth adornment for her that we 
may test them which of them is the 
most virtuous in actions (Qur’ān: al-
Kahf (18): 7). It also says: Do you not see 
that Allah sends down rain from the 
sky, and We produce thereby fruits of varying colours: and in the mountains are 

Diversity is Wealth
Sheikh Ahmad Hassoun (2009, 10)

The Prophet Muhamad came with 
only one Qur’ān. Similarly, those 
who came after him were divided 
into groups, so you find the Sunni, 
the Shi’ite, the Salafi, the Sufi and 
others. Where did these labels 
come from? If we could turn this 
(diversity) into wealth we would 
be very rich! Everyone likes to 
diversify his investments and 
sources of income. If we only have 
one type of investment, we worry 
that it will fall in value within a 
short time. So, we diversify our 
portfolio, and we hold different 
currencies, and some commodities 
(such as gold). Why is it that we 
accept diversity in investments, 
but we reject diversity in schools 
of thought, and the rejection leads 
to fierce enmity and disputes? This 
is because we do not know each 
other at all.
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tracts, white, and red of varying shades and [some] extremely black. And of people 
and other living species and cattle, different colours; and it is as such that there 
are those among the learned scholars who fear Allah. Verily, Allah is Glorious, 
Forgiving (Qur’ān: Fāṭir (35): 27-28).” All to say that diversity is not only a fact of 
life, but it is a source of resilience, beauty and comfort for people. 

 Muzaffar (2006, 14) tells us that “Islam encourages believers to accept 
the divinely sanctioned diversity of faiths and identities among humanity. 
Islam accepts the fact that people are different and that they are indeed created 
differently. Diversity is not a problem for Islam.”  He noted that diversity is a 
hallmark of all creation and not just among humanity. In fact, he stated as did 
many other guests, that diversity is celebrated in Islam. Malik (2017, 2) states, 
“diversity is natural. Islam commands the believers to embrace diversity because 
it is part of [Allah’s] law of nature (sunnat Allāh) that He created: If your Lord so 
willed, He could have made mankind one people (Qur’ān: al-Hūd (11): 118). But He 
created them to dwell in His kingdom in varieties. “Thus, God, with His power of 
creation, has created a variety of nations,” confirmed Sheikh Hassoun, (2009, 5) 
“and every nation shall contribute to the development of the human potential. As 
such, our efforts become meaningful when we realise the purpose for our creation; 
the reason for our diversity, in race and language.” In the words, of Shaikh El-
Tayeb (2018), Muslims accept that if Allah had wished, he could have created all 
humankind of the same religion, race, and language. However, Allah has willed 
to create peoples different in their religions, races, and languages. The Qur’an 
states that people have different doctrines, thoughts, and behaviours, and that 
such difference is a divine cosmic will that will last until the Day of Resurrection.

 Different religions often acknowledge this reality and struggle to deal 
with it, sometimes with ease and other times with hardship.  Yet, as Reverend 
Williams (2007, 10) elaborates, “the mutual flourishing of different convictions 
demands a framework for common security, that is, to defend ourselves by 
defending others. Christians secure their religious liberty by advocacy for the 
liberty of Muslims and Jews to have the same right to be heard in the continuing 
conversation about the direction and ethos of a society that is characteristic of 
a liberal polity in the broadest sense of the word.” Examples of mutual security 
are common in the Singaporean context. A notable example is the Inter-Religious 
Organization of Singapore (IRO), formed in 1949, to forge common understandings 
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and goals among the different faith groups. Today, leadership has rotated among 
representatives of ten religions: Islam, Hinduism, Judaism, Zoroastrianism, 
Buddhism, Taoism, Jainism, Christianity, Sikhism and the Bahai faith.

 Examples like the IRO drive home Reverend Williams’ (2007, 12) argument 
that it’s “the encounter in history of these diversities [that] shows that diversity 
cannot help but being interactive; and that in itself can prompt us to think of 
social unity as the process of constantly re-adjusting sets of differences, not an 
imposed scheme claiming totality and finality. The fuller awareness of a shared 
past opens up a better chance of a shared future.” Indeed, the solid interfaith 
foundation that Singapore established even before independence contributed 
greatly to the solidarity that faith communities are witnessing today especially in 
times of crisis. 

 Islam insists “that different cultures must seek to elicit the universal ideal 
out of the diversity of concrete human conditions, a common foundation upon 
which to construct an ethical language that can be shared cross-culturally in the 
project of creating a just society. Muslims, in particular, are required to sit in 
dialogue with their own tradition to uncover a just approach to religious diversity 
and interfaith coexistence” (Sachadina, 2009, 7). The Qur’ān provides extensive 
guidance for interpersonal relations that can give rise to cultures and institutions 
whose aim is to promote the common good. 

Unity

 The Sharī‘ah  harmonizes an infinite diversity of elements in a holistic 
and purposeful system that serves the needs of all mutually interdependent 
beings. The interdependence of all living matter gives rise to a unified whole. 
The elements of a diverse system then are not meant to clash and contradict, but 
ideally to complement each other. This symbiotic existence is variously alluded 
to in the Qur’ān. It should not be surprising that the interdependence of diverse 
individuals and groups underscores the importance of unity as a religious value. 
Islam, according to Muzaffar (2006, 14), “encourages believers to recognize the 
unity of humanity, the universe and cosmos. In the 21st Century, in a shrinking 
world, in a world where borders and boundaries are becoming irrelevant, it is the 
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universal dimension of religion that must be at the forefront. We cannot survive 
if we become parochial, particularistic and exclusive in our thinking.” 

  Not only did humans emanate from one source, as noted above, but as 
the Quran tells us people were one community before revelations were sent. The 
coming of revelation did not alter this original state of union. Sheikh El-Tayeb 
(2018) emphasized that the relationship between Islam, Christianity and Judaism 
is a Qur’ānic reality. He explained that “the verses of the Glorious Qur’ān state 
clearly that there are no different religions from the perspective of the Qur’ān; 
rather there have been numerous divine messages that stand for one religion. 
In this sense, Islam constitutes the last ring in the chain of a series of divine 
messages.” 

 Sheikh El-Tayeb (2018) pointed out that “the word ‘Islam’ is mentioned 
only five times in the Qur’ān and the word ‘Muslims’ does not often refer to the 
divine message sent to the prophet of Islam in particular, but rather to the divine 
religion which God has chosen as a means for the guidance of all humans, until 
the end of time. Accordingly, the Qur’ān uses the word ‘Muslim’ to refer to the 
Prophets Noah, Abraham, Jacob and his children, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, 
may Allah’s peace and blessings be upon them all. Undoubtedly, this represents a 
strong unity between Islam and other divine messages that came before it.”

 Another aspect of unity that provides a strong connection between faiths, 
stated Sheikh El-Tayeb (2018), is the relationship of Prophet Muhammad to other 
Messengers of God. “This connection,” he tells us, “is the bond of brotherliness, 
which the prophet of Islam describes in the following statement: Both in this world 
and in the Hereafter, I am the nearest of all people to Jesus, the son of Mary. The prophets 
are brothers; their nations are varied, and their religion is one.” Similarly, Sheikh El-
Tayeb (2018) explained that the same applies to the connection between the 
Glorious Qur’ān and the previous divine books as we often come across Qur’ānic 
verses that tell us that the Gospel supports the Torah and that the Qur’an supports 
both of them.

 Armstrong (2007, 12) confers with this position, stating: “The Qur’ān is 
remarkably suited for a world that needs pluralism as never before because it has 
an outstanding tradition that is not shared by the Jewish and Christian scriptures, 
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namely, that of accepting and honouring other world religions.” She quoted the 
following verse from the Qur’ān to clarify her point: And do not dispute with the 
People of the Book except by that which is better, except those of them who act unjustly, 
and say: We believe in what has been revealed to us and revealed to you and our God and 
your God is one and to Him we are Muslims” (Qur’ān, Al-‘Ankabūt (29): 46). 

 Indeed, as Malik (2017, 9) tells us, “there is a pressing need for people of all 
faiths to know and respect the religious beliefs and cultures of others as well as the 
need to work together to avert more clashes and wars from erupting in this world. 
Deeper religious literacy, meaningful interfaith dialogues, value-based discourse 
and academic research and scholarships are such platforms to facilitate this unity 
in diversity. Furthermore, through the recognition of common universal values, 
we will co-create solutions to the issues affecting our respective communities.” 
Such efforts require authenticity and mutual respect in our dealings with one 
another. 

Moderation

  Religious values may also contribute to moderating human activities 
and choices in the public and private spheres. Sachadena (2009, 5) suggested 
that “religion is important for the development of moral and spiritual awareness 
that leads to the fulfillment of social and political responsibilities. General moral 
beliefs that are guided by revelation seek their application in specific situations, 
thereby furthering the authenticity as well as the relevance of the religious belief 
system.” He argued that Judaism, Christianity and Islam promote ethical living 
within equitable and just systems of governance. Equity and justice are very 
much a part of religious values and are both an individual, communal and state 
responsibility.

 When such principles are weak or absent under the political systems 
within which we live, religious values can act as a check on authority. In this 
context, Reverend Williams (2007, 11) stated: 

Communities of faith can challenge power and interest as the sole 
elements of political life. They can bring certain values to bear 
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beyond definitions of self-interest in addressing international 
debt, poverty, securing deals for refugees and immigrants, 
and setting moral aims in foreign policy. Religious diversity 
in the modern state can thus be seen as a standing obstacle to 
any enshrining of state absolutism (even a purportedly liberal 
variety) in ways that could pretend to legitimize coercion in the 
name of (non-religious) values; and it can be seen as a guarantor 
of the fullest argument and consultation in a democratic society, 
insisting that communities of faith have a stake in the decisions 
of the state and its moral direction.

 These are considerations that have been taken very seriously in Singapore. 
Although there is a strict distinction between politics and religion as a secular 
state, religious opinion nevertheless weighs on political considerations. It is 
not uncommon for highest leadership to meet and confer with community and 
religious leadership on matters of security, social cohesion, religious harmony, 
economic development and education.  

 On the global level, it is notable that several scholars and practitioners 
who have visited Muis over the years, have called for greater equity in the 
international order. Armstrong (2007, 5) insisted that “it is the political asymmetry 
in the world where a certain amount of power is vested with a few nations who are 
using that power in very narrow self-interested ways. This is forcing other nations 
and non-state actors to fight back.” Moosa (2015a) argues for equitable sharing 
of the world’s resources in a peaceful, non-hegemonic system. This would bring 
to an end Euro-American colonization of Muslim lands and support for dictators 
who are mere proxies for imperial interests. “Foreign policies,” he states, “can no 
longer be premised on self-interest, the absence of ethics and by viewing other 
nations as potential enemies” (Moosa, 2015a).

 Several presenters intimated that global leaders had an obligation to pay 
more than lip service to an equitable world order that permits people around 
the world to seek and achieve peace, democracy and economic development. 
Gerges (2006, 25) noted that the US “has not taken effective, concrete measures 
to win Muslim minds… the United States must earnestly and actively promote 
reconciliation and peace between Palestinians and Israelis and invest considerable 
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sociopolitical and economic capital in the rule of law and democracy in Muslim 
lands.”

 In his most recent work Quah (2016) builds on two important ideas in this 
regard. First, he argues that the world order needs to be purposeful, with a goal 
that is sensitive to all of humanity.  Second, that sensitivity towards humanity 
has to be dynamic, in other words, it must change over time. In light of this, he 
asserts that small competent nation-states can be good candidates for global 
leadership. The new global order can work through a network of nation-states, 
and not necessarily through those with the greatest geopolitical footprint.

 Religious values challenge a range of human behaviours, not only in 
politics and civic life, but in other spheres and in religion itself. Muzzafar (2006, 
13) therefore notes: “Religion also helps people exercise self-restraint, placing 
limits on freedoms and encouraging them to seek a middle course. ‘Equilibrium’ 
is a very important concept in religion. The notion of the middle nation in Islam 
is central: “And as such We made of you a moderate community so that you may 
be a witness over people…” (Qur’ān: al-Baqarah (2): 143).” Moderation is found 
in many religions. In particular, Muzzafar (2006, 13) noted, that it is also found 
in “Confucianism as demanded by the notion of the Golden Mean as well as in 
Taoism, Buddhism and in all the great traditions.” 

 Religious values are critical contributors to self-restraint and curbing 
human greed. In Muzzafar’s (2006, 12) words: 

They check vice and negative behaviours, curb greed, 
acquisitiveness and selfishness. They instill maxims like: I must 
give, I must share, I must care, I must think of other human 
beings. One only has to consider the historical transformations 
that societies have undergone under great religious leadership. 
For example, consider the transformation underwent by the 
great Buddhist emperor, Asoka, after the battle of Kalinga. That 
transformation was only possible because he attached himself 
to religious truth. Or the great transformation that the early 
Arab community underwent under the guidance of the Prophet 
Muhammad. Because it was a powerful transcendent truth, they 
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changed their lifestyles and their value systems; they overcame 
behaviours and habits which were so innate and deeply 
entrenched in their culture. They jettisoned and abandoned 
those practices which were preventing them from realizing their 
divinely granted dignity. Observe also, some of the attitudes of the 
Christian saints in the medieval period. The transformation that 
someone like Ignatius Loyola underwent is due to an attachment 
to supreme truth. Such transformations are needed as much 
today as they were then.

 Sachadena (2009) tells us that the Qur’ānic vision for civil society is 
unique.  By interweaving “religious and civil responsibility into an integrated 
pattern of human interaction and socialization it demands that the private 
individual conscience is linked to the concrete relationships of the collective 
order. Obligations, duties and interpersonal justice take precedence over private 
and autonomous individual rights in this system challenging unregulated self-
gratification and propelling believers towards the elimination of injustice and the 
promotion of good.  Goodness in revelation denotes moral virtue that cannot be 
intelligible without reference to an objective state of affairs. The Islamic impulse 
towards a just society, which has expressed itself in every century, resonate 
powerfully with the needs of modernity” (Sachedina, 2009, 12).

 We must accept, as Reverend Williams (2007, 9) and others stated, that 
religious plurality is here to stay.  And there are many benefits to this in civic life. 
“Through convictions of truth, the religious witness is able to confront possible 
political failure, even social collapse, in the trust that all is not and cannot be 
lost, even when the future becomes unimaginably dark. Talking about truth is 
important. To be concerned about truth is at least to recognize that there are 
things about humanity and the world that cannot be destroyed by oppression 
and injustice, that no power can dismantle” (Williams, 2007, 5). In other words, 
religious values guarantee the continuity of certain truths and the human will to 
uphold those truths through means appropriate to time, context and urgency.
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Common Ground

 Finding common ground is another area where communities of faith 
have been increasingly active. Coming together over common concerns can lend 
strength to a wide variety of interests by demonstrating their diverse supportive 
base. Reverend Williams (2007, 10) notes that “diverse communities approach 
each other with a powerful interest in finding what sort of values and priorities 
can claim the widest ownership. This is not an exercise to discover the principles 
of a generalized global ethic to which different traditions can sign up, this work is 
more piecemeal and less concerned with programmatic agreed statements.” 

 However, “living together in a society,” notes Sachadena (2009, 13), 
“requires more than mutuality in matters of commerce and market relations; 
it also presupposes a shared foundation of morality and binding commitments 
that unite autonomous individuals who are able to negotiate their own spiritual 
space. Thus, although faith is the defining term of the normative order and of 
participation therein, in matters of coexistence among several faith communities 
it is personal morality founded upon the dictum of competing with one another 
to do good works that defines the ultimate human community.” Sachadina is 
actually referring to the the Qur’ānic invitation to people of all faiths to compete 
in doing good (Qur’ān, al-Mā’idah (5): 48). In order to achieve the good, we need to 
cooperation irrespective of theological difference. This can only be done through 
mutual respect and a sincere belief that our differences allow us to bring value 
and richness to our common aspirations and challenges. 

 For all our differences, Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 13) reminds us that we 
still have more in common: “Beloved audience, we share a lot more common 
principles and values than we think, but we will not be able to extract them out 
unless we trust and feel secure with one another. Let us observe the attributes of 
God; He is the most Compassionate, the Most Merciful, the Most Just, the Creator 
of all, the All-Provider. This God gives you these attributes so that you use them to 
interact and have dealings with your human brother, and so that these values are 
embedded in us.”
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Compassion

 One of the greatest areas that almost all of our guests emphasized was the 
contribution of religious values to human compassion and mercy. The Prophet 
stated: “The doors of goodness are many…enjoining good, forbidding evil, 
removing harm from the road, listening to the deaf, leading the blind, guiding 
one to the object of his need, hastening with the strength of one’s legs to one 
in sorrow who is asking for help, and supporting the feeble with the strength of 
one’s arms–all of these are charity prescribed for you.” He also said: “Your smile 
for your brother [broadly defined] is charity.”11 Compassion and mercy are focal 
values in the Sharī‘ah. 
 
 In this regard, Sheikh 
El-Tayeb (2018) stated: “Islam 
is the religion of peace not only 
among Muslims, but between 
Muslims and non-Muslims. 
Allah sent the Prophet of Islam, 
peace be upon him, as a mercy 
to the worlds. Allah Almighty 
says: We have not sent you 
except as a mercy to the worlds 
(Qur’ān: al-Anbiyā’ (21): 107). 
Worlds include humans, jinn, 
plants, and inanimate things. 
A Muslim who follows Prophet 
Muhammad should be a source 
of mercy to himself, to the 
Muslims and the entire world. 
Islam is a religion of kinship. 
Moreover, what is said about 
Islam applies equally to the 
religions that preceded it as 
Muslims do believe in their 
heavenly books.”

11  Jāmi‘ al-Tirmidhī.

Inculcating Humanistic Values
Sheikh Ahmad Hassoun (2009, 13)
The very first step to inculcate the 
humanistic values takes place in the family. 
Do not tell your children to be truthful, but 
you must be truthful yourselves first and 
foremost, because you are the first school 
of your children. This is how we start the 
practical step of developing and inculcating 
values. The second step takes place in 
school. Teachers become the second role 
models. They teach equality, co-existence, 
love within the community, cooperation, 
compassion towards all creation. The third 
is the place of religion. However, if they 
(family, school, mosque) only offer me a 
guarantee that only we (i.e. a certain group) 
can enter paradise, and that the door of 
paradise will be closed to some, they have 
actually taught me to hate and to feel far 
superior above others. On this, we find that 
all Prophets of God preached for the door 
of paradise to be open to everyone. They 
said: “Do good, for Paradise is the harvest 
of our life efforts, the fruits of the seeds you 
planted, and the outcome of our faith.”
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 Likewise, Armstrong (2007, 13) noted: “There is a core in all religious 
traditions that can lead human beings to a path of compassion. Every religious 
tradition encourages benevolence towards other communities. Chinese sages 
call this gen ai or concern for everybody. Buddha made followers emit waves of 
benevolence to everything on earth. In Jewish scriptures there is an emphasis 
placed on the importance of strangers. “If a stranger lives with you in your land, 
do not mistreat him; you must treat him as one of your own people and love him 
as yourself; for you were strangers in Egypt” (Exodus 22: 21 and 23: 9). Jesus said, 
“love your enemies.” Rabbi Hillel, a contemporary of Jesus, summed the teachings 
of the Torah in one statement: “That which is hateful to you, do not do to your 
neighbor.” In a similar vein, though much earlier, Confucius had stated: “Look 
into your own heart, discover what it is that gives you pain and refuse under any 
circumstances whatsoever to inflict that pain on anyone else. Do not do to others 
what you would not like them to do to you.”

 “When we understand religion as compassion,” explains Armstrong (Ibid.), 
“and step back from our sectarian concerns, it is clear that religion can help us 
in this new millennium. In this global world, what happens in Gaza, Afghanistan 
or Iraq affects what happens tomorrow in London or New York. The Golden Rule 
should become a force in politics; it should become a force in religion.” Religious 
communities are becoming increasingly vocal in their mutual concerns over 
peaceful co-existence with each other, global peace and prosperity, individual 
rights and freedoms and the prevention of violence and resolution of conflicts as 
reflected in a numerous local and international initiatives.  

Mercy –Raḥmah – For All

 It is hence important for us to ponder on how the Qur’ānic and Prophetic 
teachings of raḥmah can be applied so that we can counter our own tendencies 
and those of others to self-destruct or destroy others. The value of mercy must 
penetrate the very core of a Muslim’s being. Auda (2015, 7) suggests that “the 
Sharī‘ah  has a lot to do as I said, with the sulūk, or the taṣawwuf, or the heart 
part of it, which we often forget. Although we really have to start reviving that 
part of fiqh because when we think about fiqh, as in the rules, we think about the 
way to pray and the way to do ḥajj, but we do not think about the spirit of the 
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prayers and the spirit of the ḥajj.  So, it becomes very formalistic, very literalist 
(shakliyyah).” Our rituals are intended to infuse our hearts with raḥmah towards 
ourselves, others and the environment.

 Mercy is so integral in Islam that it is constantly being mentioned and 
emphasized in the Qur’ān and Hadith. It is by far the most salient of God’s attributes 
and as such the defining characteristic of His approach towards humanity and all 
creation. Mercy is the overriding value in our relations with each other as well as 
with all life matter. Thus, Kamali (2015, 202, in Abdul Rauf) succinctly states:

The Qur’ān explicitly states that its raison d’être is to bring 
mercy and serve as a “healing to the (spiritual) ailment of the 
hearts, guidance, and mercy (raḥmatan) for the believers” 
(10:57). Likewise, it asserts that the most important purpose 
of Prophet Muhammad’s prophethood is to provide mercy: 
“We have not sent you but as a mercy (raḥmatan) to the 
worlds (li’l-‘ālamīn)”(21:107). In its plural form, “worlds” 
implies that God’s mercy is boundless. It extends to the 
entirety of humanity and even beyond to the animal world 
and other worlds we may not know. This emphasis on mercy 
is conveyed explicitly when God declares, “My raḥmah 
extends to all things” (wa raḥmatī wasi‘at kulla shay’) (7:156). 
The central role of mercy is also apparent in the fact that 
of Gods ninety-nine beautiful names (al-asmā’ al-ḥusnā), 
the two names that introduce 113 of the 114 chapters of 
the Qur’an are al-Raḥmān (Most Beneficent) and al-Raḥīm 
(Most-Merciful).

 In fact, the more apt translation of al-Raḥmān al-Raḥīm is the Merciful, the 
Giver of Mercy, which further emphasizes this critical value. Both words in Arabic 
emanate from the same root ra-ḥi-ma and it is important to translate them as such 
to demonstrate more effectively how the Divine places utmost importance on this 
name and attribute. 
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Verses of Rahmah in the Qur’ān

“And do not make mischief on earth after its reformation, and pray 
to Him out of fear and hope. God’s mercy is close to the doers of 
good.” Al-A‘rāf (7): 56

“When the Qur’ān is recited, listen to it, and pay attention, so that 
you may experience mercy.” Al-A‘rāf (7): 204

“So, observe the effects of God’s mercy – how He revives the 
earth after it was dead. Indeed, He is the Reviver of the dead. He 
is Capable of everything.” Al-Rūm (30): 50

“Is it they who would portion out the Mercy of your Lord? It is 
We Who portion out between them their livelihood in this world, 
and We raised some of them above others in ranks, that they may 
make use of one another for service, But the Mercy of your Lord 
is better than the (wealth of this world) which they amass.” Al-
Zukhruf (43): 32

“Say, ‘To whom belongs whatever is in the heavens and earth?’ 
Say, ‘To Allah.’ He has decreed upon Himself mercy. He will surely 
assemble you for the Day of Resurrection, about which there is no 
doubt. Those who will lose themselves [that Day] do not believe.” 
Al-An‘ām (6): 12

“Your Lord is the Rich Beyond Need, the Possessor of Mercy. If He 
wills, He can do away with you, and substitute whomever He wills 
in your place, just as He produced you from the descendants of 
another people.” Al-An‘ām (6): 133
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“If they accuse you of lying, say, “Your Lord is Possessor of infinite 
mercy, but His wrath cannot be averted from the guilty people.” 
Al-An‘ām (6): 147

“And say, ‘My Lord forgive me and have mercy, for you are the best 
of the Merciful.” Al-Mu’minūn (23): 118

“And ask forgiveness of your Lord and then repent to Him. Indeed, 
my Lord is Merciful and Affectionate.” Hūd (11): 90

“Most surely, your Lord is the Almighty, the Merciful.” Al-Shu‘arā’ 
(26): 9

“The believing men and believing women are guardians of one 
another. They advocate virtue, forbid evil, perform the prayers, 
practice charity, and obey God and His Messenger. These, God 
will have mercy on them. God is most noble and Most Wise.” Al-
Tawbah (9): 71

“Those who believe and do righteous deeds, the Merciful will give 
them love.” Maryam (19): 96

“The servants of the Merciful are those who walk the earth in 
humility, and when the ignorant address them (with bad words) 
they say, ‘Peace’.” Al-Furqān (25): 63

“And if you should count the favours of Allah, you could not 
enumerate them. Indeed, Allah is Forgiving and Merciful.” Al-Naḥl 
(16): 18
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 As the human family and 
as integral actors in the planet’s 
stewardship we are physically 
and morally bound by this value 
premise. The Qur’ān tells us: 
O people, be cognizant of your 
Lord who created you from one 
being (nafs) and from her created 
her mate and propagated from 
them many men and women, 
and be mindful of God by whom 
you entreat [each other], and the 
wombs (al-arḥām), surely God is 
your Overseer (Qur’ān, Al-Nisā’ 
(4): 1). In a Prophetic ḥadīth, 
we are told that it is God, al-
Raḥmān, who named The Womb 
al-Raḥim stressing both the 
physical and moral imperative 
of mercy among humankind as 
it is our common source. In it 
He declares: “I am The Merciful, 
I created the Raḥim and cleaved 
her a name from my name, so 
whoever keeps connected with 
her, I will connect with him and 
whoever severs ties with her, I 
will sever My ties with him.”12 
Accordingly, we are commanded 
to sanctify our relationships 
with one another and to accept 
that these relationships are 
bound by the moral attribute of 
the source, which we are told is a direct derivation from The Merciful. In other 
words, we must not only treat each other with mercy but we must reflect this  
 
12 Ahmad 1/194 according to Abdur-Rahman ibn Auf, (authentic according to Ahmed Shaker)

‘Ukhuwwah’ and Brethren in Humanity
Mazlee Malik (2009, 4)

Unlike many human-inspired ideologies, 
the relationship between individuals 
in Islam is firmly anchored by the spirit 
of ‘Ukhuwwah,’ which connotes and 
implies a much wider philosophical 
meaning than can be encapsulated by the 
term ‘brotherhood.’ To emphasize this 
fundamental tenet, the Qur’ān notes: And 
hold fast, altogether, by the rope which God 
(stretches out for you), and be not divided 
among yourselves; and remember, with 
gratitude, God’s favour upon you; for you 
were enemies and He joined your hearts 
in love, so that, by His Grace, you become 
brethren; and you were on the brink of the 
pit of fir, and He saved you from it. Thus, 
doth God make His signs clear to you: that 
you may be guided (Āl ‘Imrān (3):103).

It is through mutual cooperation and 
protection (takāful) that Ukhuwwah 
can be profoundly articulated, where all 
individuals in the community are regarded 
as one nation, or one body, who must 
mutually serve and cooperate with each 
other in decency and virtue, de rigueur, 
to advance justice, fairness, mercy and 
the higher objectives of the Sharī‘ah . The 
concept of Ukhuwwah is not exclusive 
but is both inclusive and universal. It 
encompasses a comprehensive solidarity 
not only among Muslims, but also towards 
all fellow human beings, whom Islam 
considers as ‘brethren in humanity.’
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moral imperative in all our human endeavors. This is the definition of heedfulness 
towards God, and heedfulness towards al-arḥām. Understood factually and 
figuratively then, God is commanding humanity to relate to each other with 
compassion and mercy. In fact, He premises our relationship with Him on 
the willingness and ability to stay connected with one another through the 
actualization of mercy. 

 Prophet Muhammad had said: “Show mercy to everything 
on earth so that He in the heavens will have mercy on you.”13 

He also said: “He who does not show mercy, will not be shown mercy” 

14and it was revealed to him to command people to dispense mercy (Qur’ān, 
al-Baqarah (2): 219).  The Prophet also stated: “May the mercy of God be 
on one who is kind and forbearing when he sells, kind and forbearing 
when he buys, and kind and forbearing when he makes a demand.”15 

When the Prophet sent two governors to Yemen he exhorted them to: 
“Facilitate things for the people and do not make things difficult for 
them. Be kind and lenient [both of you] with the people, and do not be 
hard on them and give the people good tidings and do not reject them.”16 

This approach would be followed by all four rightly-guided caliphs. The last of 
whom was Ali ibn Abi Talib (d. 660) who similarly advised his governor of Egypt, 
which had a large Christian population: 

Infuse your heart with mercy, love and kindness for your 
subjects. Be not in the face of them a voracious animal, counting 
them as easy prey, for they are of two kinds: either they are 
your brothers in religion or your equals in creation. Error 
catches them unaware, deficiencies overcome them, [evil 
deeds] are committed by them intentionally and by mistake. 
So, grant them your pardon and your forgiveness to the 
same extent that you hope God will grant you His pardon and 
forgiveness. For you are above them, and he who appointed  
 
 
 

13 Sunan Abū Dāwūd 2/235
14 Bukhari
15 Al-Asqalānī, Jawāhir Saḥīḥ al-Bukhāri, hadith no. 275
16 Bukhari, hadiths 4341/4342 and 4344/4345.
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you is above you, and God is above him who appointed you.17 

 
 It is clear that mercy is the defining feature of a Muslim’s inner attitude 
and outward expressions towards others. As Muslims, we must learn to exercise 
raḥmah in all aspects of our lives, as propagated by our religion. By extending 
raḥmah towards others – even those who are different or who differ from us – 
we will be able to build a society in which members care for one another, and a 
society that seeks to spread love and reject hate among fellow humankind. By 
extending raḥmah towards the environment, we demonstrate our appreciation 
and our trustworthiness in protecting what Allah has entrusted us.

Conclusion

 The key idea of this chapter is that religious values have an important role 
to play in today’s modern plural societies. Muis’ guest scholars highlighted several 
important benefits of religious values. The most salient included establishing the 
sacredness of life and its interdependence, freedom of faith and expression, unity 
among all living things, acceptance and nurturing diversity, moderating other 
spheres of life that necessarily must be infused with ethics and morality, finding 
common ground, and prioritizing compassion and mercy. 
  

17 This instruction is part of the famous collection of sermons and letters by Ali Ibn Abi 
Talib under the title Nahj al-Balāghah. It is translated by William Chittick (1980), A Shi’ite Anthology. 
London: Muhammadi Trust of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. 69.
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CHAPTER 4: 
ESSENTIALIZING HUMAN DIGNITY

 The foundation of the Singapore Muslim Identity is rooted in and founded 
on a solid grounding in human dignity. Muis has worked hard to demonstrate 
that fulfilling human dignity is an achievement and requires hard work. Beyond 
God’s universal grant of dignity to all human beings, we have a responsibility to 
ensure that the demands of dignity are actually satisfied. Through its various 
activities Muis has striven to demonstrate how Muslims must dignify themselves 
and others, irrespective of faith, in accordance with divine injunctions. Several 
Muis’ guests as well as the literature addressing this area speak to the meaning 
of human dignity and how it can be fulfilled through individual and collective 
actions.

 This chapter has seven parts. First, it considers the necessity of peace and 
security and in particular the role of government in this regard. Second, it presents 
the centrality of dignity in Islam and its necessity for human flourishing. Third, it 
argues that human dignity is universal, that is, not dependent on anything other 
than the fact that we are human beings.  Fourth, it underscores that God is the 
ultimate recipient of all the good that we do with faithful hearts. Fifth, we talk 
about the divine spark that several of our guests mentioned and the trust that we 
assumed as human beings. Sixth, we consider the dignity and rights of women 
highlighting the importance of giving special attention to this category. Finally, 
in the last part, we talk about the importance of education for dignity.  

Necessity of Peace and Security

 Peace and security are critical for the expression of religious values that 
are elaborated throughout this book. It is incumbent on state authorities to ensure 
that all citizens including those belonging to the various communities of faith, 
and all of their members, are secure against violence and all acts that diminish 
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human dignity, which emanate from within or outside the state.  

 Several Muis’ guests touched upon the role of foreign and military policy 
decisions in the past and present that created major grievances in the Muslim 
world. Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 9) opined that today’s “conflicts are an outcome 
of a pact between some religious people and some politicians, for the common 
purpose of taking advantage of nations and communities.” Armstrong (2007, 8) 
confers, stating that “western foreign policies seeking resources and advantage as 
in the cases of the Suez Canal, Arab-Israeli conflict, and the practice of supporting 
dictatorships in exchange for cheap oil make democracy seem like a bad joke. 
Many people in the Muslim world can see that freedom and democracy are only 
paid lip service by western countries.” 

 Moosa (2015a) questions how people should react when the United States 
and the United Kingdom and their supporters ravage Iraq; sanction extra-judicial 
killings of terror suspects; imprison people around the world and most glaringly 
Guantanamo; and, destabilize budding democracies. “Beyond the vacuous 
promises of democracy for Iraqis lay the sinister plan: the Anglo-American plan 
to occupy Iraq was to teach Arabs and Muslims in the region to wear their chains 
with less reluctance as the prospect of freedom and liberty removed before their 
very eyes from Baghdad to Bethlehem, and Kabul to Karachi,” asserts Moosa 
(2015a, 103).  Indeed, failed imperial ventures in the Middle East and South Asia 
historically preceded the tragic events of September 11, 2001.

 Ceric (2011), summed up the tragedy of it all in the following statement: 

Death camps, Gulags and the atomic bombs that fell on Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki killed millions of people, more than in any other 
century. However, the 20th Century is not only notorious for the 
number of those killed, but also because of the conviction that 
out of those killings, a new and better world would be born. In the 
20th Century, industries of killing organized by states against their 
own citizens, were launched with the conviction that those who 
survived would live in a better world than has ever existed.  In the 
20th Century, Man tried to replace the Divine Spirit with a satanic 
evil spirit, daring to utter the words: “God is dead”, becoming 
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conceited in thinking that he can live as if there were no God. 
But today those of us who have survived the “dark moments” of 
the 20th Century can bear witness that God is al-Hayy, the Ever-
Living! Alhamdulillah, Praise be to God!

 
 Addressing violence, whether radical or reactionary, is an inescapable 
responsibly for religious leaders, state authorities and concerned publics.  With 
regards to religion, Ceric states that the call for a return to faith must not mean a 
return to the world of mythology in which the light of intellect and the power of 
reason are dimmed. A spiritual revolution does not imply erasing human sagacity 
and rationality. The spiritual revolution demands a return to wisdom, tolerance 
and dialogue, notions that have become lost in the flood of arrogance, egoism, 
extremism, holocaust, genocide, terrorism and violence in the streets and homes. 
Undoubtedly, the first step in achieving human dignity is an acknowledgement by 
those in power that the human beings are worthy of dignity and associated rights. 

Dignity is Central

 Human dignity is integral to Islamic thought and practice. The 
concept is identified by classical as well as contemporary scholars and jurists 
as an essential objective of divine law and heart of Islam’s system of human 
rights. Abu Bakr, the first caliph after Prophet Muhammad, made this clear 
when he stated: “The weak amongst you shall be strong with me until I have 
secured his rights, if God wills; and the strong amongst you shall be weak 
with me until I have wrested from him the rights of others, if God wills.”18 

Abu Bakr’s statement emphasizes that the achievement of human dignity and 
rights are a primary role and goal for public authorities.

 Dignity entails the provision of opportunity, beneficial goods and services 
and the prioritization of human needs. It also includes values such as mutual 
respect, honor, giving, love, care and compassion. Dignity precedes, envelops 
and restrains freedom so that people may live in harmony. The Qur’ān states: We 
dignified the children of Adam and carried them in the land and the sea; and granted them 
from all that is good and fair; and preferred them over much of what We created with  
 
18 Abū ‘Ubayd al-Qāsim (n.d.). Kitāb al-Amwāl. Beirut: Dār al-Fikr, 12.
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notable preference (Qur’ān, al-Isrā’ (17): 70), pointing to God’s facilitation of life for 
human beings, their warrant for all that is beneficial, and their preference over 
many other creatures.  Together these three privileges underscore the qualities 
that make human beings worthy of honour or respect.

 Moosa (2017, 11-12) explains these three qualifiers as follows:  

Firstly, the verse states that Allah has taken human beings to 
oceans and land. I believe, that this is to demonstrate two kinds 
of habitats that human beings have today. We can even make it 
in the skies and we can make it elsewhere – we might possibly 
be able to build those habitats on the Moon or on Mars in a 
couple of centuries, or decades, I believe... Without all facets of 
developments – industrial, technological, social and cultural 
development, the human being cannot be nourished. So, what we 
call human development in the broadest sense is actually crucial 
to human dignity. 

Secondly, the verse says that Allah has provided for us of the 
good things. Every conceivable thing that is ‘good’ is Good, so 
the Qur’ān is extremely broad and non-specific. It is non-specific 
for the reason that human beings can access these things and so 
the Qur’ān puts a lot of trust in the ability of human beings to 
discover the ‘good’ for themselves. It does not detail all the ‘good’ 
for you.

And the third aspect of this verse is that it talks about giving you 
the capacity to excel in every possible way. When you excel, when 
you discover the good, and when you find places to flourish, you 
are fulfilling the very core message of human dignity – and this 
is what is so important… the way we measure human dignity is 
through self-worth and honour. 

 Taken together these three dimensions of dignity extol important virtues, 
values and responsibilities. 
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 The Qur’ān further draws attention to differences in our dispositions 
and ranks so that individuals and groups may be able to commission each other 
in various ways to achieve collective goals (Qur’ān, al-Baqarah (2): 148 and Al-
Zukhruf (43): 32). Differences in dispositions or ranks do not entitle some to 
dominate and enslave others. To the contrary, those who have an upper hand have 
higher responsibility and accountability. The number of verses in the Qur’ān that 
exhort mercy, justice, goodness and welfare by individuals and larger social units 
both directly and indirectly through narratives and metaphors is too voluminous 
to cite. Sheikh Bin Bayyah (2017), states, “In a Prophetic tradition, Allah addresses 
His creation and says: ‘O my servants, I have made oppression unlawful upon 
Myself and unlawful for you. Do not oppress one another’ (Hadith, Muslim). If 
the Almighty Creator, who has nothing to fear shares this particular value with 
humanity, then surely, humanity amongst itself shares it too.  There is a need to 
nurture such positive commonalities and cooperate in feeding the hungry, caring 
for the poor and treating the sick. This is the healing power of religious energy” 
(Bin Bayyah, 2017, 12).

 Dignifying humanity is the primary expression by which God characterizes 
His favours upon us. In Moosa’s (2017) view human dignity ought to be the 
fundamental teaching of Islam today. He asserts: “Affirming human dignity is at 
the centre of the creation of the human being in Islam. Everything we do: from 
building stable societies, from creating technologies, from building homes, from 
giving people shelter, working hard and labouring to bring food on the table, is 
done to enable human flourishing. All that is done in order to celebrate the human 
being and the dignity of the human being” (Moosa 2017, 10). Defined as such, this 
concept of human flourishing represents the essence of how Muis and the Muslim 
community has envisioned its contribution to the broader social and governance 
framework in Singapore.  In striving for excellence through the promotion of 
RICAP, Muis and the community have understood religious values in such a way 
that enables human flourishing not just for Muslims but for all Singaporeans. 

Human Dignity is Universal

 Human dignity is universal, that is, non-discriminatory. Fairness, 
generosity and justice extend to everyone. Inclusiveness builds nations. From the 
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very beginning of his mission, Prophet Muhammad had the solid support of his 
elderly and venerated uncle, Abu Talib, who notably did not embrace Islam. In 
fact, several outstanding figures that did not embrace Islam (some only initially) 
aided the Islamic call, which points to an important lesson. Cooperation can be 
based on diverse motives so long as common goals are understood and respected. 
The Prophet’s recourse to Negus, the Christian King of Ethiopia, to provide refuge 
for the Muslims who could no longer tolerate the intensity of persecution is also a 
case in point. 

 Then and now, religious men and women understand that we are all of 
the same source. Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 12) made the point “that we all share the 
same origin. My father is your father and my grandfather is also your grandfather, 
and the earth which I originate from is the same earth that all of you originate 
from. If I take some earth from Singapore, some from Mecca, some from Jerusalem 
and some from Damascus and I mix them, is it possible to separate the earth from 
one another? Certainly not. All of us are made from earth, and we share the same 
father Adam.” Our common source, and hence the inherent right of all people to 
be treated with dignity, was emphasized by many Muis’ guests.

 It is the right of every human being to be treated with dignity and to have 
the opportunity to actualize each dimension of dignity mentioned in the Qur’ān. 
Al-ādamiyyah or the concept that we are all the children of Adam entitles us all 
to huqūq al-ādamiyyīn or the rights of humans (Senturk in Abdul Rauf, 2015, 23). 
Ibn ‘Ashūr among others had asserted that human beings are equal with regard 
to their basic rights.  He argued that the inborn constitution (takwīn) “means that 
the very existence of human beings is the basis of certain inalienable rights that 
are linked to them in their creation” (Ibn ‘Āshūr, 2006, 47).

 In Islam, everyone has the right to a happy, peaceful life. 
Prophet Muhammad said: “No one has real faith unless he desires 
for his brother [brethren] that which he desires for himself.”19 

In the Qur’ān everyone is entitled to adequate nutrition and leisure (Qur’ān, al-
Mursalāt (77): 46; YāSīn (36): 35). Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 17), however, cautioned 
“not to indulge yourselves in excessive pleasure, as the excesses will make us 
forget the bonds between us, humankind. Because happiness is not complete until  
 
19 Bukhari and Muslim on the authority of Anas
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I see happiness in others. My smile would not appear unless I see you smiling. My 
tears will be shed when I see you cry, although I have not asked you why because 
pain transcends each one of us, love cuts across all humanity and happiness 
reaches everyone.”  Nevertheless, the Qur’ān is clear that those who desire the 
transitory bounties of this life will be given them irrespective of faith (Qur’ān, 
Al-Isrā’ (17): 18). Believers are given no recourse against people who do not 
fight them whatever paths they choose (Qur’ān, al-Nisā’ (4): 90) and they are not 
permitted to ‘make haste against them’ either (Qur’ān, Maryam (19): 84, al-Shūrā 
(46): 35, al-Naḥl (16): 1). Practicing believers are not even permitted to agitate 
other believers who take their religion for play and distraction (Qur’ān, al-An‘ām 
(6): 70) for whom only reminders are permitted (Qur’ān, al-An‘ām (6): 70; al-Naḥl 
(16): 82). The basic grant of human dignity is not dependent on the choices of the 
subject so long as these choices do not violate the dignity of others. 

 Islam is unequivocal in its universal position on human dignity. In this 
regard the Qur’ān clearly states: “O you who believe, stand out firmly for God, as 
fair witnesses and do not let hatred of others make you swerve from justice. Be 
just, it is closest to heedfulness and be heedful of God for God is well acquainted 
with what you do” (Qur’ān, al-Mā’idah (5): 8). There is absolutely no verse in the 
Qur’ān or credible narration in the Sunnah that limits the provision of what is 
good and ethical to Muslims, or more broadly people of faith, only. Freedom of 
faith would not make sense otherwise. 

 This life is given in its full glory to all of God’s creation.  Believers are 
commanded to be patient and good in their treatment of everyone (Qur’ān, al-
Muzzammil (73): 10). Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 17) reminded us that “the Prophet 
Jesus once said: ‘Love those who hate you and bless those who curse you.’ 
Prophet Muhammad once said: ‘Your faith is not complete until you love each 
other. Would you like if I guide you to something that if you do, you will love 
each other? Declare peace among you.’  Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 37) went on to 
state: “God speaks to Muslims in the Qur’ān using the language of humanity. If 
you read your religion from the perspective of humanity, you will realise that the 
responsibility upon yourselves is great towards people from other religions. One 
such message is to take care of them as much as you take care of yourselves. Even 
the dead are dignified as human beings. Prophet Muhammad stood up when he 
saw the funeral procession of a Jew. If you are a true Muslim, and you see a Jewish, 
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Christian or Buddhist funeral passing before you, and for that matter even an 
atheist, you should stand up in respect for the deceased, because he is a human 
being. We are not accountable for each other’s beliefs but only for our intentions 
and behaviours towards others. 

God is the Ultimate Recipient

 In order to facilitate the path to human dignity, God tells believers that 
He is the ultimate recipient of their good and ethical acts. This belief ensures 
that we act consistently with justice, fairness and mercy even towards those who 
may not reciprocate our values. Today, actualizing human dignity demands a 
courageous stand regarding “pressing issues like hunger, poverty, exploitation, 
socioeconomic justice, HIV/AIDS and the availability of affordable health 
facilities” asserts Mumtaz Ahmad (2013). These issues may or may not touch us 
personally, but they challenge the sincerity of our beliefs by demanding action 
on the part of men and women of faith. Prophet Muhammad taught: “Whosoever 
of you sees an evil, let him change it with his hand; and if he is not able to do 
so then with his tongue [through communication]; and if he is not able to do so 
then with is heart [through silent prayer] – and that is the weakest of faith.”20 

 
 In fact, our respect for human dignity towards all people fortifies our 
relationship with God. In a Hadith (Prophetic Tradition) we read:

Behold God will say on the Day of Resurrection: “O children of 
Adam!  I was ill and you did not comfort Me.” The person will 
exclaim: “O Lord, how could I have comforted you, the Lord of 
all worlds?” And God will reply did you not know that such and 
such of my servants was ill, and you did not comfort him? Did 
you know that if you had done so, you would have indeed found 
Me with them? O children of Adam! I asked for food, but you did 
not feed Me.” The person will exclaim: “O Lord, how could I have 
fed you, the Lord of all worlds?” God will say: “Did you not now 
that such and such of my servants asked you for food, and you 
did not feed him? Did you not know that if you had done so, you  
 

20 Muslim on the authority of Abū Sa‘īd al-Khudrī.
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would have found it with Me? O children of Adam! I asked you for 
a drink, but you did not give me to drink.” The person will say: 
“How could I have given you, the Lord of the worlds to drink?” 
But God will reply: “Such and such of my servants asked you for a 
drink, but you did not give it to him. Did you not know that if you 
had given it to him to drink you would have found it with Me?”21 

 Religion plays an important role in clarifying what constitutes dignity. 
Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 7) tells us: “The purpose of religion is to organise human 
life, in terms of the relationship between humans and God, between humans and 
his brothers, and the relationship between humans with himself. For in ourselves, 
there are many unknowns which we are unable to organise on our own, unless by 
the help of our Creator. For example, every inventor will prepare a “manual” on 
how to use his invention. Therefore, religion has three key objectives: (1) For me 
to know my creator; (2) For me to know the creation, which is myself; and (3) for 
me to know my brothers and sisters.” Religion also assures us that every good we 
do, every relationship we nurture, every ease we facilitate, when performed with 
pure intentions will be rewarded by God.

Our Divine Spark

 Every human being is gifted with a divine spark, an infinite dimension that 
binds humanity with each other and their Creator. Sheikh Bin Bayyah (2017, 8) 
talked about “the shared humanity that binds us, necessitates that we nurture and 
cultivate our commonalities – particularly, that we see in each human being, in 
essence, a microcosm of the universe and acknowledge and respect their inherent 
human dignity and divine spark. One ought to always remember that aggression 
towards any human being is in reality an assault on our shared human dignity 
and divine spark, while similarly, any act of goodness towards that person is in 
essence directly towards our shared human dignity and divine spark. The Qur’ān 
reminds us: We decreed upon the Children of Israel that whosoever kills a person 
for other than manslaughter or corruption on earth, it shall be as if he had killed 
all people, and whosoever revives a life, it shall be as if he had revived all people  
(Qur’ān, al-Mā’idah (5): 32).  Therefore, one ought to see him/herself in the other.  
 
21 Muslim on the authority of Abū Hurayrah.
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Subsequently, the realization will dawn upon us gradually that there is no such 
this as the other, for you are the other and the other is you.”

 Similarly, Abdulrauf 
(2010) noted, “there is 
something in Adam, and the 
children of Adam, whom we 
all are – something that has 
the breath of divinity… The 
Qur’ān speaks of an amānah – a 
trust that was offered to all of 
creation, to the heavens and 
the earth and the mountains, 
but they were afraid of it. 
They feared it. But mankind 
assumed it.  This trust that 
we all collectively have is 
to recognize the spark of 
the divine in ourselves as 
individual human beings, and 
ourselves collectively and 
to rise up to the challenge 
of maintaining, regarding, 
respecting and fulfilling that 
particular mandate.” This 
divine spark elevates humanity 
and potentially enables them 
to fulfill the amānah or trust.

 Abdelgafar (2018) 
understands that trust as the 
covenant between human 
beings and God not to sever 
what must be joined (Qur’ān, 
al-Baqarah (2): 27; al-Ra‘d (13): 
25) drawing our attention to the interconnectedness of all creation. The Qur’ān 

Dignity and Taqwā (Heedfulness)
Basma Abdelgafar

The duties that believers commit to 
undertake clearly impact the promotion 
of dignity and the provision of the rights 
of others. A commitment to any duty is 
rooted in the religious concept of taqwā 
variously translated as piety, fear of God, 
or God consciousness, though a preferable 
understanding is most closely related to 
heedfulness. To heed is to remain aware 
of or pay close attention to something. 
God states that the most dignified among 
people are the most heedful (Qur’ān, al-
Ḥujurāt (49): 13), that is, those who have 
the deepest respect for divine law and 
presence. The doctrine of human dignity in 
Islam does not simply aim at the provision 
of basic needs so that people merely subsist, 
but rather it presents an internal and 
external reality that aims at guaranteeing 
the believer and everyone around him or her 
a maximally good life. Taqwā encompasses 
our continuous struggle to ensure that our 
inner beings and our external manifestations 
maximize the provision of everything that is 
fair and good for ourselves and for others 
throughout our lives. Each individual, 
community and nation are called upon to 
show initiative and courage beyond basic 
duties towards praiseworthy, noble and 
perfect duties, thereby showing gratitude 
to God Almighty, earning His favour and 
ever striving to do better. This is the engine 
of Islam’s dynamism as it applies to the 
actualization of human dignity. 
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states: “We did offer the Trust to the skies and the earth and the mountains, but 
they declined to bear it and feared it; but man bore it, he was unjust and ignorant” 
(Qur’ān, al-Aḥzāb (33): 72). She argues, that as human beings, we are not only 
related to each other, but we are inextricably linked to all living matter. In light of 
this, our duties, custodianship and guardianship of each other and other creatures 
are serious commitments.

 Attaining dignity involves mutual exchange. “As much as we would like to 
be honoured and shown dignity,” states Malik (2017, 9), “we have to first recognize 
the dignity and honour of others…Authentic understanding and mutual respect of 
others would help develop a sustainable religious and cultural harmony in our 
mutual quest to serve humanity and please our Creator.”  It also involves standing 
firmly together in matter of common interest.

Special Attention to Women’s Dignity and Rights

 It is a core principle in Islam that men and women are equal in standing.22 
As a firm belief of Muis, the equality of men and women and in particular the 
important role of women in all social spheres has been promoted in education, 
publications, programmes and policies. Muis has emphasized the clear articulation 
of this principle in numerous Qur’ānic verses: 

Whoever works righteousness, man or woman, and has faith, 
verily, to him will We give a new life, a life that is good and pure 
and We will bestow on such their reward according to the best of 
their actions (Qur’ān, al-Naḥl (16): 97).

The believers, men and women, are protectors on of another: 
they enjoin what is just, and forbid what is evil: they observe 
regular prayers, practice regular charity, and obey Allah and 
His Messenger. On them will Allah pour His mercy: for Allah is 
Exalted in power, Wise (Qur’ān, al-Tawbah (9): 71).

22 Extracted from Muis (2011). Our mosque, enhancing spirituality, guiding community, 
changing Lives. Mosque Convention 2011, Singapore: Muis, pp. 111-112
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 Based on this principle, 
Muis has encouraged Muslim 
women not only to improve 
their personal acts of 
worship (‘ibādah), but also to 
contribute to the community 
in enjoining and spreading 
good, as well as working 
towards the development and  
betterment of their society.

 To reinforce this 
understanding, Muis has 
publicized the practices of the 
female companions of Prophet 
Muhammad, many of whom 
were actively involved in 
getting religious education and 
taking part in congregations 
at the mosque. Not only that, a 
number of female companions 
who had the financial means 
joined their male counterparts 
in contributing part of their 
wealth to the cause of building 
and strengthening the Muslim 
community at the time. It is 
notable that Lady Khadijah, the 
first and only wife of Prophet 
Muhammad for the duration 
of their 24-year marriage until 
her death, played a major 
role in his life and that of the 
community. In addition to 
being a solid support for the 
Prophet, she fulfilled her roles 

Recommendations Re: European Muslim 
Women and Their Needs. 2015 Annual 
Regular Meeting European Council for 
Fatwa and Research (ECFR)**

One of the greatest challenges and 
misrepresentations of the traditions of 
Prophet Muhammad relates to the way 
many modern mosques are designed 
and managed around the world today, 
especially regarding the place and 
treatment of women. This predicament 
prompted serious discussion at the ECFR 
2015 that subsequently issued a number of 
key recommendations:
• It is forbidden to prevent women from 

their right to visit the mosque.
• Muslim women must be encouraged 

to visit the mosque.
• The tradition of the Prophet did not 

include barriers between men and 
women in the mosque.

• It is an obligation to protect women in 
the mosque from any mistreatment or 
harassment.

• A non-Muslim woman should be 
allowed to visit the mosque, with or 
without a headscarf, as long as she is 
dressed decently.

• A woman is allowed to stay in seclusion 
(I‘tikāf) in the mosque and to visit 
others who are staying there.

• A woman can and may lecture to men 
and women in the mosque.

• A woman can and may participate in 
the mosque’s management and social 
activities.

** Reproduced in Jasser Auda (2017). 
Reclaiming the Mosque – The Role of 
Women in Islam’s House of Worship. 
Swansea, UK: Claritas Books, p. 17 
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as wife and mother while running a business. She raised distinguished and highly 
knowledgeable children and used her personal wealth to support the propagation 
of Islam. 

 Other female companions also provided strategic inputs in the process 
of religious teaching and decision making in the Muslim community. These 
contributions were not limited financially and intellectually, but also physically by 
taking active part in numerous da‘wah (missionary) efforts. Female companions, 
such as ‘Aishah and Ummu Sulaim, were recorded to have taken part in expeditions, 
attending to the basic needs of fellow Muslim brothers by preparing food and 
attending to the wounded.

 Islam has never limited the scope of the contribution of Muslim women 
to the community as was evident during the Prophet and his companions’ times. 
This spirit is the goal of the Singaporean Muslim community, which believes 
that such dynamism, respect and dignity for women must continue to be revived 
and realised in the Singaporean context. Like many realities around the world, 
however, Muslim women are usually confined to supportive roles, family and 
women’s issues, and back-end operations. Although this can be due to gender 
stereo-typing, it is also a result of cultural bias, historical baggage and intellectual 
prejudice especially as presented in traditional fiqh. Thus, while Muis, the Muslim 
community, and in particular Muslim women in Singapore, have come a long way, 
our scholars and guests nevertheless pointed to important areas where there is 
still room for improvement within academia, the religious establishment and 
society.

 Perspectives on women and family law tend to be influenced by the 
worldview of jurists, with contemporary jurists and scholars uncritically reifying 
the opinions of their predecessors. Mir-Hosseini (2003, 10) argues that “in their 
understanding of sacred texts, these jurists [of the past] were guided by their 
outlook, and in discerning the terms of the Sharī‘ah , they were constrained by 
a set of legal and gender assumptions and theories that reflected the state of 
knowledge and normative values of their time.” Nevertheless, “these theories, 
which are the product of either juristic speculations or social norms, continued to 
be treated by subsequent generations of jurists as though they were immutable, 
and part of the Sharī‘ah ” (Mir-Hosseini, 2003, 10). 
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 In fact, she tells us that “rulings relating to women and the family are 
not only not immutable but are in need of constant reform if they are to reflect 
the spirit of waḥy and the justice of Islam. Gender is a social and human concept, 
and like other human concepts, it evolves and changes in response to social and 
political forces” (Mir-Hosseini ,2003, 11-12).  Both the Qur’ān and Sunnah sought to 
improve the status of women through a process of immediate and gradual change. 
Evidently, the gender inequality embedded in fiqh rules is not a manifestation of 
divine justice, but as a construction by male jurists which is reflective of social 
practices and norms that are neither sacred nor immutable but human and 
changing (Mir-Hosseini, 2003, 20).

 Ismail Serageldin (2014) drew our attention to the need for a continued 
and explicit emphasis on the importance of the status of women: 

I think no issue looms larger on the reform agenda then the 
status of women. It is the ultimate litmus test for whether the 
predominantly Muslim societies…have finally made the transition 
to the twenty-first century. The short answer is not yet…There 
are some promising movements here and there and many would 
say that Islam improved the condition of women, as compared to 
what existed in pre-Islamic Arabia. While that is true, it is totally 
irrelevant. That was then, and this is now, and the world has 
more than caught up with that. 
So today, we must recapture the progressive stands that we 
always had in comparison to the times and move to similarly 
progressive stand in today’s time; because if we do not, our society 
will lag behind. The global experience shows that the emerging 
centrality of women; they are the true vectors of development. 
There is ample evidence that the key to development lies in the 
education of girls and the empowerment of women. These are the 
most important actions that you can take in any society today. 
Indeed, women’s rights are human rights. And these must be 
protected by the rule of law where all are equal before the rule of 
law and no one is above the law…
Let me be clear, there is no ‘cultural specificity’ argument that 
can be tolerated, to justify depriving women of their women’s 
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right, in the name of tradition or to mutilate girls in the name of 
custom. And there is more, women are not just the victim of the 
vectors of oppression or the vectors of change; rather they are the 
artisan of social capital – that lattice of values that is the glue that 
holds the society together. It is they who repair the torn fabric of 
community in difficult post war conflict situations. They are the 
custodians of values, to nurture them in the next generation.

Women’s Participation and Leadership in Religious Institutions in Singapore

In Singapore, in line with the Islamic principles of inclusivity, it is important for 
religious institutions such as MUIS and mosque to pursue a policy of embracing 
diversity. MUIS has actively pursued a policy of diversity by involving more 
young people and women in leadership and management at the Mosque, Fatwa 
Committee, Appeal Court and the Syariah Court. 

In mosques, Muslim women in Singapore have always been strong supporters 
and participants of mosque activities. It is estimated that more than 50% of 
the mosque volunteers are women. In 2011, the inaugural Seminar on Muslim 
Women in Mosque crafted the concept for a 5-year plan that will see a deeper 
emphasis on increasing the capacity and participation of women within the 
Mosque Management Board (MMB) and active volunteers. This is done in the 
hope of further harnessing the potential of the Muslim women in the mosque. 
One of the key initiatives recommended by Muis’ Mosque Convention 2011 is 
to ensure that Muslim women are given more strategic roles to champion social 
causes and greater representation in MMBs. More women are in the MMB today 
than 17 years ago (63 in 2000 and 101 in 2017, forming about 19% of the MMB), 
with many of them also holding key positions like Secretary and Treasurer. *

In terms of women in religious thought leadership positions, there are three female 
fatwa associates who are on the Fatwa Committee. The Syariah Court recently 
appointed its first female President and has three women in its management 
positions. And there are five women member in the Appeal Board that hears 
appeals against the decisions of the Syariah Court and Registry of Muslim 
Marriages. There are also currently four female members on the Muis Council, 
which is the overall policy decision-making body. In addition, there are currently 
14 female Directors and Heads leading strategic units in MUIS forming 43% of 
the entire organisation. This is a reflection of the Singapore Muslim community’s 
appreciation and value placed on the positive contributions of women in leadership 
roles in the community. **

* Mosque Convention 2011, p.111
** Figures provided by Islamic Religious Council of Singapore, 2018
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 There is no doubt that all faiths have to do a better job at protecting women 
from violence perpetrated or justified in the name of religion. While “honour” 
killings and domestic abuse remain tragic outcomes of highly misguided religious 
interpretations, unequivocal rejection of the possibility of such understandings 
remains elusive.  Although positive and progressive understandings of much 
misunderstood verses of the Qur’ān or Prophetic traditions in matters concerning 
girls and women are increasingly available, a strong current of traditionalist 
scholars continue to defend orthodoxy at the expense of the safety and well-being 
of girls and women around the world.

 Muis is part of Singapore’s Inter-Ministerial Committee on the Convention 
on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) where 
it takes a whole-of-government approach in advancing the status and well-being 
of women. The lives of women in Singapore have improved tremendously over 
the years. The latest UN Gender Inequality Index ranked Singapore 11th out of 159 
countries, and second in Asia. Life expectancy at birth for females is 85.1% years 
higher than men. Our infant and maternal mortality rates are among the lowest 
in the world. Literacy for women is 95.4%, and a half of our university graduates 
are women. The employment rate for women aged 25-64 has increased from about 
63% ten years ago, to 72% last year.  

 The Fatwa Committee in Singapore has introduced two new religious 
edicts to secure the financial welfare of Muslim women and their dependents by 
providing more options in inheritance matters. Muslims need not therefore be 
limited to classical Islamic inheritance law in which men apportioned a greater 
share of the inheritance than women. Several AMLA legislative amendments have 
also been made to accord wives the same rights as the husbands to manage and 
administer the husband’s property after his death, similar to how the husband has 
the rights to administer his wife’s property.23

23  Opening Statement by SPS Muhammad Faishal at 68th Session of UN CEDAW, 16 October 
2017. Retrieved from https://www.msf.gov.sg/media-room/Pages/Opening-Statement-by-SPS-
Muhammad-Faishal-Ibrahim-at-68th-session-of-UN-CEDAW-.aspx 
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Role of the Media

 Essentializing human dignity cannot be possible without the cooperation 
of influential social actors. In today’s world, the role of the media in defining group 
identities is inescapable. The Fez Declaration, for instance, which resulted in a 
two-year effort by the UN Office on Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to 
Protect to develop an action plan, highlights the critical contribution that actors 
other than the state can and must make in helping to curb the emergence of 
crises. Moreover, the prohibition of the incitement to violence is included in the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which in article 20 (2) prohibits 
“any advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred that constitutes incitement 
to discrimination, hostility or violence.” It can include any communication 
that encourages violence against an individual or group in the form of political 
speeches and flyers, media articles, social media communications and visual arts 
products.24

 Research reveals that media representations do influence public attitudes 
towards Muslims and even domestic and foreign policies associated with Muslim 
affairs.  In the United States, for instance, many people perceive Muslims with 
negativity even as they have never even come into contact with Muslims. 
According to Saleem (2017), the majority of Americans are instead exposed to 
Muslims through the media, which tends to represent Muslims as terrorists, 
violent, and “the Other.” Negative representations of Muslims have been observed 
across American media outlets, including cable news, newspapers, television and 
movies and video games.” Such representations distort perceptions of Muslims 
as aggressive and in turn influence people’s support of harmful policies towards 
Muslims. 

 Responsible media is an important dimension in dispelling myths about 
Islam and religious values more broadly. This is critical for essentializing human 
dignity. The very significant role of the media in perpetuating Islamophobic 
propaganda and thereby extinguishing human dignity must also be taken 
seriously. In Singapore, the media is entreated to accept its responsibility in 
properly addressing events, actors and the broader Muslim community when  
 
24  Retrieved from http://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/Plan%20of%20
Action%20Advanced%20Copy.pdf  p.2
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reporting the news. The state strictly polices on and offline media to ensure that 
religious issues do not divide the state, and that Singapore’s shared values remain 
paramount. Shaming and blaming innocent community members and their 
religious leadership is not conducive to social harmony and peaceful co-existence. 

Educating for Dignity

 Our role both individually and collectively is to perfect ourselves and to 
perfect our societies. Actualizing human dignity demands action on the part of all 
members of a community. They must use their knowledge, capacity and resources 
to the fullest extent possible to ensure that the those around them as well as the 
overall welfare of the community is guarded. Education is an integral dimension 
of dignity, both as an inherent right and as an instrument for the exploration and 
reinforcement of its various contributors, material, physical and spiritual.

 Achieving dignity involves a double imperative. The first is basic. Here 
material comforts enable people to subsist, physical elements are sufficient 
to support work and procreation while spiritual provision allows people to 
undertake fundamental rituals. These must remain stable and protected from the 
vagaries of human behaviour, economic cycles and political fortunes. The second, 
is dynamic. This imperative demands innovative, constructive and generous 
evolution of our understanding of what constitutes and contributes to human 
dignity. The material, physical and spiritual extend far beyond minimal provision 
to enable individuals, communities and nations to flourish, to exhibit the best 
that humanity has to offer and to show ultimate gratitude for God’s blessings.  
It allows individuals, communities and nations to combine their resources and 
capacities for the achievement of higher and higher heights, by demonstrating 
keen understanding of divine laws, values and objectives.

  There are no limits when seeking ideas and support for this double 
imperative. Moosa (2017) suggests that human dignity education should happen 
in all schools, from 8 to 12, but also in universities, in our mosques, in every public 
space. We should not allow for just any kind of teaching that comes out of Islamic 
institutions, it must be tested at the level of human dignity: Does this further 
human dignity or does it detract from human dignity? From his perspective, 



103ESSENTIALIZING HUMAN DIGNITY

enabling “human flourishing” requires a serious consideration of the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals. Each one of those goals should be a part of our 
curriculum to understand how human flourishing can take place: each one can be 
backed up with Islamic teachings and values. Each one of those – water, gender 
equality, there are 17 of them – should be the important things in our lives, asserts 
Moosa (2017, 14).   

 The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals are intended to 
address a number of pressing global challenges. There is no doubt that in doing 
so, our achievement of human dignity will be greatly enhanced. Together the 
goals present an integrated blueprint that supports their attainment by diverse 
stakeholders working at various levels and in diverse fields. The goals include 
no poverty; zero hunger; good health and well-being; quality education; gender 
equality; water and sanitation; affordable and clean energy; decent work and 
economic growth; industry, innovation and infrastructure; reduce inequality 
within and among countries; make cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable; 
industry, innovation and infrastructure; urgent action to combat climate change 
and its impacts; conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources; 
life on land; promote just, peaceful and inclusive societies; and, partnerships for 
the goals. It was agreed that global actors would try to reach targets by 2030.25 

 It is important that in the drive to achieve these goals we do not lose sight 
of the fact that different communities will have different ways of doing things 
and of expressing the achievement of certain goals. Our respect of each other, 
demands that we accept this fundamental reality. It is critical throughout this 
process that Muslim communities reflect upon and distinguish between what 
is fixed and what is changeable in matters of their religion. It is also critical for 
stakeholders to reflect upon how the drive to achieve these goals may (and often 
does) impede the opportunities available to less powerful actors. Knowledge must 
be accompanied with wisdom and mercy. In other words, religious values remain 
indispensable. 

25  Retrieved from https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-
development-goals/
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Conclusion

 In essentializing human dignity, this chapter made some key points. State 
protection and provision of factors that enable the achievement of human dignity 
in cooperation with all significant and influential social actors is a necessary 
condition. This, however, must not obscure the fact that achieving dignity is 
premised on the sense of duty and obligation of each and every one of us, to 
ourselves and to those around us. Freedom in the absence of dignity is an empty 
promise and vice versa. God granted dignity to all human beings by facilitating 
life, granting everyone all that is good and fair, and preferring humanity over 
much of what He created.  It is not for any human being to deny another what God 
has deemed them worthy of. 

 Muslims believe that all ethical goods are inevitably presented to God. 
When we treat each other with dignity we are therefore enhancing our relationship 
with our Creator and we are honouring the divine spark with which He has gifted 
humanity. 

 Women’s dignity and rights deserve special mention given the traditional 
bias that has been manifested in Islamic thought and practice. Women’s rights 
are specifically, consistently and clearly mentioned in the Qur’ān. Not only that, 
but women in Islam’s early history were pioneers in number of areas and were 
not denied opportunities on the basis of gender. Much of the discrimination that 
women in Muslim communities face today is based on cultural practices that 
have been shaped and reinforced by traditional jurists’ worldviews as opposed to 
Islamic injunctions. This needs to change, not only to reflect the realities of life in 
a modern secular state, but even more significantly to honour the Sharī‘ah .

 A major avenue for such change and for achieving human dignity for 
everyone is education. Dignity ought to be a measurable outcome of educational 
reform. We also acknowledged the suggestion to learn and adopt those practices 
that have been developed by others, which enhance human dignity. The United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals offer a good starting point for ways of 
achieving dignity for all. The participation of all social actors and particularly the 
media in this effort ought to be non-negotiable. 
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CHAPTER 5: 
TRADITION AND AUTHORITY REFRAMED

 Tradition and authority in Islam are historically entrenched and until 
recently popularly accepted. Although the Qur’ān and Sunnah (traditions of 
Prophet Muhammad) are the primary sources of authority, their interpretation 
and understanding is increasingly contested by younger generations, women 
scholars, scholars from diverse disciplines and even scholars and jurists from 
within the traditional establishment who wish to see “tradition deliver on its 
moral promise” (Moosa in Duderija 2017, 11). While the Singapore Muslim Identity 
is rooted in tradition, and generally defers to traditional authority, it does not do 
so uncritically. Muis has exerted considerable effort in seeking a balance between 
what the community ought to cherish and nurture from Islam’s heritage and 
what it must recognize as needing change so as to thrive abundantly in a modern 
secular state. 

 Muis has hosted many outstanding religious leaders, men and women, 
who recognize the need for reinterpretation and renewal. Through their work, 
important distinctions in dealing with scripture are being made with the aim of 
encouraging Islamic scholars to take on the challenge of rereading and classifying 
Islam’s vast intellectual heritage, developing new methodologies and suggesting 
innovative applications. Distinctions between what constitutes the Sharī‘ah  versus 
fiqh and acts of worship versus customary transactions, are among the important 
clarifications required to open up infinite possibilities in thought and action.  These 
efforts are inspiring individuals and groups with diverse interests, and especially 
women, to reclaim their right to find and express the text’s meanings or at least to 
demand better and more suitable productions from those qualified to do so. This 
budding paradigmatic shift is refocusing religious values and prioritizing ethical 
content over literal readings and historically defined authority. 

 This chapter considers issues of tradition and authority, and the 
challenges and opportunities that lie ahead. First, it examines the sources and 
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meaning of tradition in Islam and how its character both applies traction while 
also encouraging dynamism. Second, it considers the challenges that emerge 
when the role and place of tradition is misunderstood, and when understandings 
of key concepts are misinformed. Third, it suggests how tradition can be dealt 
with especially considering the injunction of ijtihād (independent reasoning) and 
tajdīd (renewal). Finally, it discusses authority, the need to integrate experts from 
other disciplines, gender bias and elevating the authority of ideas.

What is Tradition 

 In Islam, God is the ultimate source of knowledge. Out of His grace towards 
humanity, He provided guidance in the form of religious instruction to human 
beings and granted them the capacity to comprehend, reason and adapt explicit 
rules and acquired knowledge for the betterment of their lives and salvation in 
the Hereafter. The Islamic tradition is therefore comprised of the Qur’ān, which 
Muslims believe to be the words of God, and the Sunnah or authentic prophetic 
narrations associated with the life of Prophet Muhammad, the Messenger of Islam 
and seal of prophets. The latter is intended inter-alia to clarify the Qur’ān and to 
guide Muslims in areas where the Qur’ān does not provide explicit instruction, for 
example, details related to praying.

 There are exacting criteria for the determination of the authenticity of 
prophetic narrations in the sciences of hadith. Hassan (2015, 16) tells us: “The 
authoritativeness of a report rests not only on the number of narrators, but 
fundamentally on the spiritual and ethical quality of these narrators. These are 
reports transmitted through a chain of trustworthy spiritual sages and masters 
of knowledge…. In speaking about wilāyah or authority, the notion of ahliyyah 
(capacity and qualification) is integral to the discourse.” Thus, the qualification of 
those who speak in the name of religion has traditionally been a central concern 
for Muslims within and outside the religious establishment.

 That said, there is growing dissatisfaction with the emphasis on  
personalities versus content. For instance, the conventional method of 
authentication of Prophetic narrations focuses on chains of transmission (sanad) 
as opposed to the actual content of the narration (matn) and, in particular, its 
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compatibility with the word and spirit of the Qur’ān. Only considering chains of 
transmission can be highly subjective and contradictory. In his talk on Reading 
Hadith in Context: Conceptual and Contextual Analysis, Auda (2018a) argued that 
prophetic narrations have to be reasoned using a much more complex methodology 
than the traditional approach of sanad admits. From his perspective, the primary 
concern has to be a verification of the matn or content of hadith against the 
principles, narratives, similes, concepts, objectives, rulings, values, proofs and 
universal laws articulated in the Qur’ān. The topic or theme of the content has 
to be coherent and compatible with Qur’ānic teachings. Moreover, the solidity 
of the matn ought to be verifiable by its consistency with other narrations and 
with the sīrah or biography of the Prophet. This does not imply neglect of sanad 
but rather subjects it to more rigorous criteria. Thus, the narrators’ evaluation 
must be revisited based on Qur’ānic criteria of taqwā (heedfulness of God) and 
trustworthiness (amānah). The companions and other narrators must be classified 
according the Qur’ān, at different levels and according to the topic. Finally, 
narrations of the People of the Book have to be considered within the framework 
of this methodology. Auda believes that this approach can resolve important 
contradictions that still impact the lives of Muslims around the world today.

 In cases where Muslims could not find specific rulings on certain subjects 
in the Qur’ān and Sunnah, they would seek other alternative sources. The 
secondary sources of the different schools of jurisprudence include consensus 
(ijmā‘), analogy (qiyās), interest-based reasoning (maṣlaḥah), preference (istiḥsān), 
blocking the means (sadd al-dharā’i‘), presumption of continuity (al-istiṣḥāb); as 
well as normative judgments, i.e., customs (‘urf), previous jurisprudence (shar‘ 
man qablanā), and a companion’s opinion (fatwā ṣaḥābī) (Auda 2008, ch.4). All of 
these methods, however, and their productions are contestable. 

 In the final analysis, as Hassan (2015) asserts, “how knowledge and truth 
are classified depends on the perspectives, beliefs and interests of the one seeking 
knowledge.” There is no doubt that tradition plays a critical role in Muslim thought 
and practice.  This is especially true in Singapore, where a study undertaken by 
Muis in 2010-2011 revealed that 33% of respondents were categorized as very 
traditional and 58% as traditional. 87% of respondents strongly agreed with the 
statement that the Qur’an and Sunnah contain all the essential religious and 
moral truths required by the whole human race from now till the end of time 
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(Hassan, 2015, 80). Any challenge to this deeply embedded condition faces strong 
opposition irrespective of its legitimacy and potential benefits.

Challenges

 Tradition is being challenged on a number of fronts from diverse directions.  
Some see its legacies and major productions as “‘out of touch’ with reality and 
incapable of meeting the challenges posed to the community in contemporary 
reality” (Bakar, 2009, 39).  As a result, a community can lag behind others in term 
of its knowledge, capabilities and in turn contribution to society and civilization 
more broadly. Aris (2015, 39) argues that “the threat and impact of modernity and 
post-modernity on religions and religious institutions is not only potential but 
does exist...ideologies emerging from the conditions of modernity will continue to 
compete with Islam in trying to shape Muslim societies. Now in the post-modern 
era new challenges emerge.” 

 In this new era, there are many who question religious authority trusting 
only their own spiritual experience. It is important to note, however, that part of 
the problem, which is encouraging this self-discovery experience among believers, 
lay with the neglect of important areas of human endeavour and flourishing 
by traditional authorities. Included in this category of neglect are such things 
as aesthetics, beauty, arts, entertainment, leisure and many aspects of modern 
technology. In light of this, the challenge, argues Hassan (2015, 80), is not so much 
in accepting sources of tradition, or the authority of these sources, “but more about 
the application of these traditions in solving modern and emerging problems. 
This has to do with the manner in which the custodians of these traditions deal 
with these sources and offer their guidance.” (Hassan, 2015, 80).  Thus, while Aris 
(2015) is correct in suggesting that secularization is leading to “ongoing social and 
cultural contraction of religion,” it is also notable that a failure of tradition and 
traditional authorities in adequately addressing those areas of human nature and 
need that deserve guidance, attention and nurturing may be just as guilty.

 In this environment, the responsiveness of Islamic scholarship and 
guiding faith more broadly becomes critical. It is increasingly problematic to 
depend on a fiqh and associated opinions that ought to be historicized, in order 
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to avoid the marginalization and misapplication of religion. Moosa (2017) likens 
ancient classical learned books and detailed texts and manuscripts that are 
centuries old to telephone directories. The problem he tells us is that these books 
remain in currency, with only their covers updated. Yet telephone directories are 
outdated after only one year and must be updated to remain valuable. Scholars of 
the past wrote many books because they had to keep updating them.  “They kept 
interpreting a new understanding for every generation, and different scholars 
from different parts of the world made multiple interpretation of the same text, 
even though it addressed the same era. Thus, in the Islamic tradition, there were 
multiple schools of thought that made it possible for people to interpret what 
Islam meant and what Islamic values and morality meant at a particular time and 
place,” states Moosa (2017, 5). 

 In line with this reasoning, Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 16) noted how “the 
Muslim scholars, Ibn Kathīr, al-Ṭabarī, al-Rāzī, al-Shāfi‘ī and Aḥmad Ibn Ḥanbal, 
interpreted religious texts based on their understanding and they never made 
their interpretation as the only understanding of religion, but rather as how they 
understood the religion. If you understand this, we can then converge and come 
together on the same issue. You have to widen your understanding and you also 
have to broaden the scope of your efforts.” Not only so, there must also be an 
effort to offer new and useful knowledge that appropriately combines with the 
specificities of this historical moment and its pressing needs.

 Yet today, both traditional scholars and Muslims more broadly “feel so 
beholden to these ancient books that they cannot move beyond those contributions 
to fresher understandings of what tradition, in the present, ought to look like. 
Unfortunately, we are caught up in a backward-looking mode, although every 
scholar, from past generations, was forward-looking and updated their ‘telephone 
directories’ so that past Muslim communities enjoyed these updated references,” 
asserts Moosa (2017, 6). 

 If religion is to stay relevant and if it is not to be misinterpreted and 
misapplied, Muslim thinkers and practitioners have to step up to the challenge of 
rethinking and re-contextualizing tradition. In the view of Aris (2015, 39), religious 
institutions and authorities will inevitably be transformed by, and indeed must 
strategically react to, the changing environment in post-modern times.”  The 
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traditions themselves, except for what are considered fixed matters in Islam, must 
be opened to dynamic interpretations given the needs of Muslim communities 
today and they must continue to be so for future generations (Aris, 2015, 39). In 
order for that to transpire, important distinctions must be made between what 
is divine and what is man-made and what is fixed and what is changeable. This is 
argued to be what the traditions were built upon and an endeavor which should 
be undertaken by scholars of every generation in staying true to the tradition.

Sharī‘ah 

 The Sharī‘ah  is commonly understood to mean law, way, or a way of life. 
As the ordinance or higher law established by God, the Sharī‘ah  represents the 
righteous path given the incalculable parameters of life at any given moment. 
This path is not delimited to individuals but also applies to larger social units 
including communities and nations. The Sharī‘ah  proper can only be understood 
through a thorough investigation of revealed and unrevealed knowledge or the 
written and unwritten word. The productions of this process nevertheless can 
only ever constitute fiqh, not the Sharī‘ah  itself whose laws are unchanging and 
to which the potential application of intellectual effort is infinite.  

 The word Sharī‘ah only occurs once in the Qur’ān though there are words 
with the same root, sha-ra-‘a, with similar import, none of which refer to the legal 
system that developed much later.  In its first mention, shir‘ah, the term is used 
to describe the direction that God created for each community of believers and 
its attendant means or minhāj for each to reach their respective goal (Qur’ān, al-
Mā’idah (5): 48). We are told that if God had willed, He would have made us one 
community but instead He wished to test each with what it has received. The 
primary idea is that every community excels beyond the other in doing good 
from their vantage given their divinely ordained way. According to Ibn ‘Āshūr 
(2006, 169), “… humankind has never lacked good practices that are the result of 
divine laws or good advice or sound minds. Thus, the Arabs were inheritors of 
the ḥanifiyyah, the Jews were heirs of the Great Laws of Moses, and the Christians 
were inheritors of both Mosaic Law and the teachings of Jesus.” Each community 
is entitled to struggle in its unique way using the means that God has furnished 
for it based on its intrinsic characteristics. This does not preclude one religion or 
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Dīn but provides for different paths depending on a people’s shir‘ah and minhāj by 
which they are expected to advance all that is good. 

 The second form of the root sha-ra-‘a in the Qur’ān is shara‘a which means 
ordained. God has ordained for us from the Religion (al-Dīn) that which He advised 
Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus and that which He inspired to Muhammad so 
that they may together establish the Religion and not become divided therein 
(Qur’ān, al-Shūrā (42): 13). Thus, it is a common Religion with multiple paths 
and means. Another form of sha-ra-‘a follows closely in reference to those who 
deny the Hereafter and wish only for the gains of this world. In this instance the 
Qur’ān asks, “Do they have partners who have ordained (shara‘ū) for them from 
the Religion what was not permitted by God?” (Qur’ān, al-Shūrā (42): 21). Thus, it 
is only God who has the power to ordain the higher law that believers ought to 
follow and it is each individual’s role to internalize, contextualize, and express 
this law for the advancement of life. 

 The only reference to the Sharī‘ah  proper in the Qur’ān is associated 
with Prophet Muhammad. “Then We put you upon an exemplary or higher law 
or ordinance (sharī‘ah) from the Command, so follow it and do not follow the 
whims of those who do not know” (Qur’ān, al-Jāthiyah (45): 18). Auda (2008, xxii) 
thus asserts that the Sharī‘ah is “the revelation that Muhammad had received 
and made practicing it the message and mission of his life, i.e., the Qur’ān and 
Prophetic tradition.” Thus, the Sharī‘ah, Auda (2015, 3) states: 

…is the Islamic way of life. The translation of the Sharī‘ah  as Islamic 
law is not a correct translation, because there is a difference 
between the law and Sharī‘ah . Sharī‘ah  is not law but an ethical 
way of life. Yes, it could be translated into some statues, as there 
are some issues in the Sharī‘ah  that require an authority, but 
other than that there are other issues that are spiritual matters, 
and there are yet other issues that have to do with society. The 
presumption that the Qur’ān equals to law is wrong to start with. 
The appropriate translation of the world Sharī‘ah is “the way.”

 Moosa (2017, 3) tells us that the Sharī‘ah  literally “means a path to a water 
source. And just as significant as water is to human existence, norms are important 
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for the flourishing of human society. A society requires norms and values to 
flourish. Therefore, the imagery of water and the imagery of a flourishing place 
are so important.” The key point is that the Sharī‘ah is expansive in depth and 
breadth. It is unchanging in its rules, objectives, values, proofs, universal laws 
and the truth of conceptual definitions. These characteristics give meaning and 
continuity to human life, while gently urging humanity in every age toward an 
ethical ideal. 

Fiqh

 As a Qur’ānic concept, fiqh generally means understanding or 
comprehension. In almost every mention in the Qur’ān this is the primary meaning 
of the word. There is only one instance where fiqh is intended to convey the more 
specific meaning of a deep understanding of religion for the purpose of conveying 
it to others (Qur’ān, al-Tawbah (9): 122). Within religious circles, fiqh has taken on 
a more exclusive meaning of “knowledge of practical revealed rulings extracted 
from detailed evidences” (Auda, 2008, 56).  Fiqh has thus been limited to “the huge 
collection of juridical opinions that were given by various jurists from various 
schools of thought, in regards to the application of Sharī‘ah  to their various real 
life situations throughout the past fourteen centuries” (Auda, 2008, xxii). 

 Fiqh is therefore not part of revelation. It is, as Mir-Husseini (2003, 2) 
points out, “that part of religious science whose aim is to discern and extract 
Sharī‘ah  legal rules from the Qur’ān and Sunna. Strictly speaking, fiqh is a legal 
science with its own distinct body of legal theories and methodology as developed 
by fuqahā’… In other words, it is the Sharī‘ah  that is sacred and eternal, not fiqh, 
which is a human science and changing.” She stresses that this distinction is 
essential “since fiqh is often mistakenly equated with Sharī‘ah , not only in popular 
Muslim discourses but also in specialist and political discourses, and often with an 
ideological intent” (Mir-Husseini, 2003, 2).

 Thus, “fiqh is the understanding of the Sharī‘ah  as the scholars have 
understood it,” states Auda (2015, 4). “We have in our history a number of scholars 
who understood Sharī‘ah  in unique ways, and eventually the students and the 
students of the students established schools of fiqh. They called these schools 
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of fiqh after their primary scholars, e.g., al-Shāfi‘ī, al-Ḥanafī, and al-Ḥanbalī 
among others,” he explained (Ibid.). Therefore, fiqh is an inherently cognitive 
exercise and jurists are necessarily influenced in their perceptions, methods and 
pronouncements by a worldview (Auda, 2008).

 This implies a need for the fiqh (understanding of the Sharī‘ah ) to provide 
solutions for every contemporary issue, having the ultimate aim of engendering 
common good and preventing harm in society. Fiqh is guided by a set of higher 
objectives (maqāṣid al-Sharī’ah) which in classical texts include the preservation of 
religion, life, intellect, wealth, lineage and dignity. To ensure that the development 
and application of Islamic law fosters the welfare of humankind, several factors 
should be considered by a faqīh (a jurisconsult). As described by the Sheikh Yūsuf 
al-Qaraḍāwī (1985):

The Islamic law was revealed to realise the well-being (maṣlaḥah) 
of humanity and to uphold justice amongst them. This should 
be considered (by a faqīh) when interpreting texts and applying 
laws. The views of a faqīh when issuing fatwas, educating, writing 
and developing the law should not be rigid or outdated (jumūd), 
as time, context, customs and circumstances change. In fact, it is 
obligatory upon him to consider the higher objectives and goals 
of the Islamic Sharī‘ah  when ruling on substantive (juz’ī) matters. 
These are among the enabling factors which provide space for 
human mind to exercise ijtihād and reform when navigating life’s 
progress and modernity.

 Sheikh al-Qaraḍāwī’s statement underscores the uncompromising 
nature of fiqh as a dynamic enterprise. There are many factors that impact the 
interpretation and understanding of the text, the prioritization of values, the 
discovery of universal laws, the determination of objectives, and the application 
of rules. We must apply our reason so that religion continues to play a positive and 
contributive role in our lives. There are many areas in the Islamic traditions that 
have to be reconsidered on these grounds. Alwani (2010), for instance, highlights 
the limits of conventional fiqh regarding Muslim and non-Muslim relations. 
“Though varied and rich,” he states, “the volume of theoretical fiqh bequeathed 
to us dealing with relations between Muslims and non-Muslims is part of its own 
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time and space and none of it can be applied to other substantially different 
situations. It can only be considered as a precedent to be examined, noted, and 
studied in order to discern the principles upon which it was based, and which 
guided our predecessors to produce it” (Alwani, 2010, 7). 

What Must Be Done

 All Muis’ guest scholars suggested that qualified Muslims, scholars and 
practitioners, must reconsider the texts in the context of our times and in relation 
to the aspirations of Muslim communities. Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 16) stated, 
“we should re-read religious texts. This does not mean we want to create a new 
religion, as some would say, but this is meant to renew our understanding of 
religion. Religion remains the same, but our understanding of it has to change 
and renew itself.” Likewise, Yusuf (2017, 6) stated: 

We must think anew… we cannot live Islam of the seventh 
century today. Our Prophet Muhammad lived in the seventh 
century, but we live in the fifteenth century… This is a different 
time. It is a different place. The principles we believe are valid 
because Prophet Muhammad taught universal principles, but the 
particulars are not always valid.  Because many of the particulars 
are for that time and that place.

 “We have to adopt only the usable parts of that tradition,” concurs Moosa 
(2017, 6). “Teachings that remain relevant to our current lived experience are 
part of the inherited continuity, but there are going to be certain aspects of 
this tradition that are irrelevant, obsolete and this should be discontinued. For 
instance, the question of slavery is part of the discontinuity, the understanding of 
society as patriarchal is increasingly becoming something that Muslims no longer 
relate to nor aspire to maintain, and there are a whole range of other kinds of 
practices that have already been discontinued,” he argues (Moosa, 2017, 6).

 Moosa (2015) suggests that all those witnessing a specific moment in 
history have to be co-creators of the knowledge environment. “When Muslims 
fail to analyse and take into consideration their contemporary lived experiences, 
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then their understanding of the questions of morals and values remains anchored 
in practices that are no longer part of their knowledge environment. Therefore, 
one of the biggest challenges among the many that we face, is how can Muslims 
create a knowledge tradition that they can own, and that can truly reflect their 
current lived experience; so that the moral and ethical values are representative 
of the world in which they are living and not the world that has already passed; 
and neither should it be so futuristic that they also cannot live in it” (Moosa, 
2017, 4).  The creation of such a knowledge tradition will undoubtedly demand a 
multidisciplinary, creative and collective ijtihād.

Ijtihād

 Ijtihād, according to scholars of the fundamentals of jurisprudence or uṣūl 
al-fiqh, is an effort by a qualified individual (who has fulfilled the condition of 
ijtihād), to develop a legal ruling or a solution to an issue, regardless of whether a 
question had been posed to him. Ijtihād can be done in matters involving religious 
issues or otherwise. “Since human affairs are in a state of constant change and 
evolution, there is thus a need for new interpretations of these rulings in line with 
the realities of the time,” states Mir-Hosseini (2003, 11). This is the very rationale 
for ijtihād, which, as Kamali (1996, 21) notes, “in the sense of self-exertion is a 
method of finding solutions to new issues in light of the guidance of waḥy.” In 
other words, “while the Sharī‘ah  sets specific legal rulings in the realm of ‘ibādāt, 
in the realm of mu‘āmalāt its rulings are intended to establish principles and 
guidelines so as to ensure propriety and fair play” (Aris, 2015, 41). 

 Any act of ijtihād, therefore, distinguishes between acts of worship (‘ibādāt) 
that only occasionally warrant exceptions and human dealings (mu‘āmalāt) that 
are open to change. Moosa (2017, 6) explains:

What needs to continue are those foundational teachings of Islam 
that have to do with salvation – the five pillars that define a Muslim 
– and these do not change. Muslims today and till the end of time, 
will need to make the declaration of faith in a Singular God and 
Prophet Muhammad as His Messenger; they will be obligated to 
pray five times a day, fast in Ramadan; give alms (Zakat), and go 
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for a Pilgrimage to Mecca. Those are the core tenets that hold the 
multiplicity of communities together. Muslims have, over time, 
held on to those but continued to differ on other aspects of the 
divinely inspired guidance: on how to, for instance, do business, 
or what sort of political systems they should develop, implement 
or partake in. 

 Muslim scholars are well aware of those immutable principles and those 
that are not only subject to change but that must change to reflect contemporary 
understandings of context.  The need for change has to be given more than lip-
service and circulation in religious and academic discourse. It must produce ideas 
and strategies that are palpable in the life of Muslim communities. Important 
areas that include intra-faith acceptance, economics, women and gender issues, 
globalization, environment, etc., have yet to be adequately addressed. Indeed, as 
Aris (2015, 41) notes, “Muslim scholars need to continuously exercise ijtihād as a 
tool not only for legal reasoning, but also as a creative impulse to unleash Muslim 
potential and create a new world that would allow Islamic civilization to thrive as 
experienced by previous Muslim scholars, scientists and thinkers. The exercise of 
ijtihād in the right manner is the effective tool for the appropriate transformation 
of the institution of fatwa and religious authority in line with today’s ever-
changing world.”

Tajdīd (Renewal)

 The criticality of this process of religious reform and renewal is revealed 
in a Prophetic narration which confirms: “Verily God sends to this Ummah at the 
head of every one hundred years those who will renew the Dīn (Religion) for it.”26 
A century is a period of time where significant changes in our circumstances and 
knowledge warrant a rereading of the word as evidenced by the circumstances of 
the world. It is a time limit beyond which our ethical perspectives are outdated, 
warranting a renewed reading that reflects the state of our knowledge in terms 
of technological, political, economic and social fields of action, which permit 
new understandings of how the revealed and unrevealed word must combine  
 
26 Related by Abū Dāwūd (4291) and was verified as Saḥīḥ by al-Sakhāwī in al-Maqāṣid Al-
Ḥasanah (149) and Al-Albānī in al-Silsilah al-Saḥīḥah (599).
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to advance life. Renewal of the Dīn cannot be undertaken in the absence of 
contemporaneous readings of scripture and the state-of-the art knowledge of 
all relevant fields. In the absence of which the Dīn becomes archaic, irrelevant 
and even dangerous by continually rebirthing historic readings that cannot but 
contribute to civilizational contradictions and backwardness.

 The ḥudūd or corporal punishments is one area of fiqh that several 
Muis’ guests touched on that appears to garner common concern of Muslims 
and non-Muslims alike. There are two forms of legal sanction commonly held 
in Islam—ḥudūd which are strictly fixed maximum penalties and ta‘zīrāt which 
are discretionary penalties. The first covers a limited range of criminal activity, 
treason, theft, drunkenness, indecent assault and false accusations of indecency. 
All the remaining belong to the latter. 

 In Moosa’s (2017, 23) opinion: 

Ḥudūd and the kinds of capital punishments are part of a template 
of 7th Century Arabia: of certain kinds of customary practices that 
the Qur’ān also included as a part of its teachings. But 500 Qur’ānic 
verses deal with rules and regulations, those and rules and 
regulations are very custom, society specific and time specific. If 
you look at the history of Islam, these rules were implemented or 
found in the law books mainly as a deterrent, and the application 
of these were extremely difficult. I have yet to come across, 
for instance, readings that says, “today 30 people’s hands were 
chopped in Baghdad because they were thieves.” Or that ḥudūd 
was applied for, say, sexual offences. It is very difficult to prove, 
only if a person is crazy enough to confess and the tradition tells 
you do not confess, rather repent…These issues are questions of 
history and time: all of them are not always enforceable. All of 
them are not meant to be enforced. They serve as deterrents. 

 Moosa (2017) draws attention to the fact that there are other ways of 
punishing people. He believes that the ḥudūd were intended to demonstrate 
certain values but that their application could and ought to change over time. 
Because the ḥudūd represents the boundaries or limits of punishment, Moosa 
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(2017) argues that any legal system presents us with ḥudūd. “So, ḥudūd is even 
applicable in places like Singapore through laws, you have certain boundaries; 
your laws are your ḥudūd (boundaries or limits)…In America too we have ḥudūd, 
but we do not call it ḥudūd. We call it the law, legislature from Congress, if you 
trespass against certain rules and regulations then you are in trouble, and you 
are in violation,” he states (Moosa, 2017, 25). In short, there are many means to 
achieve the same outcomes. 

 According to the late Islamic scholar Muhammad A. Draz (2018, 54), 
however, “modern sensibilities that shun the severity and strictness of Islam’s 
penal code diminish the importance and objectives of the law in achieving social 
order while directing sensitivities towards a higher moral order. Thus, values 
like faithfulness in marriage, security of person and property, reputation and 
dignity all take precedence over potential sympathy for criminals.” In Draz’s 
view, the offenders only have themselves to blame for subjecting themselves to 
such consequences.  But even Draz underscores the exemplary nature of these 
punishments, which renders them minimally applicable. The seriousness of the 
sanction makes the crime less attractive. The Qur’an ensures that the conditions 
for proof of guilt are extremely stringent and without compromise. This means 
that the maximum punishment cannot be applied should any of the criteria be 
missing or compromised (Draz, 2018, 54). 

 Yusuf (2017, 26) pointed out that the ḥudūd, “is the smallest section of any 
Islamic fiqh book. The largest section is on purification, prayers, commercial law, 
divorce and marriage. These are all the civil aspects of Islam. The smallest is called 
ḥudūd. Out of all the ḥudūd in Islam, there are only five and arguable four that 
are agreed upon. All of those are called “aḥkām Sulṭāniyah” (Royal Decrees). They 
have nothing to do with common Muslims. Nothing. They are the prerogative of 
government of a Muslim state.” 

 From the perspective of policy and governance, however, Abdelgafar (2018, 
109) paradoxically finds that the ḥudūd comprise the Sharī‘ah’s clear articulation 
of a separate category for fundamental rights. The ḥudūd, she notes, are mentioned 
fourteen times in nine verses in the Qur’ān. In every mention, it is evident that the 
concept is meant to promote human and especially women’s rights. In four verses, 
the ḥudūd are mentioned in relation to the preservation of the rights of women 
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during divorce where God commands believing men to be heedful of His ḥudūd, 
i.e., not to violate or in any way diminish the rights of women during times when 
the likelihood of committing injustices is heightened. In the other instances, the 
ḥudūd are related to the rights of fasting and inheritance (Qur’ān, al-Baqarah 
(2): 187; al-Nisā’ (4): 13); inexcusability of lacking knowledge of ḥudūd (Qur’ān, 
al-Tawbah (9): 97); and the consequences that those who transgress the ḥudūd 
should anticipate (Qur’ān, al-Nisā’ (4): 14). The word ḥudūd and consequently its 
meaning is not used in the sense of corporal or maximum penalties in the Qur’ān. 
It is indeed, as Kamali states, a juristic construct (Abdulrauf, 2015, 34).

Authority

 Convention tends to be reinforced by the limited capacity and willingness 
of the average Muslim to read, understand and apply the text without expert 
assistance making independent verification of the content of belief very difficult 
let alone enabling the contestation of unethical conventional views. This has led to 
an exaggerated dependence on religious leadership for the determination of even 
the most mundane matters. Even qualified scholarship faces strong resistance and 
rejection, leading Moosa to contend that “countering the power of orthodoxy is 
possibly the biggest challenge for progressive Islamic thought…It will require the 
effort of generations to weaken or dislodge the power of this orthodoxy or its 
epistemological formation and power constellations” (in Duderija 2017, xv).

 The question remains as to who has the authority to initiate and participate 
in this process of reform or renewal. Hassan (2015, 13) states, “Generally, authority 
conjures up the idea of “power” or “right,” considered legitimate by the people, 
by whose definition of things is recognized and justified as proper. In Islamic 
sources, the terms used to signify these meanings include wilāyah and ḥujjah. From 
a political and religious perspective, wilāyah suggests the exercise of authority, or 
the authority (sulṭah) to exercise power (political and/or religious) and to bind 
others (ilzām al-ghayr). The sources of this authority vary: religious, political, legal, 
moral or epistemic.”

 Generally, the circle of authority in contemporary Muslim communities 
includes Islamic academics and graduates of Islamic tertiary institutions, or 
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religiously qualified government appointed dignitaries such as judges (qāḍī) and 
muftis, as well as imams appointed by official authorities or simply recognized by 
the community. All these individual experts in religion are traditionally accepted 
as qualified authorities to speak about religion. Muslims are free to take any of 
them as a reference for their religious guidance and orientation in their daily 
personal religious matters (Aris, 2015, 34).

 Traditional ulama play an especially important role in Islamic authority. 
Ulama are qualified Muslim scholars specializing in certain areas of Islamic 
knowledge and sciences who are widely accepted by Muslims as an authority to 
speak about Islam (Aris, 2015, 34). In this process, traditionalists “seek guidance on 
how to think and what to think about, and key to this process is the authoritative 
practitioners and the ones who have mastered the traditions,” explains Hassan 
(2015, 19). In an ideal situation, ulama are trained in ways that enable them to “link 
the past and future” so that they are able to “draw upon traditions to interpret and 
re-interpret, so that the purpose becomes apparent in new and characteristically 
unexpected ways; and it is by the ability to teach others how to learn this type 
of knowing how that the power of the master within the community of a craft is 
legitimated as rational authority” (Ibid.).

 With reference to the hadith, verily God sends to this Ummah at the head 
of every one hundred years those who will renew the Dīn for it, Bakar (2009, 33) 
explains that the “early and traditional interpretation of this hadith emphasizes 
the idea of individual mujaddid (re-newer/restorer/reviver) being inspired by 
God to perform the task of tajdīd (renewal/ restoration/revival) of the Religion of 
Islam. Many well-known scholars and public leaders in the history of Islam have 
been widely acknowledged as belonging to this honourable group of mujaddidīn.” 
In contrast, tajdīd today is largely seen as a collective exercise with many ulama 
and scholars making important contributions. 

 The question then arises, is the process of tajdīd only limited to “religious” 
scholars? What does this mean for the expertise of the scholars of other disciplines 
who work from an Islamic reference and whose knowledge is very relevant to our 
understanding of the primary sources? What does this mean for the authority of 
women who generally have been dismissed from this process?
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Opening to other experts

 As this book is testament, Muis has been cognizant of the importance of 
inviting scholars from multi-disciplinary backgrounds to ensure that it makes 
informed decisions related to religious policies and even religious positions such 
as fatwas and irshād as discussed in the next chapter. The increasing complexity 
of modern life and scientific advancements have made resort to wider and deeper 
expertise indispensable for robust decision making. Many scholars, however, 
have called for deeper religious reforms that would institutionalize multi-
disciplinary approaches, addresses a glaring gender bias, elevate the authority 
of experts grounded in fields other than religion, centralize the importance of 
ideas, and ensure that a diversity of voices are heard and integrated into religious 
productions.

 An increasing number of scholars are critical of the “the monopoly and 
narrowness of the fuqahā’” arguing that Islamic thought and practice must be 
“restored to the basis of the theological and philosophical vision of Islam. The 
social scientists, philosophers, and theologians of contemporary Islam should 
complement jurisprudence with the theoretical perspectives as well as the modern 
application” (Mesteri, 2004). Abdelgafar (2018) suggests that such a vision remains 
distant. Even though experts from other disciplines are often considered as 
‘intellectuals,’ their knowledge, methods and expertise are subordinated to that of 
the jurist. Jurists may resort to the advice of these experts but in the final analysis 
recognition of other opinions remains optional.  Ramadan (2009, 4) argues, “this 
implicit hierarchy – that is yet so explicit in effect – has the two-fold function of 
clearly defining where ‘Islamic authority’ should reside and, consequently, who 
can legitimately state opinions and express themselves in the fields of law and 
ethics.”

 Accordingly, “the concepts and geography of the sources of uṣūl al-
fiqh [principles of jurisprudence] must certainly be reconsidered. It cannot be 
enough to rely on scriptural sources to examine the relationship between human 
knowledge (religion, philosophy, the experimental and human sciences, etc.) and 
applied ethics: the universe, nature, and the knowledge related to them must 
assuredly be integrated into the process through which the higher objectives 
and ethical goals (al-maqāṣid) of Islam’s general message can be established,” 
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asserts Ramadan.  The sources of uṣūl al-fiqh must integrate all human knowledge, 
of the natural and social sciences, “into the ethical finalities of Islam’s message” 
(Ramadan, 2009, 131). 

 Ramadan (2009) relies on three basic distinctions that he argues have been 
obscured in Islamic thought to support his propositions: the immutable versus the 
changing; principles versus models; and worship versus human dealings. “So long 
as they [rationality, creativity and research] remain faithful to the principles and 
respect prohibitions, their intellectual, scientific, artistic, and more generally, 
social, economic, and political productions are not innovations, but instead 
welcome achievements for welfare of humankind” (Ramadan, 2009, 21). Both 
the revealed text, which “opens manifold, diverse horizons for the exercise of 
an autonomous active rationality” (Ramadan, 2009, 92) as well as the practice of 
the early Companions and community of believers who exhibited a “constant 
to-and-fro movement between the texts and the intentions and habits” of their 
immediate environment attest to the credibility of this assertion (Ramadan, 
2009, 85). As with the text, the universe reveals immutable laws while others are 
“contextual, changing and immersed in history…” (Ramadan, 2009, 92).

Addressing the Gender Bias

 Authority in Islam is largely ascribed to a predominantly male 
establishment that qualifies its members through adherence to specific, 
historically determined criteria, as well as major academic institutions and fatwa 
(religious edicts) councils that compete to attract adherents. Such discrimination 
is compounded in the perception and engagement of female jurists and 
scholars. Despite a long and illustrious early history, today’s female scholars are 
marginalized and largely ignored. Most if not all major religious bodies have no 
female representation, and when they do, it is largely a token gesture. It is also 
rare to find male scholars citing the works and contributions of their female 
counterparts from the past or the present. The available volumes which outline 
such contributions are hardly known and rarely taught in educational curricula.27 

This unacceptable attitude has had profound effects on the status of women in 

27 See for instance Mohammad Akram Nadwi. (2013). Al-Muḥaddithāt: the women scholars in 
Islam. 2nd revised edition. Interface Publications Ltd. As well as, Omar Reda Kahala (1985). A‘lām al-
Nisā’ fī ‘ālamay al-‘Arab wa al-Islām. 5th edition. Beirut: Al-Risālah.
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Islam and their regard as notable 
scholars in Muslim history and 
among today’s Muslims. As a result, 
an entire perspective is absent from 
the writings and pronouncement 
of the traditional religious 
establishment.

 According to Mir-Hosseini 
(2003) one of the major reasons for 
fixing ‘women’s status’ in fiqh was to 
exclude them from the production 
of religious knowledge. “It is 
remarkable,” she states drawing 
on the work of Sachedina, “that 
even when women transmitters 
of hadith were admitted in the 
‘ilm al-rijāl (Science dealing with 
the scrutiny of the reports)…and 
even when their narratives were 
recognized as valid documentation 
for deducing various rulings, 
they were not participants in the 
intellectual process that produced 
the prejudicial rulings encroaching upon the personal status of women. More 
importantly, the revelatory text, regardless of its being extracted from the Qur’ān 
or the Sunnah, was casuistically extrapolated in order to disprove a woman’s 
intellectual and emotional capacities to formulate independent decisions that 
would have been sensitive and more accurate in estimating her radically different 
life experience” (Sachedina, 1999b, 149 in Mir-Hosseini 2003: 13).  This predicament 
was not acceptable in the past, and it remains unacceptable today.

 Muis recognizes these concerns and has made progress in addressing 
important gaps in women’s participation in religious affairs. For example, there 
has been increased female membership in the Fatwa Committee and female 
scholars and trained practitioners contributing to religious judicial institutions 

The Exclusion of Women
Ziba Mir-Hosseini (2003, 13)

By the time that the Fiqh schools 
emerged, women were already 
excluded from the interpretative 
and intellectual process involved in 
deducing the terms of the Sharī‘ah  
from the sacred sources. There is a 
consensus among students of gender 
rights in Islam that the further we 
move from the time of Revelation, the 
more women’s voices are marginalized 
and excluded from the political life 
of Muslim society… Fiqh is still the 
monopoly of male scholars, whose 
knowledge of women comes from texts 
and manuals, all written by men, all 
constructed with juristic logic, reflecting 
the realities of another age and a 
different set of interests. This monopoly 
must be broken; this can be done only 
when Muslim women participate in the 
production of knowledge, when they 
are able ask new and daring questions. 
It is then that “Revelation” can speak to 
us, and “show us its secrets”.
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such as the Shariah Court and Appeal Board.28 Moreover, an irshād (religious 
directive) has been issued on the permissibility of women occupying the highest 
levels of leadership in social, economic and political organizations. Like any reform 
process, however, the full impact of these changes will take time to materialize, 
even more so in fields that demand strict intellectual discipline.

Elevating the Authority of Ideas

 In contrast to proposals that focus primarily on whose expertise counts, 
some scholars suggest that our focus should shift to assessing the value of ideas. 
As part of Auda’s (2008) proposed classification for theories of Islamic law, for 
instance, he suggests “a shift in the ‘levels of authority’ from the usual binary 
categorization of valid/invalid evidences into a multi-level ‘spectrum’ of validity 
of evidences and sources” (Auda, 2008, 253). Auda (2008) includes in these 
sources the rich heritage of traditional jurisprudence, interests (maṣāliḥ), rational 
arguments and modern declarations of rights as well as the outputs of modern 
tendencies in various contemporary theories of Islamic law. Auda (2008) insists 
on the incorporation of the natural and social sciences without which he argues 
that “research in the fundamental theory of Islamic law will remain within the 
limits of traditional literature and its manuscripts, and Islamic law will continue 
to be largely ‘outdated’ in its theoretical bases and practical outcomes” (Auda, 
2008, 253). He encourages the use of science where applicable, e.g., determination 
of legal capacity and in differentiating between the different stages of life (Auda, 
2008, 142). 

 Auda’s (2018b) more recent work aims to develop a comprehensive 
methodology that honours our role as stewards of the current civilizational cycle 
towards good and towards faith. He argues that “our situation is supposed to be 
based on knowledge and faith but there are so many mitigating factors that are 
not based on this. Therefore, we are struggling. We need a paradigm of thought for 
education, institutions, references, culture, ideologies and civilizations.” Auda’s 
main idea springs from a ‘maqāṣidī’ or objectives-oriented analysis of the Qur’ān 
itself, which reveals a robust methodology that can advance (1) Qur’ānic studies in 

28  In 2017, the Syariah Court of Singapore appointed its first female President of the Court. 
Currently, there are five female of the 23-member panel of the Appeal Board, which is made up of 
district judges, lawyers, legal and religious scholars.
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ways that will deepen methodology, explain it, expand it and make it available for 
people in applied disciplines and research; (2) applied studies by enabling scholars 
and practitioners to draw upon the text in the formulation of strategy, sharpening 
perspectives, exploring phenomena and integrating disciplines. In so doing, his 
work seeks to reintroduce Islam and its sources into the very fabric of our daily 
lives, not only allowing, but demanding that the faithful in all fields of human 
endeavour take seriously that part of scriptural guidance that is intended to make 
their contribution more effective and ethical. 
This approach will open up authority, challenging it on the basis of ideas that can 
advance human life and universal welfare. 

Conclusion

 This chapter presented major ideas surrounding tradition and authority 
that Muis has dealt with over the years. Islam’s main sources of tradition are the 
Qur’ān and Sunnah. Both of these sources demand serious study and interpretation. 
It is in that process that religion is renewed for every generation. Muslims have 
been challenged by a stubborn attachment to historical productions that no 
longer serve their interests and may even be retarding the community’s progress, 
and defying ethical understandings of the Sharī‘ah  based on the knowledge that 
we have at our disposal today.

 The model of a singular authority tasked with independent reasoning 
and renewal has since lost its sanction. Today, there is a critical need for multi 
and trans-disciplinary expertise and greater acknowledgement of the role of 
other experts and especially female scholarship and contributions. This must be 
accompanied with a shift towards the value and usefulness of ideas.

 Any challenge to orthodoxy, however, will not be an easy task no matter 
how faithful one is to the Qur’ān and Sunnah. Islam’s rich intellectual heritage 
is centuries old. It did not emerge in an interests or institutional vacuum. These 
factors will necessarily push back on any reforms that threaten their power and 
centrality.
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CHAPTER 6: 
REFORM AND FATWA IN PRACTICE

 Reform is an unceasing human activity. No individual, group or nation 
is capable of surviving well without accepting that it must constantly reassess 
how it can achieve its goals given its capacities and resources, including those 
it can acquire. As noted in the previous chapter, tajdīd or renewal is a constant 
concern of Muslims, though performance has varied throughout history in terms 
of effectiveness. As Alwee (2009, 81) notes, “today, in many Muslim societies, 
reformistic ideas are always received in a guarded way, deemed as unnecessarily 
disruptive as it affects the harmonious ‘balance’ of the people’s religious life and 
conviction.” He tells us that many perceptions surrounding religious reform are 
often unfounded or exaggerated. This, however, does not change from the fact 
that religious reform is often viewed with suspicion and this is particularly acute 
when it is coming from public authorities. Muis is no stranger to such suspicion 
and has had to work hard to earn public trust (See Saat, 2018).

 Islam in Southeast Asia has undergone several waves of reforms. 
These have necessarily impacted Islam in Singapore. The nature of the state, 
management of Islam and associated developments, however, act as a barrier 
to the extent to which ‘foreign’ ideas and reforms can be adopted with careful 
consideration and adaptation. This chapter considers the broad waves of reform 
in Southeast Asian Islam. It briefly considers how the importation of reform ideas 
and a fiqh that dealt with very different circumstances impacts the way Islam is 
perceived and practiced today. Thus, we consider the fiqh of minorities and the 
very recent shift in the discourse towards a fiqh of citizenship. Indeed, the latter 
offers the overriding framework for the management of Islam in Singapore even 
as its theoretical articulation remains immature. Singapore’s fatwa institution is 
perhaps most reflective of the effort to satisfy the needs of a minority community 
within a broader framework of citizenship.
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Reforms in Southeast Asia

 Islam, whether directly or indirectly, is a significant element in the lives 
of Southeast Asians. Acknowledging this fact and the implications associated with 
it is critical in our quest to understand how societies are shaped so that we can 
manage important forces to the best of our ability and in a way that supports 
a progressive community that contributes towards nation building. Muis’ goal 
is to ensure that religion plays a positive role in society, not just in the lives of 
Muslims, but also in the life of the broader community within which Muslims seek 
to thrive and contribute. “When we look back at our history, one important aspect 
of Prophet Muhammad’s mission when he was appointed as Messenger of God was 
to reform Arab society and bring them closer to God’s teachings on the universal 
and humanistic values that are necessary for human society to thrive morally, 
intellectually and spiritually…True reform must necessarily bring progress and 
development and lead to the betterment of life and the overall human condition,” 
states Musa (2009, iii-iv).

 Singapore recognizes that understanding social change within its 
own society but also within the broader environment of Southeast Asia can 
help in determining the needs of positive change and progress. Globalization, 
interconnectedness and integration are all important forces that spread ideas, 
consequences of events, interests and solidarity beyond their original production 
grounds. Islam, among other religions, in the region plays an important role in 
shaping how people perceive the world around them, how they assess the ethics 
of local and global developments and potentially how they choose to react.

 In Singapore, Muslims constitute 14% of the total population, which is 
considered a politically significant minority.  Ethnically, almost all Malays (99%) 
are Muslims. 84% Muslims are of Malay ethnic group, with the rest of the Muslim 
community made up of Singaporeans of Arab descent, South Asian descent and a 
small number of Chinese and Eurasian converts (Singapore Census, 2015). Mufti 
Fatris Bakaram (2010, 1), thus, states, “living in a multicultural society is not new 
to Muslims. It is not an unprecedented situation that imposes its grip into the lives 
of Muslims only in the modern times.”  What is new is how this diversity combines 
with contemporary specificities that demand unique responses. 
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 Suzaina Kadir (2010) argues, for instance, that an important area of 
concern involves the changing dynamics of Islam in Singapore given the wide 
perception, including administrative bias, that conflates the Muslim identity with 
“Malayness”. 

The contemporary conflation of Islam and Malay is obviously a 
historical phenomenon. It has its beginning with the arrival and 
spread of Islam in Southeast Asia…Gradually, a Malay-Muslim 
community – the amalgamation of Islam with ‘Malayness’ – 
emerged, and over time Islam came to be identified with being a 
‘Malay’ (Kadir, 2010, 159). 

 The institutionalization of Muslim administration in Singapore especially 
after the promulgation of the Administration of Muslim Law Act (AMLA), which 
also established Muis “would come to represent a culmination of the fusion of 
Malay and Muslim identities in Singapore” (Kadir, 2010, 158). 

 It is quite natural then that the Muslim Identity is often conflated with 
Malay ethnicity. This has simplified government efforts to integrate the Muslim 
voice into various policy areas. Thus, Mufti Fatris Bakaram (2010) explains: 

The state supports harmonious religiosity as manifested by 
faith communities. It is not anti-theistic, as it considers religion 
a positive force that provides moral guidance and spiritual 
strength for its adherents. The state’s facilitation of the Muslim 
community to manage their religious affairs is clear testimony 
to this.  In responding to new issues and challenges, the state 
considers the role of religious groups, often consulting and 
involving them where necessary. Under this environment, the 
Singaporean Muslims are able to confidently carry themselves 
as full participants in the affairs of the state and society, as they 
appreciate the space provided for them to continue as adherent 
of their faith, and peacefully discharge their religious obligations. 

 According to Kadir (2010), however, perceptions of homogeneity in 
dealing with Muslim affairs is increasingly problematic. Islam in Singapore is 
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exhibiting greater diversity than 
the Malay narrative admits. In 
light of this, she states that it will 
be important to decouple ethnic 
(read Malay) identity from Islam 
or Muslims. Impending diversity, 
she suggests, is provoking vertical 
contestations within the state 
(issues related to representation) 
and horizontal contestation of 
meanings. She questions whether 
the state should allow a new set of 
Muslim elites to emerge as well as 
how a balance can be struck between 
the administration of Islam and 
allowing Muslim society to reform organically from within, in other words with 
less centralization and greater pluralism. 

 That said, Singapore’s relative cultural homogeneity is generally not 
reflective of the composition of Muslim minorities living in the West. Moreover, 
state engagement with religious communities in ways commensurate with 
that of the Singaporean government is practically non-existent. Therefore, the 
development of “a fresh understanding of what constitutes the Islamic position 
vis-à-vis the existence, mission, role and function of Muslims in such plural 
societies,” as Mufti Bakaram (2010) suggests, may be more challenging in other 
contexts where intra-faith dynamics and public engagement is much more 
complex. 

 Islamic reform (iṣlāḥ) and renewal (tajdīd) represent a continuous process 
in Southeast Asia. Change may result from internal developments such as new 
interpretations or from external developments that include pressures, both 
positive and negative, from international affairs, economic necessity, scientific 
discoveries, social evolution, etc.  The emphasis on one or the other has tended 
to depend on urgency. Muslims have historically been reactive as opposed to 
proactive in the management of their affairs; a tendency which does not appear 
to have changed much. In fact, as noted in the previous chapter the core discipline 

Importance of Justice for Pluralism 
to Flourish
Sheikh Muhammad Sayyid Tantawi
(2006, 6).

Singapore thrives with justice, and will 
become stronger as a State with it, 
because justice bring about security 
and safety. So, when Muslims and 
non-Muslims have rights secured for 
them, in a State, it is incumbent on 
the minority to cooperate with the 
majority in all sincerity, honour and 
dignity; and correspondingly, the 
majority should do the same with the 
minority. 
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of Islamic studies, namely, fiqh has been particularly recalcitrant when it comes to 
contemporary thoughtfulness. 

 Southeast Asia is predominantly Sunni. The consolidation of this tradition 
acquired strength from the 17th century onward, considered the first of three waves 
of reform. “Since this period, there lived a number of Malay-Indonesian students 
who later became ulama – those who obtained their education for many years 
in the Holy Land (Mecca and Madinah). They were involved in the cosmopolitan 
networks of the ulama centres in Mecca and Madinah, and had their connections 
in Africa, South Asia, Central Asia and Southeast Asia. Most of them returned to the 
archipelago and became the most important channels of transmission of Islamic 
doctrines from Arabia to the Malay-Indonesian world” (Azra, 2004). The works 
of these scholars “introduced the orthodox teachings of the most authoritative 
Sunni ulama in Arabia or in the area known as the Middle East” (Azra, 2009, 20). 
Many founded traditional schools that furthered the transmission of knowledge, 
maintained Islamic tradition and reproduced the ulama class (Azra, 2009, 20).

 The second wave of reform was more disruptive. Arriving in the 19th 
Century on the heels of the Wahhabi ideology in Arabia, radical ulama attempted 
to introduce “radical reforms aimed at purifying Islam in the area from pre-
Islamic belief and practices as well as from un-Islamic adat (customs)” (Azra, 2009, 
21). The majority of Muslims in the region, however, rejected this mode of reform 
and so the movement was short lived and restricted in geographical influence. 
The very word ‘Wahhabi’ remains an anathema for many Muslims in the region 
up till today. There are small radical groups in Southeast Asia that came to assert 
themselves in the period long after this movement, but their religious ideology is 
different from the religious ideology of this original epoch. 

 The third wave of Islamic reformism is associated again with 20th Century 
changes in the Middle East, transmitted mostly by returning Malay-Indonesian 
students from Cairo and the spread of reformist literature. Centred mostly in 
Egypt, and led by Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī (d. 1897), Muḥammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905) 
and Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā (d. 1935). “Singapore was an intellectual hub of this 
newly introduced Islamic reformism. Owing to her freer social atmosphere, a 
number of institutions such as the journal of al-Imām and the Madrasah al-Iqbāl 
al-Islāmiyyah – to mention a few – were founded. They not only inspired Muslims 
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in other areas of Southeast Asia, but also influenced them” (Azra, 2009, 22).  This 
wave is often referred to as Islamic modernism and included a salafist stream that 
called for a return to authentic Islam, opposition to unwarranted innovations, 
rejection of superstition and appeal to independent reasoning” (Ibid). The Salafis, 
therefore, urge Muslims to adopt modern institutions in the field of education, 
economy, socio-cultural and other aspects of Muslim life. 

  Religious reformism is defined in different ways by different scholars. 
Muḥammad ‘Abduh the leading Egyptian reformist of the late 19th century, for 
instance, defined it as follows:

The aim of religious reform is to direct the faith of Muslim in 
his religion, in such a way as to make him better and also to 
improve his social condition. To put right religious beliefs, to put 
an end to errors, consequences of misunderstanding religious 
texts, so well that once the beliefs are fortified actions will be 
more in conformity with morality, such is the task of the Muslim 
reformers (Amin in Frye, 1955, in Alwee, 2009, 81).

 
 As noted earlier, reform usually arises when religious thinkers, scholars 
and activists seek to make religion relevant and contributory to a specific 
historical and socio-cultural moment. “Religious reform emerges for various 
reasons in various context and time, where Muslim “reformers worked for the 
universal regeneration of the Muslim entity…[through] a double effort by the 
dynamic elements of the Muslim community: to work – using Discernment – for 
the assimilation of ‘all that is good’ in essentially Western modernity while, at 
the same time accepting a return of the sources of authenticity Islamic tradition, 
[since] it was only in this way that Moslems could acquire the indispensable moral 
and spiritual energy to effectively meet the challenges of the modern era” (Merad, 
1977 in Alwee, 2009, 80). Reform then necessarily implies the drive to relevance, 
contribution and progress.

Nature and Justifications for Reform (Islam/West narrative)

 It is important to recognize that the nature and imperative of reform 
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emerges out of specific historical conditions. For those who embark on the 
journey, there is a perceived gap between what is and what ought to be. Thus, 
for Muslim thinkers and activists at the close of the 18th Century the ‘crisis of 
modernity’ was encapsulated in the end of dynastic rule, political transformations 
largely imposed from invading powers that would see the Muslim world endure 
colonization, subjugation, resource usurpation and a general disregard for the 
self-determination of local populations and their right to human dignity. The 
admiration for what modernity stood for in western countries including scientific 
advance, enlightenment, constitutionalism, democracy, etc., was short-lived as 
predominantly Muslim societies among other less developed nations quickly 
realized the limits of their aspirations. 

 Reform, therefore, could be characterized along a spectrum of acceptance 
and even cooperation with western powers to rejection, animosity and even 
violence towards the West. The point to be made here is that whatever shape 
reform took, its intellectual foundations and hence possibilities were inevitably 
restricted by a long history of dynastic rule that distorted religious understanding 
especially concerning state-subject relations. Other Muslim communities around 
the world who had not experienced history in the same way were bound to find 
contradictions between the knowledge that they were importing from the Middle 
East and their own experience and aspirations. As Sachedina (2009, 16) mentioned: 

The history of Muslim empires did not permit the emergence of 
active citizenship. As a result, Islamic jurisprudence developed 
in a social and political context that did not enable sufficient 
acknowledgment of the Qur’ānic provisions related to civil 
society. Contrary to the pluralistic spirit of the Qur’ān, Muslim 
jurists encouraged a state sponsored institutionalization of non-
Muslims, including the monotheist ahl al-dhimma, as necessary 
for the wellbeing of Muslim public order. For legal scholars, 
unbelievers had willfully spurned the offer of Islam, so their 
inferiority was not imposed from without but freely chosen. 
The classical Muslim jurisprudence dealing with ‘conquered 
and subjugated peoples’, and their legal status under Muslim 
political dominance, explicitly ruled that non-Muslims cannot 
have the same rights, obligations, and liberties as Muslims. It was 
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precisely this kind of evaluation of the religious “other” that led 
to the contemptuous attitude towards non-Muslim minorities 
in Muslim societies and that prevents traditional rulings from 
contributing to modern political thinking about citizenship. This 
negative attitude extended to co-religionists who did not see 
Islam through the same lens. Pious restoration of faith meant 
intolerance towards individual freedom of conscience and hence 
the cornerstone of Qur’ānic pluralism.

 It is clear that this thinking cannot contribute to prosperous life in a 
modern and plural society. In fact, it defies conceptions of human rights and 
dignity. This disdain for the other permeated Muslim activism in the 20th Century. 
According to Abdelgafar (2018, 38), the colonial trigger served to misguidedly 
position Islam against the ‘West’ by summing entire populations, albeit mostly 
non-Muslim, as a foreign other at best and an enemy at worst… characterizing 
Islam as such betrayed the fundamental tenet that Divine law is universal and 
cannot be appropriated by any side of a conflict. It was mistaken to posit Muslims 
or Islam against the ‘West’; a religion against a geographic location where Islam 
was present if not in leadership then certainly among local populations. Indeed, 
even in the absence of Islam, it was not acceptable to regard the other as inferior. 

  Alwani (2010, 9) concurs stating, “most jurists overlooked the universality 
of Islam as a defining factor in their rationalization and analysis of relations 
between Muslims and non-Muslims. Their work reflects a certain degree of 
introversion, incompatible with the universality of Islam’s eternal message. There 
has also been excessive preoccupation with parochial factors of geography and 
society, strongly associating Islam with the social and geographic environment.” 

 Muslims living in relatively just political systems, under different 
conditions and histories, to those that shaped Muslim reform both intellectually 
and politically in the Middle East, can demonstrate that there are different 
narratives with wholly different outcomes. The concept of ummah must not 
obscure the multiple possibilities that exist, and can exist, for Muslims living 
dignified lives in pluralistic societies. The idea of the ummah possessing some sort 
of singular historical narrative and hence future trajectory is counterproductive. 
The true essence of the Muslim ummah is diversity, though of course some aspects 
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of that identity will always hover above material considerations of this life. 

Importance of Scholarship

 Scholarship plays a very important role in shaping public attitudes and 
even in guiding government approaches, perspectives and policies. The adage 
that the ‘pen is mightier than the sword’, though considered by many to be 
cliché, is in fact very real. Indeed, Surah 68 in the Qur’ān is titled Al-Qalam or 
The Pen, whereby Allah covenants by the pen and what is produced on account 
of its use or misuse.  In Islamic studies, especially in the branch of jurisprudence 
(fiqh), the production of ideas, reification of historical views that are no longer 
valid, and a reluctance to challenge orthodoxy is an important contributor to the 
predicament of Muslims today. In light of this, Muis’ guests, events, publications 
and strategies have highlighted a number of concepts that require revision or 
altogether rejection.

 Perhaps, one of the greatest responsibilities that Muslim scholars 
have today is that of interpretation. Interpreting the primary sources of Islam, 
distinguishing between unchanging acts of worship (‘ibādāt) and human dealings 
(mu‘āmalāt) that inevitability change with time and place, historicizing approaches 
and opinions that are no longer suited to our times, and having the courage to 
call out the unethical and unjust for what it is rather than offer it the courtesy 
of defense or apologism are among the many duties that the Islamic scholar has 
today.

 For example, the abode of Islam/abode of war narrative demands serious 
revision. Mufti Bakaram (2010) explains: “The division of territories into dār 
al-Islām and dār al-ḥarb (Islamic state and enemy state) has long occupied the 
central stage in the discussion among Muslim writers on Islamic politics and 
social affiliation. From as early as the eighth century, al-Māwardī’s proposition 
on governance, state relations and political organizations in his seminal al-
Aḥkām al-Sulṭāniyyah set the direction for Islamic discourse in the subject, placing 
a huge influence on Muslim minds for centuries, up to this very day. To a very 
large degree, such a classification of human communities, and the set of rules 
and regulations that come together with it, is taken as the standard Islamic ruling 
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that dictates how Muslims, think, feel and function in their social environment.” 
Yet, these observations even if they were valid at a certain point in history, 
which remains contestable, are certainly not valid today. Muslim communities 
thrive in many countries around the world and their members are full-fledged 
and law-abiding citizens. Religious leaders and scholars simply cannot in good 
conscience produce opinions or express positions based on the notion of dār al-
Islām and dār al-ḥarb which can only lead to divisiveness in otherwise functioning 
and relatively peaceful societies. The classification of states in this way is a gross 
misrepresentation of the milestones that have been achieved in human rights and 
dignity, particularly in western countries. 

 Relatedly, the concept of an Islamic state or global caliphate is also one that 
needs serious clarification. There is absolutely no mention, explicit or implied, in 
the Qur’ān, Sunnah, or early Islamic rule, to support either of these phenomenal 
claims.  One of the essential objectives of the Sharī‘ah  is actually a recognition and 
respect for the diversity that makes up this unified and purposeful world. This is 
no less true of the governance systems that color and shape the lives of distinct 
political units and communities around the world. The right to self-determination 
is firmly established in the Qur’ān for religious communities (Al-Mā’idah (5): 42-
48) and for political entities (Al-Naml (27): 23-44).

 In his presentation, Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 8) stated: “When I examine 
all the prophets and those who seek to establish good, I do not find them trying 
to create political states. Instead, they strive to develop people, who in turn will 
build the state they desire. Prophets Moses and Abraham did not build states, but 
they saved humankind from tyranny and the injustices of the unjust.  They then 
said: “Stand up for justice in this world.” And Prophet Jesus said: “What is due to 
Caesar goes to Caesar, and what is due to Allah goes back to Allah.” There is no 
mixing between the justice of God and man-made laws. Prophet Muhammad said: 
“You know the best regarding your worldly matters.” And he did not impose on 
Muslims a system of government; be it a democracy, or a royalist right-wing or 
leftist.  You know the best regarding your worldly matters.”

 Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 8) unequivocally stated that “there is no such thing 
called a religious state. Instead, we have religious societies. The state should be a 
place where everyone can reside in. When a state resists from becoming a civil 
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state which welcomes everyone, it is destined to fail and disharmony will arise 
from within.”

 Mufti Bakaram (2010) extended this line of analysis to Prophet 
Muhammad’s prophethood and message. He explained: “An examination of 
historical records, however, will indicate that there is not a single narration to 
suggest that the Prophet’s decision to migrate was preceded by a plan to establish 
a political state with a comprehensive and precise set of Islamic laws to govern 
its people in every aspect of their lives. The motivation was more of securing a 
conducive environment where the Muslims can have security to keep hold of 
their faith, and where the religion can peacefully be practiced without harm or 
disruption, as was the case in Makkah before the Prophet’s migration. A reading of 
historical accounts on the events that took place in Makkah then would highlight 
this fact, complemented by the Allegiance Pact, or bay‘ah, offered to the Prophet 
by the delegates from Madinah prior to his migration.”

 Sheikh Bin Bayyah (2017, 15) bolstered this discussion even further by 
sharing the conclusions of a conference that had been held in Abu Dhabi on the 
topic of “a national state”. Scholars from different parts of the Muslim world, 
including the Mufti of Singapore participated. At the event, leading Islamic 
scholars explained that “there is no such thing as an exclusive concept of an 
Islamic State. Instead, all states are legitimate both from the Islamic perspective 
as well as from a legal perspective, by virtue of their promotion of values and 
principles that further human flourishing. That the Caliphate existed at one point 
in history, historically. For each time its’ own appropriate systems and models. 
Models change for every place and time, but values are universal and eternal (Bin 
Bayyah, 2017, 15).  

 “The ultimate purpose of Sharī‘ah,” Sheikh Bin Bayyah (2017, 15) reminds 
us, “is the protection of our shared values that ensure the survival of the human 
kind. Thus, ever state, regardless of the multiplicity of models, is legitimate in 
so far as it protects the interest of its citizens and anyone who resides in its 
boundaries.” 
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Minority Perspective

 Much of the fiqh of minorities was developed for Muslims living in non-
Muslim contexts instead of being based on numbers (Auda, 2004). Moreover, the 
Islamic law of minorities is based on the problematic concept of living outside 
land of Islam (Auda 2004). Yet, even if we maintained the criteria for the land of 
Islam, we would find that many western and eastern Muslim minority countries 
score high on these criteria according to Auda (2004) who stresses that if there is 
security, freedom of practice of religion, and justice, whether in Muslim majority 
or Muslim minority countries, then in essence, we are talking about an abode of 
Islam. Likewise, Islamic leadership that is not based on justice does not constitute 
a ‘land of Islam’ (Ibid.).

 Nevertheless, the ‘fiqh for minorities’ is a specific discipline which takes 
into account the relationship between the religious ruling and the conditions and 
location where it exists (Alwani, 2010, 3). The fiqh, therefore, applies to a specific 
group of people whose conditions warrant a special ruling. It does not necessarily 
give privilege or concession, but rather provides robust and credible alternatives 
given unique circumstances (Ibid.). Nevertheless, today this fiqh has to transcend 
the concept of minorities altogether. Even Alwani (2010, 10) admitted that what is 
needed today is a fiqh of ‘co-existence’ which suits our world in spirit as well as in 
form.
 Ceric (2004) also believes that the minority/majority dichotomy is 
irrelevant to Islamic law as long as Muslims live with dignity in just systems that 
enable them to practice their faith. This does not preclude the need for appropriate 
solutions when problems arise. The point is that this search is not so much related 
to minority status, but rather to search for ethical responses posed by challenges 
that Muslims may face a specific historical moment.

 In this regard, Sheikh Bin Bayyah (2017) states that as faith leaders, 
we concur in the need to debunk the notion of ‘minority.’  There are no such 
categories of majorities and minorities today. To live together, we have to have 
this “alliance of virtue” (Bin Bayyah, 2017, 15).  The means for such an alliance is 
in greater conformance with the mechanism of citizenship, with equality among 
participants, ethical objectives, respect for diversity and important freedoms with 
the security of expression.
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Citizenship Ideal

 In fact, several scholars have suggested that a fiqh of citizenship is long 
overdue. For instance, Mestiri (2004) argues, “the concept of minority needs to 
be evaluated and criticized in view of the new challenges posed by the dialogue 
between civilizations and co-existence in a plural space.” A fiqh of citizenship is of 
greater urgency today as it would “aim to integrate the philosophy of citizenship 
in the West to produce a new fiqh of Islamic citizenship in a plural sphere… and 
to bear witness to the principle of humanism, based on the equality of all human 
beings.” The marginal, immigrant and perceived incompatible status of Muslims 
can be changed to that of full citizens. “With citizenship status, Islamic thought in 
the West becomes a partner, not a foreign factor, and it is in direct confrontation 
with the challenges of modernity. As a factor of civil peace and cultural and 
spiritual richness in the Western space, Islam needs to discuss its identity in the 
West with regard to the intellectual identity of the West,” asserts Mestiri (2004).

 Indeed, the citizenship mentality makes everyone stronger. As former 
Mufti of Singapore Sheikh Syed Isa Semait stated when he was addressing the 
post-9/11 situation: “We are all Singaporeans, and you must do something as well. 
We reject this thing as citizens of Singapore. You must not say you Muslims must 
do this or that, as if we are the ones who did this. We don’t condone that. We 
do not say it is correct. It is a crime. It is wrong, whoever did it was wrong.” As 
citizens of Singapore, we stand as one. Everyone was against the violence that had 
unfolded. Muslims were not considered the other, a minority to be scapegoated. 
Rather, in Singapore we addressed the situation as a community and as a nation, 
with everyone carrying their share of the burden (Hussein, 2012). 

 It is important to recall how the Marrakesh Declaration on the Right 
of Religious Minorities in Predominantly Muslim Majority Communities drew 
attention to the potential contribution that citizenship in which all people 
are equal, in rights and responsibilities, can make to enhancing the lives of 
minorities everywhere. The Declaration actually called upon Muslim scholars 
and intellectuals around the world to develop a jurisprudence of the concept of 
“citizenship” which is inclusive of diverse groups. Such jurisprudence shall be 
rooted in Islamic tradition and principles and mindful of global changes.
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 In all cases, we must also recognize that aside from the efforts of scholars 
and jurists, ordinary people living in democratic societies are adapting their 
beliefs and lives to incorporate the demands of citizenship and reap the full 
benefits of social membership. Many Muslims are independently and consciously 
adopting ideas and principles that may not have been part of Islamic tradition but 
that actually further their ability to live out the objectives of the Sharī‘ah in this 
modern age.  

 Generally, Muslims, especially those living in the west, believe that they 
can be practicing Muslims while adopting liberal democratic values. Indeed, 
many believe that their very faith demands that they do. Saeed (2009, 5), calls 
these participants. Participants “believe that such values are nothing more than 
the cultural context in which Islam in the West is functioning.” This approach 
is espoused by second and third generation Muslims and as such relies on the 
vernacular such as English, French, Dutch and German rather than on Arabic. 
Its worldview is shaped by the local environment of the West and its inspiration 
comes from that context.

 Saeed (2009, 7) tells us that this new Western Tradition of Islam “is coming 
to terms with a range of new issues, from democracy, human rights, gender 
equality, secular law, freedom of expression and religion, and equality before the 
law for all” and has the “potential to dominate the religious scene in the West.” 
Because it has no historical precedent, Muslims find themselves adopting ideas 
and principles that may not have been part of the Islamic traditions. The values 
these Muslims internalize include:

• Citizenship is not dependent on adherence to an official or 
state-approved religion;

• People are free to express their religious and political view 
and to form institutions consistent with those view, without 
fear of punishment or civic disability;

• Citizens are treated equally regardless of their religion, 
ethnicity or gender;

• Law is not based on a particular religion, and usually the same 
law applies to all regardless of their religion or ethnicity; and 

• There are limits on the private activity that government can 
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and should regulate.

 Muslims who adopt this outlook abide by the laws in force without 
questioning there Islamicity. So long as those laws are based on common notions 
of justice, equity, equality, fairness and public interest, they can be considered 
‘Islamic’. As we saw earlier in the work of Auda (2004), this appears to be the case 
regarding the legal systems of most Western societies.

 Abiding by the law when 
it is just is part of a Muslim’s belief 
in obedience to God. Respect and 
obedience to the laws of the land 
(even though authorities might not 
be Muslim) was a point that several 
classical Muslim jurists emphasised.  
When laws betray Islamic morality, 
participant Muslims often adopt an 
attitude of distance and indifference. 
This is possible when the law does not 
impact the lives of Muslims.

 Muis has worked hard 
to support these efforts and to 
provide the intellectual, spiritual 
and institutional foundations for 
Singaporean Muslims to participate 
in national building and full social 
membership with the confidence 
that their actions are firmly rooted 
in Islam. Reform knows its limits. “It 
never doubts the central dogma/creed 
of the religion, but it has confidence 
to question how the teachings have 
been conceptualized, understood and 
manifested throughout Muslim life,” 
asserts Alwee (2009, 82).

Respecting the Laws of the Land
Sheikh Muhammad Tantawi
(2006, 30)

You have to respect the beliefs of 
others and the laws of the State, 
because the state respects your 
religious beliefs by according you the 
right to religious freedom. As long 
as this is the case, we as Muslims 
should respect the majority. We have 
to work together to maintain peace 
and promote positive exchanges, 
amongst all citizens living here in 
Singapore. We have to work to 
promote peace and security.

You have to respect the creeds 
and beliefs of the others and be 
cooperative, and to respect the law 
and legislation of the State because 
such legislation guarantees the 
freedom of religious beliefs and other 
human rights. It is a two-way traffic. 
The majority has to respect the 
minority and accord them the rights. 
And the minority has to respect the 
majority because they live together 
peacefully. This way, nations can 
progress and prosper. By doing this, 
we are implementing what has been 
ordered by divine religions and what 
is agreed upon by rational and wise 
human minds. 
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10 Indicators of Reform

1. Reform must have a strong intellectual foundation and not simply a religious 
or spiritual commitment.
2. There must be a substantive focus in content over form… [including] endurance 
to deal with concrete and urgent issues.
3. Reform ought to be infused with and affirmed by a strong social philosophy 
and informed critically by diagnostic social sciences. A progressive reform is one 
that is open to new approaches and methodologies…
4. Reformistic efforts must foremost be grounded to its contextual local needs 
and challenges… Reform must be anchored to the local context, discerning its 
specific challenges and potentialities.
5. There must be a clear and consistent commitment in pedagogical strategies 
and planning when advancing reformistic ideas in society.
6. The nature of engagement and advocacy must be multiple and diverse in 
terms of approaches and strategies… In some cases, some level of ‘intervention’ 
may be necessary, especially when the state or establishment apparatus is able to 
lend support to change. 
7. A reformistic discourse ought to provide an accommodative space where 
various religious orientations and styles of thought are recognized in terms of their 
presence, and thus given decent civil respect and legitimacy… In the context of a 
plural society, religious reform must be at the forefront in affirming the sense of 
inclusivity, embracing the idea of plurality, and according equal respect to others 
in all sense of the terms.
8. The presence of autonomous intellectual groups that are able to advance 
reformistic ideas must be nurtured… An autonomous intellectual group is one that 
is able to develop ideas and practices suitable in one particular context without 
slavish imitation of exogenous models and/or theories. 
9. It is important to have presence of a critical pool of intelligentsia, such as 
supportive educationists, professionals and administrative echelons, that will 
enhance the reformist spirit and praxis. A dynamic group that is not timid at the 
forefront of social and intellectual discourse…
10. Reformism is best nurtured when there are conducive socio-cultural and 
political space or context, in which democratic spirit and ethos is affirmed, 
recognised and cultivated… [demands] free space where ideas can be debated, 
contested and disseminated. It is also important that reformist groups are not 
easily swayed by political expediency nor easily politicized or bureaucratised… 
Differences are recognized, except those ideas and practices that are deeded as 
dehumanising, oppressive and irrational. (Alwee, 2009, 84-87).
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Fatwa

 Fatwa is a critical area where reform and progressive thinking are 
explicitly manifested. According to Auda (2015, 5), “fatwa is the application of fiqh 
to a specific case. Fatwa is not for every place and time, also not for everybody… 
Fatwa is not law, it is advice. It could later be adopted in policy formulation or 
used as a reference for law-making, but fatwa is originally personal advice. That 
advice changes from person to person. Multiple fatāwā (sing. fatwa) may be issued 
regarding a single matter depending on the contextual application of fiqh.”

 As such, fatwa is perhaps the most impactful institution on the daily 
lives of Muslims. While Singapore is a country which practices civil law, our 
Muslim community requires Islamic laws that encompass the jurisprudential, 
administrative and general matters for its religious needs. A unique feature of 
Singapore is that the Constitution of Singapore has enshrined the duty of the 
government to protect the welfare of the local indigenous Malay community 
including the practice of their personal laws under Art 12 and Art 152.  The 
institution of fatwa plays an important role in this regard. 

 The AMLA stipulates that any fatwa issued should first be based upon the 
Shāfi‘ī school of law. However, if the preferred opinion of this school does not 
address the needs or does not fulfill the welfare and interest (maṣlaḥah) of the 
community, the opinions of other schools can be considered and adopted. This is 
in line with the opinion of the scholars of uṣūl on the principles and processes of 
fatwa, because the main objective is to achieve well-being and avoid harm for the 
community. 

 Fatwa is an important tool of Islamic jurisprudence, especially in time 
of change and new challenges. Muslim scripture and tradition claim relevance 
for all time and place with the immutable principles and core set of teachings 
of Islam. With the passing of time, new issues and questions which have not 
been specifically addressed in Muslim jurisprudence arise. In addition, there are 
specific questions and issues which individuals and families may encounter. In 
other words, society faces many new issues that need to be studied in-depth, 
in order to offer the appropriate Islamic response and solution, responses that 
guide a community in overcoming life’s difficulties and challenges. In this regard, 



148 THRIVING IN A PLURAL WORLD

fatwa plays an important role and has a significant impact on the religious life of 
Muslims. This is especially true in Singapore, where Muslims are a minority in a 
secular and multi-religious state.

 In addressing such challenges, fatwas are issued based on several 
principles: 

1. Fatwa makes reference to the main sources of Sharī‘ah , as 
well as the spirit and objectives (maqāṣid) of the Sharī‘ah . 
Other than the holy Qur’ān and Sunnah (Prophetic traditions) 
as the main sources, ijmā‘ and qiyās, are also sources of the law 
that have been agreed upon by scholars. The objective of the 
law, such as the protection of religion, life, intellect, property 
and lineage are also considered for any fatwa decision.

2. Fatwa seeks to safeguard the interests and welfare of the 
community. Fatwa has to ensure that the rights and duties of 
individuals, as well as the common interest and welfare of the 
community, are safeguarded. Thus, before issuing a fatwa, 
the situation, needs and context of a particular community, 
need to be taken into consideration. 

3. To opt for an approach or solution which is relevant and better 
suited to a particular context, in this case, the Singaporean 
context, without contradicting Islamic precepts. 

 
 This is to facilitate Muslims to practice their religion, so that the Muslim 
community does not encounter difficulties in fulfilling their obligations as 
Muslims, or become burdened by the laws, and at the same time, being able to 
address contemporary issues effectively.29 

 Throughout Islamic history, the scholars have devoted their attention to 
the preservation and development of the fatwa institution. They have produced 
countless research work and writings, through which they lay the foundations 
and establish the guidelines which are necessary to ensure that fatwa remain  
 
29  Aris discussed the administration of fatwa in Singapore, in the context of ASEAN. See 
Mohd Murat Md Aris (2006). Pengurusan Fatwa di Singapura. In Hj Abdul Samat Musa, Adel M. Abdul 
Aziz, Haliza Harun, & Nik Salida Suhaila (eds.). (2006). Prinsip dan pengurusan fatwa di negara-negara 
ASEAN. Malaysia: Universiti Sains Islam Malaysia, 109 pp.
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credible.  The most important approaches that have been employed in achieving 
this objective is the alignment between the consideration and decision between 
any mufti (a learned jurist in Islamic law with requisite authority) or fatwa body, 
and the concept of public welfare known as maṣlaḥah.

 Singapore’s Mufti is chairman of the Fatwa Committee. The appointment 
of a mufti and the establishment of the Fatwa Committee is formalised through 
the Administration of Muslim Law Act (AMLA). In 1999, Muis established a new 
department called the Office of the Mufti to assist the Mufti in religious matters, 
including in Muis’ public education programmes, research on fatwa matters, and 
to function as the Secretariat to the Fatwa Committee. 

Fatwas Change Over Time and with Changing Circumstances 

 Fatwas are issued on substantive points of Muslim law, which are 
dynamic in nature and can accept change to suit time and place. This is opposed 
to matters which are permanent in Islam, such as the pillars and fundamentals 
of Islam.  The experience of the Fatwa Committee in Singapore shows that in 
some circumstances, the outcome of a fatwa on society and individuals after it 
had been issued could diverge from what the Committee had anticipated. Among 
the examples is the fatwa on organ transplant.30 Indeed, as Aris (2015, 41) notes, 
“one of the main driving forces behind the activity of ijtihād is the observation 
of reasons that justify the need for a change in religious rulings. This should be 
done by the ulama and mufti of today. Previously, the ulama have identified four 
reasons that necessitate a change in fatwa: change of space, change of time, change 
of situation and change of custom and tradition.” Sheikh Dr Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī 
(2008, 14) suggests five more reasons relevant to today: change of information; 
change of people’s need; change of people’s capacity and competency; change of 
social, economic and political situation; and change of perspective and thought 
from widespread scourge. These additional reasons for change in fatwa will surely 
add more room for creativity and innovation for qualified individuals to exercise 
ijtihād in dealing with current and future needs, issues and challenges. However,  
 
30  For further deliberation and examples of these fatwas by the Fatwa Committee of 
Singapore see, Nasir, Nazirudin. (2018). Contextualization and modernisation: Islamic thought 
through fatwas in Singapore. In Norshahril Saat (ed.) Fulfiling the trust, 50 years of shaping Muslim 
religious life in Singapore. Singapore: World Scientific Publishing. 57-71.
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this can only be achieved effectively if it is done across madhāhib instead of only 
within one (Aris, 2015, 41).

 The principle of ijtihād encourages a reasoned engagement with texts 
and recognizes that a change in environment and context affects the laws of 
Islam. It therefore prevents the teachings of Islam from being ossified and frozen 
in time which hinders progress and development. Individuals trained in the 
interpretation of sources are permitted to offer new readings in the substantive 
matters of religion as part of seeking solutions. 

 This underscores the importance of being proactive rather than reactive. 
If the fatwa institution does not keep track of advances in the different spheres 
of human life, it will not be able to comprehend the need and nature of related 
guidelines. This will result in a Muslim community that is lacking in guidance, 
which may consequently affect the community’s participation in potentially 
beneficial research that improves the quality of human life. The moral and 
ethical guidelines of Islamic law are not intended as a hindrance, but rather as a 
contribution to the betterment and regulation of certain developments.

 Muslim communities today live in very diverse situations. The task of 
finding solutions that can truly work, given the complexity of certain issues or 
problems, as well as its novelty and unprecedentedness warrants a more radical 
approach towards rethinking former and classical approaches to fatwa making. A 
recent influential approach, for instance, is to go beyond the written law and look 
at the higher objectives and intent of law (maqāṣid) and its spirit (rūḥ al-Sharī‘ah 
). Widely referred to today by ijtihād maqāṣidī and now internationally adopted by 
various groups of scholars who issue fatwas in Islamic countries and in Europe, 
this approach affords greater flexibility in term of finding new ways at looking at 
issues and questions. Our next chapter considers the maqāṣid approach in greater 
detail. 

 The Fatwa Committee supported by the Office of the Mufti have taken 
steps to incorporate science and modern needs into its fatwa rulings. Fatwas have 
ranged from controversial to less controversial, from medical need, to commercial  
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interests and guidelines for owning property.31 For those who live in developed 
countries and face rapid scientific and technological advances, the value of 
scientific knowledge in daily life, will be influenced by the reigning local scientific 
trends. Further to this, religious questions faced by the Muslim community in 
Singapore are expected to become more complex. This is not only because of new 
issues which we have not yet perceived in the religious texts, but because each 
issue is often multi-dimensional, and concerns matters that require specialized 
knowledge and covers various disciplines, such as science, humanities, history, 
politics and others.

  In this regard, an important first step is a deep and accurate understanding 
of the extent of the problem or issue at hand. This requirement cannot be 
overstated and is not easily achieved, especially in today’s era of specialisation, as 
each individual has limitations in mastering multiple disciplines. For this reason, 
although in most Muslim communities today a qualified jurist (mufti) performs 
this function, in Singapore, a committee of jurists deliberate on such matters in 
order to tap collective wisdom. Also, the Fatwa Committee may invite experts in a 
particular field such as the life sciences, medicine and finance, to provide expert 
information to enable the Fatwa Committee to obtain a more comprehensive 
understanding of the respective issues. 

 In the area of organ donation, for example, Muis’ position has changed 
over time due to changes in the views of Muslim jurists and their approaching 
consensus; the urgency and existing need of the moment and advances in medical 
sciences and technology. Changes in fatwa are not uncommon in Islam’s history with 
expressed differences sometimes not due to different textual interpretation but to 
changes in context. Views on such an issue can vary, based on the circumstances 
of the time, so long as such views do not fall outside the boundaries of the Sharī‘ah 
. The Fatwa Committee has deemed that organ donation is permissible because 
it has the potential to save human lives. It stated that the majority opinion of 
Muslim jurists and scholars is that organ donation is permissible in Islam. 

 Another area where a revised religious position based on scientific 
evidence and need was deemed necessary involved Milk Banks in Singapore. The 

31  See Nasir, Nazirudin (ed.). (2017). Fatwas of Singapore: Science, medicine and health. Singapore: 
Islamic Religious Council of Singapore. And for other fatwas by the Council see https://www.muis.
gov.sg/officeofthemufti/Fatwa
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Fatwa on Milk Bank for premature babies and the preservation of human life 
deemed that the scientific findings and needs of premature babies permitted the 
use of milk banks to replace or supplement the mother’s nursing capacity. This 
is based on scientific evidence that breast milk is the gold standard for feeding 
human babies. 

 Fatwa becomes more crucial today due to our rapidly changing 
environment. In an interconnected world, each community is exposed to a variety 
of new issues that require rigorous religious scrutiny before the most appropriate 
religious position can be determined. Fatwas, in this case, play an important 
and significant role in the life of every Muslim, especially for a minority Muslim 
community in a secular, cosmopolitan, multi-ethnic and multi-religious country. 
The fatwa-making process is able to provide solutions to these challenges in line 
with the dynamic and flexible spirit of the Islamic Sharī‘ah.32

Conclusion

 This chapter demonstrated that reform happens on many levels, in 
multiple spheres of life simultaneously. Religious reform and renewal can be 
detected in broad waves, across vast geographies and generations, in the rise of 
social movements, political developments and lifestyle choices. It also manifests 
in singular issues that are often addressed through intellectual projects and fatwa 
(religious edicts). 

 Like any reform, those pertaining to Islam must contend with specific 
histories, both perceived and actual. Whether presented as lived experience or 
documented in the scholarly literature, history has a strong hold on contemporary 
reform. Thus, the way in which scholars of the past perceived minorities influenced 
their approach to the subject. Sometimes these perceptions were accurate but 
other times they defied the word and spirit of the Qur’ān and Sunnah. The ability 
to transcend these subjectivities by going back to the primary sources while 
examining contemporary realities is critical for today’s multi-religious and plural  
 

32  For more examples and greater details refer to Nasir, Nazirudin (2017). Fatwas of Singapore. 
Volume 1. Science, medicine and health. Singapore: Muis. Also see, Saat, Norshahril (ed.) (2018). Fulfilling 
the trust: 50 years of shaping Muslim religious life in Singapore. Singapore: World Scientific Publishing.
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societies. Some have suggested that scholars build a fiqh of citizenship (fiqh al-
muwāṭanah) rather than focusing on minority/majority issues.

 In order to remain relevant and in the service of the people, Singapore’s 
Fatwa Committee had developed a dynamic fatwa system. This means that it 
routinely consults with other experts in preparing opinions and that it reviews 
past opinions that may have become outdated due to changing times, needs, 
technologies and knowledge. Changes in fatwa are warranted when the validity 
of the original opinion is in question. The main idea is not to disadvantage the 
Muslim community in matters that can be deduced from the Sharī‘ah. We must 
remain cognizant, however, that in so doing, religious bodies including the 
Fatwa Committee, sometimes do not offer the community sufficient alternatives. 
Renewed fatwas often represent reactionary efforts as opposed to proactive 
alternatives that Muslims, and indeed the broader society, may consider valuable. 
The appearance of riding contemporary trends is therefore a legitimate concern.
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CHAPTER 7: 
PRINCIPLE-BASED APPROACHES MANIFESTED

 In essence, the Singapore Muslim Identity is a principle-based approach 
to living Islam in Singapore. In fact, being Muslim in any context means adhering 
to a set of core principles, values and objectives. Muslims around the world live by 
Islam’s fundamental pillars and obligatory rituals. The vast majority also believe 
in prioritizing values of peace, justice, compassion and mercy. The diversity of 
Muslims around the world and the contexts within which they live, however, 
determine how principles can be honoured, values prioritized, and objectives 
achieved. 

 This chapter examines four fundamental principles of Islamic ethics, 
which Muis believes ought to guide the lives of Muslim communities. The first 
principle is that of tawḥīd or unification. This moral principle unites all creation 
in a purposeful whole that challenges human beings to responsible stewardship 
one generation after the other. The second principle is taqwā or heedfulness of 
God. This principle ensures that Muslims are in an ongoing state of consciousness 
of their Creator and the covenant that they have undertaken as rational, sentient 
and spiritual beings to uphold the duties that He has decreed upon them so that 
they do not betray the rights of God, other human beings and living creatures 
more broadly.  The third principle that we consider is that of maqāṣid or 
objectives, purposefulness or intentionality. The main idea of the maqāṣid is to 
exhort people to consider the objectives or intents of their actions in an effort to 
continually align these with the maqāṣid of the Sharī‘ah  itself. Finally, it considers 
the principle of divine preference and how God positioned humanity above 
most but not all creation, drawing attention to the importance of humility and 
stewardship of the environment. Together, these principles must be revived in 
our ethical discourse and the search for ethical practices. The question as Moosa 
(2017) rightly points out is not so much that we must reach the ethical but how to 
conceptualize it in this uncharted terrain.
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Tawḥīd (Unification) 

 The principle of tawḥīd or unification is at the heart of the Sharī‘ah’s 
moral philosophy.  Every Muslim 
proffers the admission that God 
is the one and only deity. On its 
surface the statement may seem 
quite simple, however, in bearing 
witness to this fact a Muslim 
becomes bound by its more 
complex and extensive meaning. 
Tawḥīd is not merely a statement 
of belief; it is in fact a way of life 
as the Qur’ān enjoins people not to 
sever what must be joined (Qur’ān, 
al-Baqarah (2): 27; al-Ra‘d (13): 
25). This moral principle actually 
unites all created matter and 
presents believing, conscious, 
human minds with the challenge 
of respecting, preserving and 
advancing the interdependencies 
of all life forms, not as a matter of 
choice but as a sacred creed. 

 Every individual, along with all created matter, is a purposeful point in 
the vastness of both the seen and unseen. Tawḥīd implies that the nature of the 
cosmos is purposive out of design. The mastery of divine design is emphasized 
throughout the Qur’ān, unfailingly offering proof to the observer of an orderly, 
purposeful reality (Qur’ān, Āl ‘Imrān (3): 191).  Because of this, we are able to 
discern universal laws or sunan that ensure that the diversity of the elements 
comprising the universe do not contradict. Our physical and psychic functions 
are also subject to such determinations though our spiritual function, that of our 
will, is not. “Human action is the only instance where the Will of God is actualized 
not necessarily, but deliberately, freely, voluntarily” (Al-Faruqi, 1992, 12). Our 
humanity, and the covenant of trust that we pledged to undertake, means that we 

Sharī‘ah  as a guide to Happiness
Jasser Auda (2015, 3)

Happiness in this life and the next is 
attained by safeguarding the well-being 
of the human being, and of society – this 
is the ultimate goal of the Sharī‘ah . It is 
for this well-being that Allah (glorified and 
exalted be He) has sent His Messengers 
with guidance on how to attain it. 
Muhammad (peace and blessings of 
Allah be upon him) was the final of these 
Messengers and he brought the latest 
version of guiding values/ethics/rules – 
i.e., the Qur’ān, from which we deduce 
the Sharī‘ah . God does not send guidance 
to make our life hard. He declared in the 
Qur’ān the intention of His guidance, 
saying: “We have not sent down to you the 
Qur’ān that you be distressed” (Qur’ān, 
20: 2) and “Allah does not intend to make 
difficulty for you, but He intends to purify 
you and complete His favour upon you 
that you may be grateful” (Qur’ān, 5: 6).
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have to exert willful effort to ensure that our diversity does not destroy us, but 
rather leads to human flourishing.

 Purposefulness demands that each individual, community and nation 
determine its purpose at any given moment. How does this purpose contribute 
to unity? The Qur’ān confirms that each person has a disposition or goal to which 
he or she tends and thus it exhorts us to use whatever inborn or acquired talents, 
capacities, and skills to race to do good works (Qur’ān, al-Baqarah (2): 148). Humans 
are commanded and expected to capitalize on their diversity to achieve greatness 
and unity. The differences in our dispositions or tendencies endow humanity with 
strength and resilience so long as there is mutual trust and respect. This applies 
at the group level as well, where the Qur’ān tells us that different communities 
exhibit distinctive ways of life that God has facilitated for them and from them; 
correspondingly, each is given the attendant means to achieve their goals. And 
communities, just like individuals, are commanded to excel in doing good (Qur’ān, 
al-Mā’idah (5): 48). Relationships among individuals and communities and how 
they act upon all other elements of creation reflects the extent and quality of 
their faith (Abdelgafar, 2018, 126).

 Accepting tawḥīd therefore commits believers to ethical action where 
the limits of knowledge are augmented by faith. Just like other books of faith, 
the Qur’ān does not leave the determination of basic ethical actions completely 
obscure. Instead, it offers guidance that complements the inherent inspiration 
with which each soul is imprinted at birth.

Taqwā (Heedfulness of God)

 Honouring the trust (amānah) that we assume as conscientious human 
beings demands the acceptance of certain duties and responsibilities. Many 
Muis’ guest scholars approached the question of morality from the perspective of 
self-improvement and purification of the soul. Morals (khuluq or sulūk) is mostly 
perceived as internal (bāṭin) imperative. For Draz (2018), morality is both an 
internal state and an external expression. The Qur’ān emphasizes that the actions 
of the heart and the expressions of the body go together (Qur’ān, Al-Baqarah 
(2): 18, 62; Al-Isrā’ (17): 19; Al-Nisā’ (4): 151). That said, good deeds must proceed 
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from the depths of the soul to garner praise whereas actions of the heart earn 
distinctive mention as a value in and of themselves or as a prerequisite for eternal 
salvation (Qur’ān Al-Ḥajj (22): 3; Al-Ḥujurāt (49): 3).

 In fact, the Qur’ān presents a detailed canvass of practical virtues that 
exhort believers to ethical action. Draz’s seminal work (2018, 59-60) on morality 
in the Qur’ān offers a comprehensive list of such virtues, each accompanied with 
its Qur’ānic reference. Even a cursory review of these virtues reveals how Islam 
encourages beauty in human behaviour and interaction.  Adopting these virtues 
in our everyday lives, as Prophet Muhammad did, is to achieve moral greatness 
and to practice it with others is to build a community into the best nation in the 
world (Draz, 2018, 62). The Prophet had stated:

All mankind is from Adam and Eve, an Arab has no superiority 
over a non-Arab nor a non-Arab has any superiority over an 
Arab; also a white has no superiority over black nor a black has 
any superiority over white except by heedfulness towards God 
(taqwā) and good deeds...33

 In other words, all differences among human beings are superficial except 
for their good nature and deeds. Heedfulness is repeatedly reinforced in the 
Qur’ān and especially in relation to the pluralistic nature of humanity. It states: 
“O, you people, verily We created you from a male and a female, and made you into 
ethnicities and tribes to that you may know one another. Truly, the most dignified 
among you with Allah is the most heedful. Truly, Allah is Knowing, Aware.” 
(Qur’ān: al-Ḥujurāt (49): 13). The late famous Tunisian scholar, Ṭāhir Ibn ‘Āshūr (d. 
1973), emphasized the significance of highlighting piety or consciousness, after 
emphasizing the pluralistic nature of mankind, to demonstrate the true meaning 
of humility and mutual recognition through the practice of knowing one another.
Through discursive practice, Moosa (2017, 12) suggests that “new fiqh rules 
corresponding to freshly articulated moral imperatives ought to be devised. For, 
even moral imperatives need to periodically be revisited to give it the appropriate 
tone and articulation so that it speaks to the human self in every age. The moral 
imperatives are those very subtle elements that lead to the beautification of the  
 
33 Bukhari 1623, 1626, 6361; Muslim 98; al-Tirmidhi 1628, 2046, 2085; ibn-Hanbal, Musnad 
19774.
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interior. The description of that interior gets narrated and re-narrated by the 
myriads of moral traditions both within Islam and the experiences of humankind 
outside of Islam.” 
 
 An important area where 
freshly articulated moral imperatives 
have taken root in Singapore relate 
to the way in which detainees 
associated with extremist movements 
under the Internal Security Act 
are perceived, approached and 
handled. All concerned segments 
of the community are called upon 
to act respectfully and responsibly: 
government authorities, religious 
leaderships, community leaderships, 
media and individual citizens. It is 
important that these actors cooperate 
and develop shared understandings. 
Muis has worked hard in this regard. 
Among other activities, it has been 
a strong supporter of rehabilitation 
efforts. Support for the Religious 
Rehabilitation Group (RRG), which 
now numbers more than 30 religious 
teachers who counsel detainees and those under the Restriction Order on a 
regular basis, has seen close to three-quarters of those detained for terror 
activities – including several self-radicalized young individuals - released 
after responding well to rehabilitation, including religious counseling.34 

34 According to the Ministry of Home Affairs, since 2002, close to 90 individuals have been 
detained for terrorism-related activities with about three-quarters released since. And as Jun 20, 
there were 21 detained and another 21 issued with Restriction Orders (RO). Justin Ong. (4 Aug 2018). 
How 2 Singaporeans got back on the ‘right track’ after ‘dark path’ of radicalisation. Channel NewsAsia. 
Retrieved from https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/how-2-singaporeans-got-
back-on-right-track-radicalisation-isd-10587728

Sheikh Abdullah Bin Bayyah on 
the Importance of Rehabilitation 
(2017, 12)
Countering extremism too requires 
a concerted effort. In addition 
to what was stated previously, 
there is a primary strategy that 
needs implementation – that of 
rehabilitation. While education 
and literacy will protect those 
who are yet to be lured by these 
radical ideologies, but dealing with 
those who have already fallen 
prey, in a compassionate and 
dignified manner, demands that we 
rehabilitate rather than penalise 
and punish. Thus, all actors in any 
single society have a role to play, 
from the religious leaders, to the 
educators, to NGOs, to the policy 
makers, to student leaders, to youth 
circles to the laymen. Each one 
needs to acknowledge, commit to, 
and embody this message. 
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Maqāṣid al-Sharī‘ah (Objectives of the Sharī‘ah)

 Reviving principle-based approaches as a universal endeavour is 
nowhere more evident than in the global call to institutionalize and actualize 
the objectives or maqāṣid of the Sharī‘ah.  According to Abdelgafar (2018, x-xi), 
maqāṣid scholarship has distinguished itself from other Islamic approaches, and 
in particular traditional jurisprudence, through an emphasis on purposefulness, 
value premises and priorities, as well as openness to multi-disciplinarity and 
multi-methods. The approach’s revival by a number of renowned contemporary 
scholars represents a six-fold attempt to (1) distance the Sharī‘ah  from the whims 
of jurists whose legal edicts neglect the higher objectives of Divine Law including 
mercy, equity, wisdom and welfare as well as from the actions of political 
actors who draw upon the latter to further oppression and corruption; (2) rebut 
contemporary and largely secular but also Muslim assertions that Islam is an 
archaic, unjust and violent system of belief; (3) search for explanations as to why, 
on a general level, the affairs of Muslim communities do not reflect the Divine 
Injunction of human dignity; (4) provide an alternative to the narrow juristic 
lens that has dominated traditional discourse in order to revive Islam both in the 
Muslim world and universally; (5) present scholars in other disciplines with the 
key to incorporate Islamic studies in their respective domains and the lay believer 
to revert to the use of his or her inherent sense of morality and values; and (6) 
propose criteria for re-unifying the ummah. 

 Formal elaboration of the maqāṣid approach began to surface around the 
tenth century. Very much like the need today, a select group of Muslim jurists 
sensed that a moral and ethical gap existed between the legal pronouncements 
and interpretation of the texts by their contemporaries and what they felt ought 
to be an appropriate manifestation. These scholars were well aware as we are 
today that the maqāṣid approach had been widely used during the governance 
periods of the early caliphs and in particular Umar Ibn Al-Khattab, the second 
caliph. 
 
 Umar relied on his understanding of the purposes of Qur’ānic injunctions to 
govern. There are several well-documented occasions where Umar took decisions 
that on their surface actually appeared to defy literal expressions in the Qur’ān. 
For instance, he refused to distribute conquered lands as ‘spoils of war’ so as to 
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not allow Muslims to dominate wealth and 
control massive swathes of land as well as 
non-combatant populations. He instituted 
a moratorium on the punishment for theft 
during the famine of Madinah insisting 
that the prioritization of life necessitated 
all measures (Auda, 2008, 10). In another 
instance, he declined to pay support to 
new converts to Islam despite the Qur’ānic 
injunction to do so, asserting that this 
was only required when Islam was weak 
(Abdulrauf, 2015, 20). He also initiated a 
policy where a person’s guild as opposed to 
their next of kin could pay the blood money in cases of accidental homicide (Ibn 
‘Āshūr, 2006, 98). It is clear that Umar used his understanding of the objectives of 
the Sharī‘ah  or maqāṣid to ensure that the law did not betray its spirit given the 
challenges that the Muslim community was facing as well as the new opportunities 
that were emerging as the community grew and strengthened. His pioneering 
spirit and confidence challenged the reluctance with which Muslims approach 
fiqh today. 

 In contrast, early scholars of maqāṣid actually developed the approach 
to unify the body of fiqh that was already in existence and to insist that future 
productions respected an ethical framework that scholars could agree upon. 
The founding fathers also sought to encourage the lay believer to recognize 
that Islamic Law aimed at achieving benefits and preventing harms. These early 
jurists suggested that maqāṣid al-Sharī‘ah  encompass the preservation of religion, 
life, intellect, wealth, progeny and honour. It is believed that these objectives 
encompass the most essential human necessities (ḍarūriyyāt), complementary 
needs (ḥājiyyāt) and those that complement the devotion and worship of the 
servant to his Lord (taḥsīniyyāt).

 The maqāṣid are intended to provide a guide for scholars and lay people 
alike. By “elucidating the objectives of Islam, the causes behind Islamic legal 
rulings as well as the intentions and goals which underlie the Sharī‘ah , or Islamic 
Law. They made it clear that every legal ruling in Islam has a function which 

Sharī‘ah as ethics
Jasser Auda (2015, 12)
If somebody comes and asks 
you: “What is Sharī‘ah? Tell 
them that Sharī‘ah is my ethics; 
Sharī‘ah is my ethical way of 
life, this is what I follow. The 
goals of this ethical way of life 
is mercy and justice on earth, 
spiritual alignment with God 
and nature, harmony and 
synergy amongst the diversity 
of people and all of the Islamic 
values that we know. 
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it performs, an aim which it realizes, a cause, be it explicit or implicit, and an 
intention which it seeks to fulfill and all of this in order to realize benefit to human 
beings or to ward off harm or corruption” (Alwani in Al-Raysuni, 2005, xi). Several 
prominent jurists even suggested that the maqāṣid should take on the fixed and 
obligatory nature of the fundamentals of jurisprudence or uṣūl. For this group 
of theorists, the main purpose of the maqāṣid was not only to demonstrate that 
all juridical productions aimed at achieving the higher objectives of the Sharī‘ah  
as described by the approach but also to reject those productions that could not 
achieve this connection.

 Collectively, the works of early maqāṣid scholars aimed to re-orient fiqh 
towards greater justice, mercy, wisdom and welfare.  Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyyah 
(d.1350) succinctly states:

Verily, the Sharī‘ah is founded upon wisdom and welfare for 
worshipers in this life and the afterlife. In its entirety it is justice, 
mercy, benefit, and wisdom. Every matter which abandons 
justice for tyranny, mercy for cruelty, benefit for corruption, and 
wisdom for foolishness is not a part of the Sharī‘ah even if it was 
introduced therein by an interpretation.35

 These early scholars clearly recognized the need to improve the practice 
and study of jurisprudence through the introduction of a comprehensive ethical 
framework. For al-Juwaynī (d.1085), “whoever fails to comprehend the objectives 
which underlie the [divine] commands and prohibitions has likewise failed to 
perceive the basis for the establishment of the Law.” (Al-Raysuni 2005, 13). 

 It is generally agreed that al-Shāṭibī (d. 1388) was the most influential 
theorist among the early maqāṣid scholars. It was he who ascertained how the 
maqāṣid of the Lawgiver could be determined. According to Attia, everyone who 
came after al-Shāṭibī either summarized or rearranged his work (Attia, 2007, 1). 
The sources of the rulings from which the maqāṣid were thus derived include the 
primary sources of the Qur’ān and Sunnah and the secondary sources of the different 
schools of jurisprudence which include consensus (ijmā‘), analogy (qiyās), interest  
 
35 See Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (1423h). I‘lām al-Muwaqqi‘īn ‘an Rabb al-‘Ālamīn. Riyāḍ: Dār 
Ibn al-Jawzī, 4: 337.
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(maṣlaḥah), preference (istiḥsān), blocking the means (sadd al-dharāi‘), presumption of 
continuity (al-istiṣḥāb); as well as normative judgments, i.e., customs (‘urf), previous 
jurisprudence (shar‘ man qablanā), and a companion’s opinion (fatwā ṣaḥābī).36 

 Al-Shāṭibī insisted that applying an inductive approach to these sources in order 
to derive the maqāṣid leads to “complete certainty” (Al-Raysuni 2005, 281). Each 
maqṣad (pl. maqāṣid) is based on multiple evidences that when taken together 
convey a single message which is thereby invested with complete certitude (Ibid.).

 Taken together, the contributions of early scholars drew attention to the 
importance of understanding and honoring what they deemed to be the higher 
purposes of Islamic law. Their productions expressed recognition that something 
in the enterprise had gone wrong and needed fixing if Islamic jurisprudence was 
to fulfill its intended purpose. Unless the maqāṣid were incorporated into the 
fundamentals of Islamic jurisprudence so that they remained foremost in the 
mind of the scholar as he formulated his opinions, it was likely that the law would 
increasingly betray its purpose.  Under no circumstances could the building blocks 
of an edifice that demanded mercy, justice, welfare and wisdom accept less than 
this.

Evolution of Maqāṣid

 Since its inception, the conceptualization of maqāṣid al-Sharī‘ah  has 
undergone waves of evolution. Although many scholars hold to the original six 
essentials, over time their meanings have changed to reflect the changing context 
of their application. The Sharī‘ah  Index Project (SIP) which brought together 
the most outstanding names in the field today, for instance, was instrumental in 
redefining the maqāṣid for policy and governance. The following sections present 
a closer look at each of the classic objectives and their evolution over time.37 

36 For a detailed elaboration on each refer to Auda (2008), chapter 4.
37 For a more detailed discussion refer to Abdelgafar, (2018).
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Preservation of Religion

 The objective or maqṣad of the preservation of religion (dīn), in its original 
meaning referred to the preservation of Islam. Dīn is defined as doctrinal philosophy,  
rites and rituals. With such a narrow definition it was possible for scholars to justify 
the evolution of this objective to freedom of religions. According to Auda, the 
same theory for that purpose of the Islamic Law has been re-interpreted to mean 
a dramatically different concept, which is ‘freedom of faiths,’ to use Ibn ‘Āshūr’s 
words, or ‘freedom of belief,’ in other contemporary expressions (Auda, 2008, 24). 
The SIP argues that this maqṣad prescribes the promotion of Islamic ethical values, 
freedom of religious choice, and the facilitation of religious practice to those who 
have made this choice.  Accordingly, it is the state’s duty to encourage and promote 
the positive with regards to religious practice, rather than to prevent what one 
religion or religious interpretation deems (Abdulrauf, 2015, 63). The scholars are 
rightly concerned with the state’s power to enforce specific religious views on its 
citizens or to reprimand them for what its authorities deem unacceptable. 

 Commensurately, the SIP also emphasizes the principle of religious 
freedom, which entails the protection of non-Muslim populations in states that 
are predominantly Muslim. Thus, non-Muslims are permitted to consume alcohol, 
something that is strictly prohibited in Islam. It also means partial support 
“for their houses of worship and religious schools, a support that may even be 
financial” (Senturk in Abdulrauf, 2015, 65). The scholars often refer their positions 
on freedom of religion to the Qur’ānic injunction that “there is no compulsion in 
religion” (Qur’ān, Al-Baqarah (2): 256). Freedom of belief is a fundamental right in 
the Qur’ān and Sunnah. 

Preservation of Life

 The maqṣad or objective of the preservation of life (nafs) is evidenced by 
the law of retribution in the event of murder and generally has not been subject 
to much evolution in terminology among contemporary scholars except in the 
sense of how it is to be achieved. The SIP scholars note that this objective refers 
generally to the protection of physical life, provision of basic physical needs, and 
the prevention of harm to the body (Abdulrauf, 2015, 67). The scholars thus focus 
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on the necessity of national security, the extent of extending of protection to non-
citizens, and the preservation of the environment. 

 Abdelgafar (2018) observes that when referring to scripture, the physical 
side of life while necessary is certainly not presented as a sufficient factor in the 
preservation of life. There must be serious efforts to ensure recognition of the 
necessity of healthy social relations that support life systems. The preservation 
of life must respect the philosophy upon which life is dependent, namely, tawḥīd 
which extends beyond physical existence. 

 She argues that measures that support human security, social inclusion 
and community bonds are critical dimensions of this objective. Moreover, this 
objective points to the necessity of enabling a robust civil society, voluntarism and 
charitable activities. It also underscores the importance of fair immigration and 
refugee policies that encourage family reunifications. Finally, her work points to 
the importance of re-envisioning the rights of other creation upon which human 
life depends. Indeed, the preservation of life is not limited to physical phenomena, 
but rather to the protection and advancement of diverse communities and 
societies as mutually interdependent systems. 

Preservation of the Mind

 The preservation of the mind (‘aql) is currently evolving to include 
‘propagation of scientific thinking,’ ‘travelling to seek knowledge,’ ‘suppressing 
the herd mentality,’ and ‘avoiding brain drain’ (Auda, 2008, 22). The SIP scholars 
emphasize that education is a duty for every Muslim, male and female. Governments 
should provide for quality secular and spiritual education for all its citizens. They 
should also promote innovation and invest in science and technology, which 
necessitates freedom of speech and expression. 

 There is no doubt that literacy and education are at the heart of Islam 
– a religion that commenced with an injunction to read in the name of the Lord 
that created (Qur’ān, al-‘Alaq (96): 1). This is an immediate connection between 
the written (recited) word and the experienced (discovered) word. The Sharī‘ah  
harmonizes an infinite diversity of elements in a holistic purposeful system that 
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serves the needs of all mutually interdependent beings. Ramadan, among others, 
suggests that the sources of uṣūl-al-fiqh (the fundamentals of jurisprudence) must 
encompass the social and natural sciences as well as our continuously expanding 
knowledge of the universe (Ramadan, 2009, 127). He argues, “any coherent 
thought… aiming at reforming today’s world must devise a dynamic fiqh, taking 
into account the time factor, intellectual and social dynamics, and dialectic 
tensions between higher objectives, universal principles, and historical models: 
such a fiqh should certainly not rigidify normative categories for fear of scientific, 
social, and human complexities that elude it.” (Ibid., 131).

 The mind is not only stimulated by educational and scientific activities. 
The Sharī‘ah  points to other important areas like the arts, recreation and 
entertainment. These are seriously understudied areas as jurists have traditionally 
taken a negative view of anything they deem distracts people from their 
religious duties. In contrast, the Sharī‘ah  presents these fields as natural human 
aspirations that actually characterize and ease earthly existence contributing to 
happiness and wellbeing.  Prophet Muhammad was known for his understanding 
and tolerance in this regard. In an authentic prophetic narration, Aishah tells 
us that the Prophet exhorted Abu Bakr to be tolerant when he scolded Aishah 
for allowing singing and musical instruments near the Prophet. The Prophet’s 
response was: “Leave them alone.”  We are also told that on one occasion during 
Eid when a group of Abyssinians were playing with shields and spears, the Prophet 
stood with Aishah behind him so that their cheeks were touching as they watched 
the performers play and dance. The Prophet even encouraged them to continue, 
saying: “Carry on, O tribe of Arfida.” They stood watching until Aishah got tired.38 

Warnings against excess are certainly not intended to prohibit the development 
and enjoyment of the arts, recreation and entertainment. 

Preservation of Progeny

The maqṣad (objective) of the preservation of progeny (nasl) has evolved to 
encompass a broader conception of the family unit. Ibn ‘Āshūr (d. 1973) observed 
that “… it has been one of the objectives of all laws in the world to take special 
care of the family by laying down specific rules for its formation and proper  
 
38 Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī 907, Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim 892.
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functioning” (Ibn ‘Āshūr, 2006, 247). Although Auda (2008, 22) observes that it 
is not clear whether Ibn ‘Āshūr was building on the preservation of progeny or 
replacing it with a new conception, he opened the way for contemporary scholars 
to rethink this maqṣad. The SIP scholars focused their concerns “around the 
promotion of the well-being of the family unit, including a focus on a healthy 
marriage and children” (Abdulrauf, 2015, 69). 

 There is no doubt that the family unit is one of the most important social 
units in any society. The proper functioning of families has serious implications 
for the well-being of a nation. Family structures, composition and behaviour have 
changed dramatically over the past several decades and this is as true in Muslim 
communities as it is elsewhere. Better understanding the implications of these 
changes can help authorities and communities deal more effectively with a whole 
host of social challenges that are emerging as a result. The focus on marriage 
and divorce and the rights of women and children are important but we must be 
willing and courageous enough to address modern anomalies that have become 
pervasive within family units, i.e., issues resulting from more complex political, 
social, economic and cultural transformations. Single-motherhood, female-led 
households, gender, domestic violence and male underperformance all require 
“new fiqh rules corresponding to freshly articulated moral imperatives,” as Moosa 
(2017, 12) suggests. The need for female scholarly voices in the articulation of 
these imperatives is undoubtedly heightened. 

Preservation of Wealth

 The preservation of wealth (māl) has evolved “into familiar socio-economic 
terminology, such as ‘social assistance,’ ‘economic development,’ ‘flow of money,’ 
‘wellbeing of society,’ and ‘diminishing the difference between economic levels’” 
(Auda, 2008, 24). The SIP scholars also observed that this objective has expanded 
to include “not only the protection of public and private property, but also the 
integrity of trade and prohibition of all types of unlawful gain” (Abdulrauf, 2015, 
72). 

 This objective aims to guarantee and sanctify all forms of human security. 
It reflects Islam’s emphasis on freedom from transgression and violence including 
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that of the state and other actors in positions of power.  The preservation of wealth 
must not be understood to mean any form of excessive wealth accumulation, 
hoarding or withholding support to those in need. The Qur’ān exhorts to the 
most generous forms of giving and sharing. Much of the concern of the Sharī‘ah  
is based on controlling human greed and want for more and how this distracts 
believers from their ultimate objective. 

Preservation of Honour

 The preservation of honour has being expanded to include ‘preservation 
of human dignity’ as well as human rights (Auda, 2008, 23). The SIP scholars focus 
on classic notions of human rights within Islamic jurisprudence noting that 
fundamental rights and liberties are based on humanity rather than national or 
religious affiliation (Abdulrauf, 2015, 75).   According to these scholars, rights 
that protect honour include: “the right to due process; protection from torture, 
arbitrary arrest, and detention; protection of privacy (including privacy of home 
and personal correspondence); protection from discrimination based on race, 
religion, and gender; and protection against public slander or libel” (Ibid.). 

 The maqāṣid, whether in their classical or modern form, provide 
important ethical guidelines. To have as paramount ends, albeit contestable, the 
advancement of life, dignity, faith, intellect, progeny, and wealth is to challenge 
Muslim thought and practice every step of the way and to offer common ground 
for cooperation and engagement with others. This is a potentially universal 
approach that invites the engagement of people from all walks of life and systems 
of belief. 

Reverence for All of God’s Creation

 In light of the discussion above, it is easy to focus one’s attention 
exclusively on humanity. But the Qur’ān reveals another significant reality – one 
that positions human beings among a magnificent web of life and not necessarily 
above it. Thus, the Qur’ān repeatedly draws our attention to the diversity of 
creation and our responsibility towards it. Ceric (2011, 5) noted that the “principle 
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of biodiversity should not be seen only as analogous to the principle of cultural 
diversity, but also as part and parcel of diversity as the principle of a balance in 
nature and in society. The Qur’ān informs us that: “The earth is extended, and 
its mountains are stable and everything that is planted on the earth is properly 
balanced.” (Qur’ān, al-Ḥijr (15): 19). Even more profound, the Qur’ān exhorts 
people to envision the spiritual dimension of all creation and its worthiness of 
protection and awe. 

 Our collective existence and welfare depend on much more than our 
human relations. They depend on our respect, protection and stewardship of 
the environment upon which we all depend. Ceric (2011, 8) states, “it is a self-
evident truth that the existence and the maintenance of biodiversity depend on a 
human understanding of the value of life; it is a human will and a human choice to 
continue to exist.” Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 11) explains: “God created this universe 
and He said, that it is a responsibility for all of you to preserve it, but it does not 
belong to you. You, the world and the universe all belong to God. So, you have to 
carry out your responsibilities and do not destroy the world. You have to preserve 
what you have inherited from your forefathers and pass that on to your children. 
If you add on to it and you develop and grow what you inherit, then God will 
appreciate it. This is what God has declared. On the contrary, if you destroy the 
universe, and you do not pass on a good world to your children, then God will hold 
you accountable, because you failed to carry out your responsibilities. This is what 
religion is all about, and this is its role in life.” 

 Based on her study of the Qur’ān, Abdelgafar (2018) argues that the value 
of creation is not subject to human calculation, but rather is intrinsically valuable 
in and of itself. In addition to the magnificence of the universe, it is notable that 
animals constitute an important dimension in Qur’ānic narratives, metaphors, 
similitudes and commands. Several chapters of the Qur’ān have animal names 
for titles. Animals, including insects, are presented as creatures that are divinely 
inspired (Qur’ān, al-Naḥl (16): 68; al-Naml (27): 18-19). The Qur’ān tells us that 
there is not a creature in the earth or in the skies that does not form communities 
like ours (umam amthālukum) (Qur’ān, al-An‘ām (6): 38). It even exhorts humans to 
learn from them both by studying their behaviour as well as by direct contact and 
communication (Qur’ān, al-Mā’idah (5): 31). Both Prophets David and Solomon 
perfectly understood animals, communicated with them, and employed them in 
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their service (Qur’ān, al-Naml (27): 16-22). Prophet Muhammad also understood 
animals and when his companions stated that his camel was “stubborn,” he 
responded by telling them that this was not part of her character. Indeed, the 
camel’s sense was a trusted guide in several situations. 

 The Qur’ān tells us in a significant number of verses that all creatures 
in the skies and on earth worship God and glorify His praises (Qur’ān, al-Anbiyā’ 
(21): 19-21; al-Ḥadīd (57): 1; al-Ḥashr (59): 24). In fact, several chapters open with 
this statement. Moreover, every creature knows its unique prayers and praises 
and God is cognizant of what they do (Qur’ān, al-Dukhān (44): 41) and to Him 
everything, not only humans, will return (Qur’ān, al-An‘ām (6): 38). The fact that 
we do not understand their mode of worship does not negate its existence (Qur’ān, 
al-Isrā’ (17): 44). Indeed, the mountains and the birds echoed God’s praises with 
Prophet David (Qur’ān, Ṣād (38): 18-19; Saba’ (34): 10). We are also told that the 
trees, sun, stars, moon, thunder and all created matter glorify God (Qur’ān, al-
Raḥmān (55): 6; al-Ra‘d (13): 13). It is of little surprise that God does not disdain 
from giving the example of a gnat (Qur’ān, al-Baqarah (2): 26), which is not only 
critical for the sustenance of the universal web of life but is part of a chorus that 
praises God. Every aspect of creation has intrinsic value in the divine scheme.

 This reality has warranted very strict Qur’ānic injunctions when it comes 
to the protection of non-human creation. Animals are not to be harmed in any 
avoidable way. In a Prophetic narration, we are told that God curses those who make 
a target out of anything with a spirit.39 Animals are not to be branded as God curses 
those who brand.40 They are not to be hunted for game. They are further not to be 
subject to superstitious practices (Qur’ān, al-Mā’idah (5): 103; Al-An‘ām (6): 143-
144). Moreover, the principle of proportionality demanded in human responses 
towards each other (Qur’ān, al-Naḥl (16): 126) is also demanded in interactions 
between humans and animals. Even if a mosquito bites you and you instinctively 
kill it, you are not permitted to kill other mosquitoes indiscriminately, as enjoined 
in a Prophetic narration that posits: would you kill an ummah that glorifies God?41 

 The seriousness of the protection of animals among other creation is also 
evident in the severity of punishments that both the Qur’ān and Prophetic narrations 

39 Bukhari and Muslim
40 Muslim on the authority of Jabir and Ibn Abbas
41 Muslim on the authority of Abu Hurairah
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convey. When the people of Thamūd killed God’s she-camel, after Prophet Ṣāliḥ 
had instructed them about her watering rights and mandatory protection, the 
Qur’ān tells us that they were utterly destroyed (Qur’ān, al-Shams (91): 11-14). In 
two other well-known Prophetic narrations, we are reminded of the evil fate of 
the woman who confined a cat without food or water until it died, and the blessed 
fate of a man who quenched the thirst of a dog by fetching it water from a well.42 

 As servants of God who are chosen to inherit this world, Muis firmly 
believes that we are tasked to take care of it responsibly.  Creating a world where 
peace can be established, and environments are preserved well has indeed been 
a salient teaching of the Islamic faith. Developing a sustainable world by taking 
care of the environment and respecting the inherent beauty and value of all living 
creatures is a religious duty. In addition to contributing to a better quality of life 
for humans, the prevention of environmental degradation honours the consistent 
Qur’ānic references to the rights of other creation to live in peace and security. 

Conclusions

 Principle-based approaches to Islamic thought and practice have the 
potential to make critical contributions to Muslim life in modern, secular and plural 
society.  The chapter examines the principle of tawḥīd or unification. Muslims 
understand the importance of tawḥīd in two major ways. The first is related to the 
unquestionable oneness of God. The second is related to the interdependence and 
unity of the diversity that He created. This belief ought to encourage people to 
live in harmony with each other and with other elements in nature.

 The second principle that the chapter discussed was taqwā or heedfulness 
of God. It is this deep respect for the law that teaches us how to actualize our 
belief in the unity of all creation both in public and private, externally and 
internally. Respect for man-made legal systems is important, which all our guests 
emphasized. Taqwā ensures that such respect is internally generated. 

 The third principle that we elaborated upon is that of the maqāṣid or 
the objectives of the Sharī‘ah. In the classical literature these objectives were  
 
42 Bukhari and Muslim
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articulated as the preservation of faith, life, mind, progeny, wealth and dignity. 
The parsimoniousness of this essentially ethical framework has contributed 
to its continued popularity among scholars and recent resurgence in global 
discourse. A number of scholars, over the past half century, have evolved the 
maqāṣid in a number of important ways to reflect contemporary needs, realities 
and terminology. Many believe that the maqāṣid can offer common ground in 
interfaith dialogue and cooperation, as well as support initiatives in secular plural 
systems where faith is not necessarily the guiding framework for all the parties 
involved.

 The final principle was that of preference and the positioning of human 
beings among a magnificent web of life each with its intimate relation to the 
Divine. That discussion was important to remind us that we must be responsible 
stewards of the environment and all living beings that have a right to live and 
enjoy it. Life was facilitated for human beings as a mercy from God. This is a favour 
that must be cherished, preserved and passed on to future generations.
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CHAPTER 8: 
STRENGTHENING SOCIO-RELIGIOUS 

INSTITUTIONS

 Muis has placed great emphasis on the development and dissemination 
of ideas and theoretical concepts that are critical for shaping and reinforcing 
the attributes of the Singapore Muslim Identity. It has also been cognizant 
that in order to achieve stability and longevity these efforts must be translated 
into various institutions. According to Bellah et. al. (1991, 40), “Institutions are 
patterns of social activity that give shape to collective and individual experience. 
An institution is a complex whole that guides and sustains individual identity... 
Institutions form individuals by making possible or impossible certain ways of 
behaving and relating to others. They shape character by assigning responsibility, 
demanding accountability, and providing the standards in terms of which 
each person recognizes the excellence of his or her achievements.” Religious 
institutions and institutions designed to manage religion, therefore establish 
the norms, incentives and constraints within which people of faith and their 
communities operate and interact. They present us with the tangible expressions 
of the religious values we claim to espouse. Furthermore, their dynamism reflects 
effective stewardship of resources and organizations that are intended to achieve 
specific social objectives. 

 The advancement of Singaporean society has resulted in increased 
differentiation between actors, roles and attendant institutions in the religious 
sphere.  Ranked as the most religiously diverse country in the world,43 Singapore 
has little choice but to establish the rules regarding certain aspects of religious 
practice and how interactions take place within and among its diverse faith 
communities. Over the years, guiding faith and thriving in a plural society have 
entailed greater formalities, institutions and laws in an effort to ensure that 
Singaporean society continues to move in the direction of peaceful coexistence 
and respect. Through wise management by a broad spectrum of stakeholders the 

43 Pew Research Center on Global Religious Diversity 2014
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maintenance of Singapore’s secular character has not come at the expense of its 
faith communities or ignoring the importance of religion and religious values. 

 Through its administration of AMLA, Muis has had a significant impact 
on the institutions that govern Islam in Singapore today. Muis champions 
positive and progressive religious values through collaboration between its socio-
religious institutions such as Harmony Centre, mosques and madrasahs, with 
community, grassroots and national organizations as well as through community 
engagement initiatives to enhance social cohesion and well-being of the nation. 
This chapter is intended to give the reader an idea of the institutions that have 
emerged and evolved in three major areas of Muslim affairs, including mosques, 
madrasahs/schools and interfaith organizations. It is important to note that these 
institutions, though discussed separately, are part of a cohesive whole that while 
not necessarily coordinating their thought and practice nevertheless display 
common values. They are also bound by a broader legal and political framework 
that makes interaction and exchange not only possible but relatively easy.

Mosques44

 Mosques are very important socio-religious institutions around the 
world including Singapore where they are considered significant “nodes within 
the national grid.” One of the functions of Muis is to administer all mosques. 
Muis considers mosques as an ecology of symbiotic relationships including 
(1) people maintaining, administering and leading it; (2) a regulatory body 
(i.e. Muis) overseeing the direction, network and health of the institution; and 
(3) the community it serves (i.e. mosque users, neighbourhoods and the wider 
society). The proper construction and management of mosques is therefore seen 
as an essential part of governing the religious life of Muslims in Singapore. The 
emphasis of the last two decades on streamlining and institutionalisation of best 
practices in running a mosque, is now complemented with efforts to instill core 
values to further strengthen the mosque institution.

44 For further detail see Muis (2011). Enhancing spirituality, guiding community, changing lives. 
Singapore: Muis.
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 The mosque is not an isolated institution from the broader society 
and environment within which it is located. Although the Arabic term masjid 
means a place to prostrate oneself, historically the mosque had had numerous 
social functions. The Prophet’s mosque, known as al-Masjid al-Nabawī (Prophet’s 
mosque), was the seat of collective learning, sharing information, debating 
communal concerns, performing celebrations and seeking public input on 
important communal decisions. It was an environment where men and women 
found the respect and security to engage in all sorts of social exchanges for the 
benefit of the community and to address issues of a public and strategic nature. 
Auda (2107, 16) tells us: “The Prophet’s mosque was for everyone: for the Arab, the 
African, the Persian, the Roman, for men, women, and children, and for Muslims 
and non-Muslims who wished to visit. This demonstrated the strength of the early 
community’s ‘state of the union’.” 

 Despite greatly diminished openness, dynamism and centrality in many 
parts of the world, mosques continue to play an important role in the lives of 
Muslims. To varying degrees, these institutions remain foci of cultural exchanges 
in addition to their primary role as places of worship. This has been the case in 
mosques established throughout the Muslim world, including the Malay world, 
and also those located in pre-dominantly non-Muslim societies. In Singapore, the 
mosque’s centrality in the religious and social life of Malays has never been taken 
for granted. Ensuring that the mosque institution grows and thrives is, therefore, 
an important part of the agenda of Muslim leaders.

 While the Singapore government has always acknowledged the 
functional need for mosques in Singapore, being a secular government, it must 
remain neutral and not privilege any religious community over others. From 
the beginning, Muslim leaders of newly independent Singapore realized that 
unless resources were galvanized, there would be difficulties in raising enough 
money for the construction of new mosques to replace the old ones. So, in 1975 
the Mosque Building Fund (MBF) was formed, the main objective of which was to 
raise funds from Muslim employees through the Central Providence Fund (CPF) 
check-off mechanism to build new generation mosques in new housing estates.45  
 
45 For more details see Green, Anthony, (2007). Continuing the legacy – 30 years of the Mosque 
Building Fund in Singapore. Singapore: Muis. See also, Mohd Isa, Mohamad Helmy (2018). Mosques in 
Singapore: Managing expectations and the future ahead, in Saat, Norshahril (ed.) (2018). Fulfilling the 
trust: 50 Years of shaping Muslim religious life in Singapore. Singapore: World Scientific Publishing.
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Funds raised from local sources ensure that this critical religious institution 
remains grounded in local custom and community needs. The new mosques in 
Singapore reaffirmed their institutional functions as places of worship, education, 
spiritual development, deliberation of community affairs, community service, 
secretariat office and any other function that furthers the welfare of Muslims and 
the community.

 In the early 1980s the then-Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for 
Education, Singapore’s “architect of the economy,” Dr. Goh Keng Swee, had 
argued that the teaching of religion was a way of inculcating values, and so began 
the programme of religious knowledge as a school subject. By 1989, however, the 
subject was no longer necessitated as compulsory. Mosques stepped in to provide 
structured religious education for the young. For most Muslim youth in Singapore 
religious education has always come from the classes which take place at mosques 
and other centres – the so-called part-time madrasahs. 

 As the new millennium ushered in a new landscape in Singapore, mosque 
leaders knew that they had to adapt and contribute to the government’s vision. 
Renaissance Singapore outlined exciting changes in governance, education, 
economy, culture and the arts. With an increasingly globalized outlook and entry 
into a Knowledge Based Economy (KBE), innovation and creativity in all fields 
were critical. The mosque, as a nationally significant institution, is not exempted 
from effectively responding to these developments.

 Policies and programmes were therefore put in place to modernize 
mosque management resulting in the establishment of a relatively strong system. 
Greater attention could then be given to the “heartware” of the mosques – the 
people. Effective management of mosques required not only a proper system 
in place, but also a pool of dedicated mosque administrators, staff, activists and 
volunteers. Visioning and developing skills set were two key areas in the capacity 
building of the people sector in mosques. One of the latest developments in 
mosque education, for instance, has been the revamping of part-time madrasah 
lessons with the new Singapore Islamic Education System (SIES). Born out of a 
desire to show young people just how Islamic learning can give answers to the 
issues they face, the a.L.I.V.E. programme – Learning Islamic Values Everyday – 
has moved in a fresh direction. The teaching of the fundamentals of the religion 
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is done in an interesting, fun and interactive way which makes religion relevant 
to the young. It has modules that deal openly with present-day concerns like 
boy-girl relationships and that highlight the importance of forming friendships 
across religious lines. It also addresses parental concerns to mitigate the weekend 
pressure on students given their school work during the week. The a.L.I.V.E. 
programme is focused on young people – from the very young to young adults.

 From the year 2000, Muis employed a number of approaches to establish 
greater and more effective communication vertically (between mosques and Muis 
supervisory authority) and horizontally (sharing across mosques).  We already 
saw how Muis built a dedicated Harmony Centre at the new An-Nahdah Mosque, 
to better explain Islam and Muslim practices to others. The centre also serves as a 
venue for Muslims to learn about other religions and for people of various faiths 
to discuss what they have in common and better understand their differences. 
Harmony Centre was one, albeit major, initiative resulting from the recognition 
that remodeling of mosques needed to be put in place. Reshaping content, 
restructuring leadership and re-organizing systems were elements identified for 
attention. Since 2005, Muis mosque conventions are intended to address these 
concerns and chart new directions that address perceived gaps and needs. 

 Approximately every five years a mosque convention is held that 
rethinks the role of mosques in the lives of Singaporean Muslims and the broader 
community. The 2005 Mosque Convention was the first of its kind to be held in 
order to identify and address new challenges and further consolidate mosques’ 
system and resources. It started by reaffirming that mosques were a strategic 
institution for Islamic learning and social development of Muslims in Singapore. 
Because most mosques were located in the heartland of housing estates, they 
served as important conduits to administer socio-religious services that enhanced 
community development. Fostering synergy and adopting a proactive stance 
became a cornerstone of the new feature for mosque administration. These 
required a certain visioning which Muis had encouraged mosques to do as 
they embarked on the remodeling agenda. Within this framework, the mosque 
administrators were then given new focus and attention.

 Today, mosques in Singapore stand on firm ground instituted by decades 
of best practices instilled to bring the mosques in sync with the modernisation 
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process and landscape in the nation. Despite its modern system of administration 
and modern architectural façade, at its core remains the heart and soul of a 
mosque – a place of worship to God and service to humanity. One major success 
of almost four decades of enhancements has firmly entrenched mosques as an 
integral part of the lives of the Muslim community in Singapore. 

 Since 2006, Muis has been encouraging all mosques to enhance themselves 
to become youth, family, and community friendly mosques. The majority of 
mosques have taken up this challenge and make relevant efforts to create a 
conducive environment for youths, families and the wider community to use 
mosque facilities and actively participate in their programs. Some 85 awards 
have been given to mosques who have successfully achieved this status. More 
partnerships with grassroots organisation have also been forged. 

 Nevertheless, demographic changes, economic transformations and 
trends in religiosity all underscore the need for continuous vigilance and dynamic 
change. Muis consultation efforts resulted in agreement that mosques in Singapore 
must embody the ethos of raḥmatan lil ‘ālamīn, literally mercy to the worlds. In other 
words, mosques exist to bring goodness and blessings to all people, regardless 
of race, religion, environment and other creations of God. Their mission is to 
generate khaira ummah or a Muslim community of excellence that is religiously 
profound, socially progressive and blessed by God. In light of this, mosque leaders 
have to look back on the fundamentals of a mosque as an institution, and align it 
to the Muslim community’s vision “to develop a community of excellence, that is 
religiously profound and socially progressive” and one that embraces the ethos 
of Islam as rahmatan lil alamin (blessing to all). It is noteworthy, that this is being 
institutionalized into a foundation, namely Rahmatan Lil Alamin Foundation 
(RLAF) based in the new mosque Yusof Ishak Mosque, just as Harmony Centre is 
based in An-Nahdhah Mosque.
 
 The spiritual essence of mosques must be enriched and guarded with heart 
and soul, for the aura and sanctity of a mosque is what distinguishes it from any 
other social space within society. A mosque is first and foremost, a house of God - a 
place of tranquility, solace and pious devotions. In a challenging world and rapid 
social transformation, religion must play its role of providing calm and peace as it 
guides adherents not to lose sight of a deeper meaning of life and the existence of 
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a higher power that transcends the 
mundane details of life. A mosque is 
where an individual can take refuge, 
reflect and eventually return to his 
daily affair with renewed hope and 
knowledge. 

 The resilience of the 
mosque institution in facing future 
needs and challenges rests on a 
number of capabilities. Mosques 
will have to demonstrate an ability 
to meet the challenges of the 
time, provide spiritual guidance 
and learning in a changing 
context, produce envisioned and 
dynamic leaders, and institute 
new outreach programmes and 
enhanced services that touch and 
transform the lives of the people 
around them. This cannot be 
achieved without remaining firmly 
anchored in Islamic values, which 
was the central theme of Mosque 
Convention 2011. 

 We must return to the basics and focus on ways of enhancing spirituality. 
This involves a knowledge and will to enjoin what is good and prohibit what 
is reprehensible, cultivating patience, self-control and generosity; adopting 
modesty, chastity and humility; as well as exuding love for the Creator and His 
Creations. The outcome of such heightened spirituality will be a sense of elevated 
well-being, self-actualisation, peace, and being behaviourally motivated towards 
wanting to serve others through selfless acts of kindness. Enhanced spirituality 
removes negative emotions such as hate, envy, pride, selfishness, self-gratification 
among other negative emotions.

Harmony Centre
The Harmony Centre @ An-Nahdah 
Mosque was officially opened by the 
Prime Minister of Singapore, Mr. Lee 
Hsien Loong in October 2006. One 
of the key initiatives of Muis, the 
Centre aims to bring about greater 
understanding of the true teachings of 
Islam and its rich history and tradition 
in interfaith engagements amongst 
Singaporeans.

The Centre seeks to enhance interfaith 
interaction, conversation and 
engagement at all levels: leadership, 
community, grassroots, youths and 
students. This is done through learning 
journeys, faith talks, conversation 
circles, engagement with scholars, 
community projects, workshops, 
seminars and community engagement 
games.

The Harmony Centre actively promotes 
initiatives that aim to strengthen social 
bonds amongst diverse people of 
diverse faiths to build a more cohesive, 
inclusive and resilient society for 
Singapore.
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Madrasahs/Schools

 Education is a foundational element in Islam and is a religious obligation 
for Muslims, males and females alike. Muis’ guests highlighted a number of 
areas that demonstrate the importance of education in Islam ranging from 
economic development and innovation to overcoming despotism. Historically, 
the development of Islamic schools in Singapore extends much earlier than the 
creation of Muis and even Singapore’s independence. Over the years, Islamic 
schools have undergone waves of reform in response to a changing society, 
economy, political and legal framework. AMLA’s stipulation that the control of 
religious schools in Singapore was to be vested in Muis, however, affirmed that 
education was a vital responsibility and constant concern. In light of this, this 
section considers the importance of educational institutions, their evolution in 
Singapore and the challenges that lay ahead given the impact of post-modern 
trends on tradition and authority, and hence the role of religious education in 
lives of young people.

 Education and its associated benefits are perhaps the most potent means 
for the advancement of any community and civilisation. Sheikh Tantawi (2006, 8) 
stated that “for Muslims, the Holy Qur’ān indicates to us that God Almighty did not 
distinguish Adam except for his knowledge. Divine religions and rational minds 
have agreed, from the very beginning since God Almighty created this universe, 
that science, in all its forms, such as industries, agriculture, and technologies 
contribute to the progress and development of humanity. Any science that 
benefits humanity, creates better lives for people, and generates prosperity, 
wealth and welfare, is supported by all religions and all rational human minds.” 

 The reverse is also true. Education can be an instrument of destruction 
and subjugation when it is controlled by corrupt leadership. Moosa (2017, 12) 
told us of “Abd al-Raḥmān al-Kawākibī (1855-1902), a young lawyer from Syria, 
[who]… believed that despotism and subjugation, which are antithetical to Islam, 
succeeded because despots controlled education and knowledge production. 
And therefore, when this knowledge production is distorted by the objectives 
of despotism, everything goes wrong and everything gets altered as a result.”  
Education must emerge and develop in ways that prioritize the needs of learners 
and the community while staying true to the faith. 
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 Sheikh Hassoun (2009, 15) emphasized three important points related to 
education. The first is that education has to offer variety.  “If he [teacher] takes 
a book and says, ‘In the world, there is no other book except this, and there is no 
other book in the world except the one which I read to you,’ then he would have 
made me an ignorant and unlearned person, and he has closed my intellect.” The 
second point is that education based on the written word is not sufficient. Instead, 
our attitude should be ‘read this book and then travel and explore the world and 
learn from every person you see.’ The book of humanity is as thick as the number 
of human beings in the world. Each and every one of you is a page created by 
God’s creative hand. If I am able to read each one of you, then I am a repository 
of vast knowledge.” Finally, he stated that education has to be broad-based and 
multidisciplinary. “The world,” he told us, “is not confined to the areas I know and 
grew up in, but there are worlds out there in the universe [that require the study 
of] science and [other fields of] knowledge” (Ibid.).

 Education is a duty and is preferable to other disciplinary forms. Brown 
(2017, 4) emphasized the belief that “it is almost better to educate than to punish. 
Instead of anger, the Prophet chose to educate an ignorant person and he won his 
immense respect and loyalty. We have a mission to educate and enlighten others 
and we cannot do so with books and facts and arguments alone. We need to take 
the higher path. We need to inspire people and draw them in with compassion and 
the desire to educate.”  Religion is an important source of moral values. Sheikh 
Hassoun (2009, 40) thus encouraged his audience to “start with schools. We must 
teach our children moral values before we teach them religion. Because religion 
without moral values is extremely dangerous, although moral values in itself 
are close to religion.” As noted earlier, in the early 1980s the then-Deputy Prime 
Minister and Minister for Education, Dr. Goh Keng Swee, had argued that the 
teaching of religion was a way of inculcating values, and so began the programme 
of religious knowledge as a school subject. Until 1989 when the subject was no 
longer compulsory, students could choose from Bible Knowledge, Islamic Religious 
Knowledge, Buddhist Studies, Hindu Studies and Confucian Studies. 

 In Singapore, many Muslim families opt for religious schools to achieve 
this balance between the moral and material. In the case of the full-time 
madrasahs, the improvement that Muis has been able to introduce mean that 
today’s primary students have a firm command of the English language as they 
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learn more subjects, including religion, in that medium. It not only prepares them 
for jobs within the religious sector, but also beyond. It empowers them to teach 
the religion in a language that younger Singaporeans, especially in a more diverse 
Muslim community, are more comfortable with. 

 Religious teachers who impart knowledge of their faith as well as those 
with a strong grounding in their religion are held in high regard in Muslim 
communities all over the world. The vast majority of such individuals in Singapore 
hail from the six local fulltime madrasahs, which instruct them in the principles 
of their faith but also in English, Malay, Mathematics and Science so that students 
can pursue a range of career options in addition to, if not beyond, religious service. 

 It is instructive to note that in their formative years, these schools found 
it hard to keep up with national schools and to produce the calibre of graduates 
that the nation required. Their importance in the educational and religious 
landscape, however, led a group of Malay Members of the Parliament to join 
forces with community leaders to find ways of improving education standards in 
the community. In 1981, Mendaki, the Council for the Education of Malay/Muslim 
Children was launched. One of Mendaki’s first initiatives was to implement a 
tuition scheme for Muslim students and to raise awareness of the importance of 
education among Muslim parents. 

 As Muis was still a very lean organisation at the time, Mendaki also set 
up a committee on religious education consisting of representatives from five 
Muslim organisations: the Singapore Islamic Scholars and Religious Teachers 
Association (Pergas), the Association of Adult Religious Students (Perdaus), the 
Islamic Youth Movement or Himpunan Belia Islam (HBI), the Muslim Missionary 
Society (Jamiyah) and the Islamic Theological Association of Singapore (Pertapis). 
The committee was tasked with improving education at the full-time madrasahs 
so as to better the prospects of their students. In 1989, Muis took on the role of 
adviser to the committee with the formation of its own Religious Education Unit.

 The committee highlighted several problems facing the madrasah sector. 
There were varying standards and mediums of instruction and no common 
curriculum. The schools did not have clearly defined objectives. And a very low 
proportion of students made it to tertiary education, among whom an even 
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smaller number served as religious teachers or officials. Mendaki could only 
advise however, and the schools tended to resist change.

 That changed in 1990, when sections 87 and 88 of AMLA pertaining to 
the control of religious schools came into effect. Muis could now control the 
registration and management of madrasahs and approve their curriculum. An 
Islamic advisory board was appointed with Singapore’s Mufti at the time, Syed Isa 
Semait, as its chairman.

 With the resources Muis had from improved zakat collections, from 1991, 
it began to provide annual capitation grants to all full-time madrasahs which 
increased in amount with level of education. The introduction of Dana Madrasah 
(Madrasah Fund) in 1994 served as a stable source of funds to support madrasah 
education and eventually led to increases in capitation funds at all levels. This 
went hand-in-hand with continuous teacher training ensuring that almost every 
teacher held a diploma or postgraduate diploma in education to support their 
teaching efforts. As a result, and in conformance with global trends in religiosity, 
enrollments in the madrasahs increased exponentially. Parents felt that madrasah 
education offered a better balance between Islamic moral imperatives and 
mainstream subjects such as English, math and science.

 The madrasahs responded by allotting more hours of instruction to 
mainstream subjects. The Madrasah Fund contributed to raising teacher salaries, 
capitation grants and improving library and school facilitates. Nevertheless, 
further reforms were needed as many students remained ill-equipped for the 
transition to secondary school. Some dropped out, and they became a source of 
concern to the government and community leaders. 

 As a result, madrasahs were obliged by the government to fulfill several 
conditions that would serve to raise their standards. All the fulltime madrasahs 
could only take in 400 Primary One pupils each year; all pupils admitted after the 
compulsory education law came into effect in 2003 would have to sit the Primary 
School Leaving Examination (PSLE); and they would have to meet a prescribed 
benchmark or stop taking in full-time primary school pupils. The benchmark was 
that the average score of pupils in a madrasah who enter Primary One from 2003 
must match that of Malay pupils in the six lowest performing national schools 



188 THRIVING IN A PLURAL WORLD

in the PSLE. Initially, many also rejected Muis-initiated reform of religious 
curriculum. Two madrasahs, however, accepted and became regional models in 
progressive Islamic education. 

 Singapore does not have a tertiary institution dedicated to religious 
education. This means that those aspiring to take up religious studies and 
teaching as a vocation must travel overseas to obtain their degrees.  Well 
recognized centres of learning include al-Azhar in Egypt, University of Jordan 
and the Yarmouk University in Jordan, University of Kuwait, Islamic University 

Mandatory Asatizah Recognition Scheme and Islamic Education Centres and 
Providers Regulation

Asatizah (religious teachers) play an important role in providing the Singapore 
Muslim Community with sound religious guidance amidst an increasingly diverse 
and vibrant socio-religious landscape. The community has sought greater 
assurance that such religious guidance should be compatible with the values that 
it cherishes including its modern way of life with all its multi-racial and multi-
religious splendor. Religious teachers must therefore participate in guarding 
against the taking root of problematic ideologies and practices.

The need to have some form of accreditation for asatizah was mooted in the 
1990s by senior scholars and asatizah in Pergas (Singapore Islamic Scholars 
and Religious Teachers Association). The proposal was forwarded to Muis for 
deliberation. In 2004, Muis formed the Asatizah Recognition Board (ARB) with 
Pergas as its secretariat. The following year, the Asatizah Recognition Scheme 
(ARS) was launched and had its first cohort of voluntary registrations. The ARS was 
then continually reviewed and further refinements were made. 

The scheme was established to enhance the standing of asatizah and serve as a 
credible source of reference for the Singapore Muslim Community. Recognition 
is granted only to qualified Islamic religious teachers and scholars who meet the 
minimum standards of qualification and are considered fit and proper to preach 
and teach Islamic religious knowledge. The application for recognition is assessed 
and approved by the ARB. The Board comprises senior asatizah and is appointed 
by Muis for a period of three years. 

In January 2017 the ARS became a Mandatory Asatizah Recognition Scheme 
(MARS), and covers all asatizah. Moreover, the regulation of Islamic Education 
Centres and Providers (IECP) also helps the Muslim public to access information 
on credible IECPs, safeguarding the community against deviant or problematic 
ideologies and teachings.
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of Madinah, International Islamic University of Malaysia, University of Malaya 
in Malaysia, and the State Islamic University in Indonesia. While traveling to 
traditional centres of learning is very common for the acquisition of religious 
knowledge, recent global developments have raised concerns regarding student 
safety and quality of education including suitability of curriculum.

 A new prerequisite certificate programme was therefore developed by 
Muis for full registration under the Mandatory Asatizah Recognition Scheme 
(MARS), that addresses new areas of concern relating to Muslim religious belief 
and practice vis-à-vis a secular and multicultural state. In the past 20 years, Muis 
has witnessed growing internal tensions within the Muslim community over 
what constitutes Islamic practices. Sectarian conflicts in the Middle East, rising 
religious conservativism in neighbouring countries, and the global reach of social 
media, have introduced exclusivist and intolerant strains of Islam that have 
resulted in the self-radicalisation of individuals in the community. In the face of 
these challenges, asatizah play a greater role in providing the Singapore Muslim 
community with sound religious guidance. 

 These initiatives are intended to safeguard the credibility and image of the 
asatizah. The Scheme is administered by Pergas and senior religious leaders have 
a say in determining whether someone is deserving or qualified to be an ustaz. In 
addition to many other benefits, this scheme helps to safeguard the reputation of 
religious educators in Singapore. 

Interfaith Institutions

 Interfaith relations constitute a critical dimension of peaceful co-
existence and harmonious living and, as such, are a cornerstone of Muis’ activities 
and a focal concern of the government more broadly. As described by Sheikh 
Hassoun (2009, 6): “My brothers in Muis had brought in distinguished scholars 
from around the world to speak on a similar theme, which is the relationship 
between us, human beings, and the building of bridges between religions, not 
walls of division between us.” Well before the Singapore Muslim Identity project, 
and even the creation of Muis, key actors in the Muslim community and their 
counterparts in other faith communities had established strong foundations for 
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interfaith relations in Singapore.

 The Inter-Religious Organization of 
Singapore (IRO), formed in 1949, is arguably 
one of the world’s oldest such interfaith 
groups. Through the words of IRO’s first 
president, Reverend Dr. H.B. Amstutz of 
the Methodist Church in Singapore, who 
expressed the belief that “we, through this 
organization, are no longer strangers and 
enemies, but pilgrims on a common road 
seeking common goals.” Today, leadership 
has rotated among representatives of ten 
religions in Singapore: Islam, Hinduism, 
Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Buddhism, Taoism, Jainism, Christianity, Sikhism and 
the Bahai faith.

 The existence of the IRO enabled religious leaders to get to know one 
another closely and to develop firm friendships that would enable them to call 
on one another to discuss controversial issues in a calm, objective manner, away 
from public pressures. Ayoub (2011, 2) rightly stated that, “wherever there is 
human society, there has to be dialogue…Today, we are interested in interfaith 
or interreligious dialogue that raises the issue of human religiosity…There is no 
religion that came down from heaven nicely wrapped in a bundle and presented 
itself to the people and say unto them, ‘Here is the truth!’ Rather, there is 
continuity in the development of religion…Therefore, in some regards, dialogue 
is both old and new…And as a historian of religion, my observation indicates that 
the scripture that gave most space to dialogue was the Qur’ān…The Qur’ān has 
set the basis or rules for dialogue, including freedom, honesty, trust, diversity, 
equality, equal comparisons.” 
 
 Indeed, the Qur’ān commands Muslims to accept and respect the beliefs 
of others. “Singapore is a small country and it is for all. Each religion has the 
freedom to practise its own teachings, and a verse in the Qur’ān says ‘You practise 
your religion, and I practise mine.’ That is a commandment from God,” states Syed 
Isa Semait, Mufti of Singapore, 1972-2010.

“For me, salvation is through 
belief in the One God and 
worship of God. But I must 
allow my Christian sister 
and brother to believe that, 
for them, salvation comes 
through Jesus Christ. That 
is to say, allow the Others, 
your neighbour, the same 
privileges as you want to 
allow for yourself.” Professor 
Mahmoud M. Ayoub
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 In today’s multi-religious 
societies, including Singapore, 
challenges to religious harmony 
can have destructive consequences. 
Although the distinction between 
religion and politics is a hallmark of 
secular systems of governance, laws 
to regulate religious interactions 
do not contradict this and may 
indeed be needed to guard public 
morality and the common good. 
Maintaining religious harmony in 
the face of divisive discourse and 
tensions emanating both from 
within and outside Singapore 
demanded further actions. The 
Maintenance of Religious Harmony 
Bill emphasized, among other 
things, that religious leaders and 
members of religious groups whose 
words and actions threatened 
religious harmony could be served 
with orders to stop preaching. 
Those who violated them could 
face jail terms and fines. A White 
Paper on the new law, published 
in 1989, stressed the importance 
of confining political activities to 
secular, not religious, institutions. 
It also outlined the formation of a 
Presidential Council for Religious 
Harmony to moderate relations between religious groups and advise the 
government on sensitive religious matters. Singapore’s Mufti at the time, Sheikh 
Syed Isa Semait agreed with the rationale of the law, noting: “Singapore is a small 
and secular state and we need laws to preserve the present state of religious 
harmony.” He noted that the aggressive conversion tactics by some groups were 

Keeping the Faith – Shaikh Syed Isa 
Semait
Mufti of Singapore 1972-2010

Maintaining religious harmony, and 
contributing to it, is incumbent on all 
Muslims. The Qur’ān recognizes the 
validity of other religions. “We live 
in Singapore, and the verse, ‘To you 
your religion, and to me mine,’ is very 
relevant,” he insists. “We are brothers 
in humanity. We cannot impose on 
one another, but instead we must work 
together. For our country is for all, and 
our religion is for God. We can all work 
together for the sake of humanity and 
peace. After all, the progress we enjoy 
today is shared by all.”

No member of the Inter-Religious 
Organisation (IRO) can tell another 
that what he believes is wrong. It is a 
cardinal rule. “It must be so,” states 
Shaikh Syed Isa, “If someone believes as 
such, his beliefs are respected. We must 
be united.”

“Life in this world will always have its 
shortcomings, but this is a test to us – 
how do we manage it, improve on it, 
correct it? If everything is perfect, then 
we won’t have any work to do. Let us 
thing of how we can improve on this. 
As Allah says, He will not change the 
fate of community until they change it 
themselves.”
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a danger to Singapore’s national security.

 Muis accepted the Religious Harmony Bill, as explained by Shaikh Syed 
Isa, because Islam forbade a person to use religion for political objectives or to 
mix religion and politics for personal gain. The faith did not condone political 
violence, and politics should be left to the politicians. No contradiction between 
Islamic principles and the new law existed, which to the contrary was necessary 
to preserve the peace in Singapore’s multi-religious society. That said, the 
government never interfered in the positions proffered by Muis throughout the 
years. 

Changing Contexts for Interfaith 

 Beyond the laws that govern society, harmony and security, however, is 
the ardent desire to build a genuine faith community that internalizes the meaning 
of inclusiveness. Nasir (2016) tells us that two issues complicate this picture and 
impact the potential effectiveness of traditional approaches to interfaith dialogue. 
The first, he explains, is that the categories that have been used to describe 
certain communities are less and less representative of the composition of those 
groups. The transformations within broad religious traditions have led to diverse 
sects and groups with different leanings and orientations, sometimes these are 
minor differences while sometimes they are major. Moreover, increasingly broad 
religious affiliations are being qualified with the cultural nuances of the regions 
within which believers live so that there is a European Islam, a Singaporean Islam, 
a Moroccan Islam, etc. 

 There is also an increase in the number of individuals worldwide who 
are describing themselves as unaffiliated, non-religious, or not belonging to any 
particular religion. In Singapore, over the last 15 years, there has been an almost 
4% increase in the number of people who describe themselves as not belonging to 
any religion. Around 18.5% of population said they did not belong to any religion 
in the General Household Survey of 2015. As a result, Nasir (2016, 12) tells us: “I 
think there is a need for religious traditions to also engage with the new players 
in the interfaith marketplace of ideas and actions. This includes those who are 
not affiliated to any religious institution but want to have their views heard. They 
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want to have conversations with those who belong to certain institutional faiths 
on important moral issues.” 

 According to Nasir (2016), dealing with this new context requires three 
major initiatives. These include focusing on the moral-ethical dimensions of 
traditions, being an outstanding host and excavating what he terms ‘peace 
mines.’ In terms of the moral-ethical dimensions or the essence and spirit of 
our traditions, he states: “We ought to have the courage to think about how our 
religions contribute to the moral-ethical questions of the day” (Nasir, 2016, 12). 
He suggests that “there are convergences between the moral-ethical positions 
within the theistic religions with those from non-theistic traditions” (Ibid., 13). 
He illustrates by explaining that “the concept of ‘Li’ in Confucian ethics has a 
very specific meaning in its original form; it deals with proper social behaviour, 
as taught by the forefathers or the village elders. Within the concept of ‘Li’, you 
have filial piety, righteousness, good behaviour, so on and so forth. But within the 
broader paradigm of ethics, Li also talks about the individual as constituted of, 
and situated in, social relationships. In other words, the Confucian ethics based on 
the concept of Li, posits that the individual and society are intertwined in terms of 
duties and obligations” (Ibid.).

 Qur’ānic morality also serves to unify humanity. By explicitly and 
repeatedly stating that its word came to confirm the revelations before it, the 
Qur’an immediately establishes global respect for moral laws which preceded 
its revelation. We have already discussed many of the virtues that bind every 
individual to his family, friends, strangers, community, nation and nature. In 
Islam, moral obligation is founded on human reason; a source that ensures that 
all of humanity strives towards a common order if only sharing a most basic 
understanding of moral good. Every human soul is imprinted with fundamental 
truths about good and evil. This is the foundation and key to our unadulterated 
sense of dignity. It is present in every individual irrespective of belief. Each and 
every normal conscience is thus gifted with a natural light. 

 Being an outstanding interfaith host within this moral world ought to 
be an easy task. An outstanding host, according to Nasir (2016, 15), involves the 
“unwavering commitment to honour the self-conception of others because they 
are our guests. So, when the others present themselves – that is, when they explain 
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or represent themselves – we ought to really listen, carefully. We ought to suspend 
our judgement…It is often the case that we are trapped in our presumptions or 
preconceived ideas, and therefore, everything that is said is filtered through our 
blinkers. We often end up being very biased and our stereotypes persist.” Ahmad 
(2013) tell us, “authentic dialogue is about entering the other’s world while 
holding on to yours, with the willingness to be educated and transformed” and 
this is no less true, he adds, of intra-Muslim conversations.

 Therefore, the commitment to the self-conception of others is critical. 
Islamic history has many poignant examples of exchanges that epitomized this 
respect for the other. In 615 when the persecution of the Muslims by the Quraysh 
of Mecca had reached intolerable levels, Prophet Muhammad encouraged many 
to emigrate to Abyssinia (now Ethiopia). It was known that the Negus, King of 
Abyssinia, was a pious Christian who would extend protection to the Muslims. The 
pursuit of Quraysh, however, was unrelenting and they sent two strongmen to 
convince the Negus to give up the Muslims. The exchange that transpired between 
the parties is testament to the viability of every characteristic of a gracious host 
on the part of the Negus and his Christian subjects.

 When asked to turn over the refugees, the Negus refused stating: “Nay, 
by God, they shall not be betrayed - a people that have sought my protection and 
made my country their abode and chosen me above all others! Give them up I will 
not, until I have summoned them and questioned them concerning what these 
men say of them. If it be as they have said, then will I deliver them unto them, that 
they may restore them to their own people. But if not, then will I be their good 
protector so long as they seek my protection.” The companions of the Prophet 
were thereby summoned to appear before the Negus and his bishops and explain 
their case. When asked about their religion that did not appear to conform with 
anything that was contemporaneously known, the Muslims responded:

“O king! we were plunged in the depth of ignorance and barbarism; 
we adored idols, we lived in unchastely, we ate the dead bodies, 
and we spoke abominations, we disregarded every feeling of 
humanity, and the duties of hospitality and neighbourliness were 
neglected; we knew no law but that of the strong, when Allah 
raised among us a man, of whose birth, truthfulness, honesty, 
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and purity we were aware; and he called to the Oneness of Allah, 
and taught us not to associate anything with Him. He forbade us 
the worship of idols; and he enjoined us to speak the truth, to 
be faithful to our trusts, to be merciful and to regard the rights 
of the neighbours and kith and kin; he forbade us to speak evil 
of women, or to eat the substance of orphans; he ordered us to 
eschew vice, and to abstain from evil; to offer prayers, to render 
alms, and to observe fast. We have believed in him, we have 
accepted his teachings and his injunctions to worship Allah, and 
not to associate anything with Him, and we have allowed what 
He has allowed, and prohibited what He has prohibited. For this 
reason, our people have risen against us, have persecuted us in 
order to make us forsake the worship of Allah and return to the 
worship of idols and other abominations. They have tortured and 
injured us, until finding no safety among them, we have come to 
your country, and hope you will protect us from oppression” (Al-
Mubārakpuri, 2002, 65). 

 When questioned about the Revelation, they responded with the Qur’ānic 
verses that told of Jesus’s immaculate conception: 

And make mention of Maryam in the Book, when she withdrew 
from her family to an eastern place, so she took seclusion from 
them; so, We sent to her Our Spirit that appeared to her as a 
poised human. She said: I beseech the Merciful from you if you 
are heedful. He said: Verily, I am your Lord’s Messenger that I 
may bequeath you a pure son. She said: How can there be for me 
a son, when no human hath touched me, nor am I unchaste? He 
said: Even so, said your Lord, it is easy for Me. That We may make 
him a proof for people and a mercy from Us; and it is a decreed 
command. (Qur’ān, Maryam (19): 16-21)

 At this the Negus and his bishops wept and he proclaimed that this had 
truly come from the same source that Jesus had brought. He then told the envoy 
that had requested extradition that he would never betray the refugees or give  
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them up. They were accorded dignity and afforded asylum for as long as they 
needed. 

 Indeed, as Nasir (2016, 16) tells us: 
In the history of the engagement between the Abrahamic 
religions, you find very good examples. In the papal document 
of Nostra Aetate (1965), Pope Paul VI, through the Second 
Vatican Council, began by recognizing that Muslims have a very 
honest and sincere affiliation with Abraham, the patriarch of 
the three faiths – Judaism, Christianity and Islam. The Church 
could not affirm this before, due to the difficult history in 
Muslim-Christian relations. In 1979, a trialogue of the Abrahamic 
occurred when a group of scholars came together, representing 
each of the Abrahamic tradition. Since then, Jewish, Christian 
and Muslim scholars of religion began talking to each other in 
higher frequency. They were able to go beyond their theological 
worldviews and put behind their difficult histories and began 
talking about how they can chart a new path inter-religiously and 
begin a new path in inter-religious relations.
 Today, we have Jewish-Christian-Muslim partnerships 
through many platforms. The Building Abrahamic Partnership 
(BAP) programme in Hartford Seminary, Connecticut, among 
others is a case in point. We have the ability to put a difficult 
history behind and listen to the other and try to understand 
why they understand their religion in a certain way, how they 
interpret their history and how they wish to construct a positive 
engagement with those from other religions.
 Being an outstanding interfaith host also demands 
that we move beyond tolerance to embrace the virtues of 
compassion, empathy and selflessness. We have heard a lot 
about the importance of tolerance, but tolerance is the bare 
minimum. Religious tradition, however, goes beyond and can 
teach other virtues and values that instill compassion, empathy 
and selflessness. It is really about walking the path of the other 
person, placing yourself in their shoes and experiencing some of 
what they are experiencing. Only then can you really understand 
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why they do certain things and who they are, beyond your 
imposition and prejudices.

 Finally, Nasir (2016, 18) suggests that in order to strengthen interfaith 
understanding, we must discover what he calls “peace mines” in our traditions. 
“Just like gold mines where you discover gold but not before a lot of hard work, 
likewise there are peace mines in our tradition.” He gives the example of the 
definition of a neighbour in Islam as a neighbour who is near in geographic terms, 
but also one who shares moral and religious proximity. “Neighbours who are 
near refers to those who share our beliefs or who are of the same religion, while 
neighbours who are far are those from different religions. We are commanded to 
do good to all irrespective” (Ibid., 19). 

 Peace mines can keep our attention focused on social harmony and peace. 
If all the different and emerging religious, social and cultural identities strove 
to articulate the teachings and principles that encourage mutual cooperation, 
respect, mercy and dialogue we could potentially avoid confusion and strife. 
These peace mines can become pervasive ingredients in education, media and 
religious and cultural events. This requires cooperation, hard work, conscious 
effort and a courageous will. All of which are possible in a society that aims to 
flourish collectively or thrive in a plural world.

 Additionally, in order to develop deeper conversations beyond basic 
tenets and practices, the Harmony Centre initiated the local chapter of the 
Building Bridges Programme (BBP) in 2012, with the aim to strengthen social 
cohesion and inter-community bonding by deepening interfaith understanding 
and dialogue.46 BBP entails the coming together of representatives of two or more 
faith groups to study and share their unique perspectives and views on pertinent 
contemporary issues confronting religious communities based on their respective 
holy scriptures, ethical, historical and scholarly religious texts that govern their 
religious lives. Thus far, the Harmony Centre has conducted three runs of the BBP 
partnering the Christians, Buddhists, and Catholics.

46  The first run of BBP was themed Religious tradition and authority in a post-modern world. 
See Hassan, Mohammad Hannan & Tan, Malcolm (2015). Religious Tradition and Authority in a Post-
Modern World. Singapore: Muis.
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Conclusion

 There is no doubt that ideas and dialogue are important in shaping the 
religious values that underlay the Singapore Muslim Identity. Translating these 
ideas into representative and viable institutions is an indicator of Muis’ and the 
community’s resolve to actualize religious values and ensure that they penetrate 
the very fabric of society. This chapter looked at three institutions in particular for 
their central role in the community’s life and development. Mosques, madrasahs, 
and interfaith organizations espouse and reify the religious values that the 
Singapore Muslim community holds dear.

 Mosques are not only places of worship, they are communal institutions 
intended to provide peace, security and enlightenment for anyone who enters 
their vicinity. Mosques in Singapore have always played a central role for the 
community. This has ensured proper funding plans for mosque building and 
maintenance, but more importantly, it has promoted a continuous rethink of the 
nature of services that mosques provide the community. Education, interfaith, 
inclusiveness and social supports are among the many areas that mosques cater 
to in Singapore. 

 Madrasahs are also a key institution in the Islamic landscape of Singapore. 
Islamic education has a long history here, extending even before independence 
and predating Muis, signifying the importance that Muslim families place on 
Islamic education. Education prepares the next generation of religious scholars, 
produces moral Muslims and responsible citizens.  Madrasahs have undergone 
major reforms over the years to ensure that they provide holistic educational 
experiences for students – balancing religious instruction with other subjects 
so that graduates meet national standards and are competitive in the labour 
market.  Singapore has yet to establish an Islamic tertiary education institution 
dedicated to undergraduate and potentially graduate studies. This would greatly 
eliminate the need to send local students abroad, allowing them to benefit from 
more appropriate and locally designed programmes and quality education. For 
now, Muis will have to continue complementing overseas studies with mandatory 
certification for all returning graduates before they can practise in Singapore. 



199STRENGTHENING SOCIO-RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS

 Finally, we examined the important role that interfaith institutions have 
played throughout Singapore’s history and current context. Mutual understanding 
between the major faith groups in Singapore is a significant contributor to 
social harmony and peaceful co-existence. It allows the different faith groups to 
benefit from each other’s insights and to support each other in times of need and 
celebration. We have learned over the years how to be gracious hosts. In doing 
so, Muis has striven to focus on the moral-ethical dimension of traditions, seek 
peace wherever and whenever possible and sincerely listen to the other – not as a 
stranger – but as friends and brethren. 
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EPILOGUE

 Thriving in a plural world demands serious and concerted effort. The 
principles and values of the Singapore Muslim Community have been shaped and 
reshaped over many decades. Indeed, the articulation of the SMI and its underlying 
values as presented in this book are a culmination of a long process in a journey 
that must continue. Many individuals and groups acting and reacting to events, 
personalities and histories, some of which they contributed others imposed, have 
brought immense wealth to the Singapore experience. 

 There is no secret to Singapore’s success. Rather, it is clear that Muis, 
the Muslim Community, other faith groups and a responsive and pragmatic 
government set a non-negotiable goal of social harmony from Singapore’s 
inception and they have not budged on that commitment since. Instead, they have 
carefully crafted strategies, policies, and programmes to respond to changing 
contexts, needs and psychologies all the while permitting communities of faith to 
stay true to their beliefs and moral foundations.

 The role of good governance cannot be underestimated in the success 
of the SMI. Singapore is a secular state but it had the foresight to determine 
the need for AMLA and Muis. Building a trusting relationship with the Muslim 
community took time, as government initiatives in this area are inevitably viewed 
with suspicion. However, Muis’s hard and honest work eventually earned public 
trust and engagement. It was in no small measure supported by a range of policies 
that exhibited important horizontal and vertical consistencies. From the very 
beginning those who lead and worked in Muis modeled the very attributes that 
would someday be articulated as the SMI.

 Simply believing that people share similar values is not enough and 
is perhaps naïve. Whether across faith communities or even with the same 
community diversity is a fact of life. The events and speakers that Muis has 
hosted, particularly over the past twenty years, were part of a strategic thrust 
to ensure that common values not only existed but that they were actioned and 
institutionalized. 
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 This book examined broad themes related to those religious values. In 
chapter one, it presented a framework within which values for a plural world are 
actualized. Here we suggested that, while all Muslims believe in dignity, freedom, 
the sacredness of life, diversity, compassion, and so on, it is the system of 
governance under which they live that permits the actualization of these values 
and their expression in ways that are commensurate with democracy and social 
justice.  

 In chapter two, we took a detailed look into the initiative to determine a 
set of desired attributes that enable Muslims to faithfully practice their religion 
in Singapore in an adaptive, progressive and inclusive way. The five moral 
attributes that came to form the core of the Singapore Muslim Identity and that 
are fundamental to the behaviour and interactions of a community of excellence 
are Resilience, Inclusiveness, Contributive, Adaptability and Progressiveness 
(RICAP). The meaning of each attribute and its rootedness in Islamic teachings was 
explored. We showed how each attribute is a significant part of a bigger picture 
and that the whole is larger than the sum of the parts, when considered from the 
vantage of nation building and civic engagement.

 In chapter three, we considered the benefits of religious values in a 
plural world. These benefits which include sanctifying life, freedom of faith 
and expression, unity, diversity, moderation, common ground and compassion 
contribute to national building and full social citizenship. Religious values 
can demonstrate the extent to which otherwise diverse citizenry share moral 
principles. Cooperation can then revolve around addressing shared concerns 
whether local or international. 

 In chapter four, we argued for the essentialization of human dignity. 
There is no more a compelling value than this as a focal point for human effort.  
Human dignity is God given, in other words, it is a universal grant to every human 
being. We are dignified through the facilitation of the universe’s divine design. 
Indeed, it was created in such a way that propels humanity towards unlimited 
horizons. We were also dignified through the provision of everything that is 
good and just. Provisions that maintain our health, stimulate our minds, fill our 
hearts and elevate our spirit. Finally, we are dignified by receiving preference 
above much, but not all, of what God created. The caveat is intended to keep us 
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humble and cautious in our stewardship of the environment and its wealth of 
living creatures.

 In chapter five, we considered issues of tradition and authority and the 
challenges and opportunities that lie ahead. Tradition is of critical concern in the 
Islamic faith and its scholarship. Nevertheless, it has faced increasing challenges 
of late on account of important gaps in its articulation and the fact that it has not 
kept pace with the challenges of modern society.  To address these challenges, 
we need to make critical distinctions between the mutable and immutable and 
between the Shari’ah and fiqh. We need to focalize ideas allowing new authorities 
to contribute to religious productions.  Tradition can be effectively dealt with 
through the injunctions of ijtihād (independent reasoning) and tajdīd (renewal). 

 In chapter six, we discussed notions of reform in Islam and dynamic 
fatwa. We considered broad waves of reform in Southeast Asian Islam and how 
this impacted Singapore. We demonstrated how the importation of reform ideas 
and a fiqh that dealt with very different circumstances impacts the way Islam is 
perceived and practiced today. This naturally impacted the fiqh of minorities and 
the very recent shift in the discourse towards a fiqh of citizenship both forming 
important dimension of fiqh in Singapore. Singapore’s fatwa institution is perhaps 
most reflective of the effort to satisfy the needs of a minority community within a 
broader framework of citizenship.

 In chapter seven, we focused on the importance of reviving principle-
based approaches in Islamic thought and practice. Four fundamental principles 
of Islamic ethics were explored, which Muis believes ought to guide the lives of 
Muslim communities. The first principle is that of tawḥīd or unification. This moral 
principle unites all creation in a purposeful whole that challenges human beings 
to responsible stewardship one generation after the other. The second principle 
is taqwā or heedfulness of God. This principle ensures that Muslims are in an 
ongoing state of consciousness of their Creator and the covenant that they have 
undertaken as rational, sentient and spiritual beings to uphold the duties that He 
has decreed upon them so that they do not betray the rights of God, other human 
beings and living creatures more broadly.  The third principle is that of maqāṣid 
or objectives, purposefulness or intentionality. The main idea of the maqāṣid is to 
exhort people to consider the objectives or intents of their actions in an effort to 
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continually align these with the maqāṣid of the Sharī‘ah  itself. Finally, we discussed 
the importance of biodiversity and the rights of other living creatures with the 
aim of demonstrating the Sharī‘ah’s express concern with the environment and 
thereby our responsibility in conserving and protecting it. These principles must 
be revived in our ethical discourse and the search for ethical practices. 

 Finally, in chapter eight we strove to show how Muis has worked hard 
to transform progressive religious values into and through representative and 
viable institutions. Through its administration of AMLA, Muis has had a significant 
impact on the institutions that govern Islam in Singapore today. Muis champions 
positive and progressive religious values through collaboration between its socio-
religious institutions such as Harmony Centre, mosques and madrasahs, with 
community, grassroots and national organizations as well as through community 
engagement initiatives to enhance social cohesion and well-being of the nation.
 
 Muis hopes that its efforts will encourage others, including public 
authorities and other stakeholders, to recognize the role and relevance of religions 
in modern plural societies and thereby the holistic nature of the human spirit, the 
benefits of positive and progressive religious thoughts and life, and the common 
moral code that binds humanity and that makes collective life possible, even 
harmonious. Muis supports a universal drive to reassess the importance of robust 
religious values and institutions and their potentially positive and progressive 
influence on civic responsibility and nation building. Collectively, we can focuses 
attention on common themes among different religions as well as between the 
former and the proponents of secularism highlighting the need for continued 
dialogue, understanding and cooperation. Thriving in a plural world is not only 
possible, it is our shared destiny.
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‘alaq literally a substance that clings or attaches itself; a clot 
of blood

‘ālim (pl. ‘ulamā’) a religious scholar

‘ibādah act of worship

‘ilm al-rijāl science dealing with the scrutiny of the reports

‘iqra’ Read! The first word revealed to Muhammad

‘ulamā’ (sing. ‘ālim); religious scholars; a collective term for 
Muslim scholars. In Malay ulama is used for a singular 
scholar

‘urf customary practice

Adat used in the Malay world to mean, among others, 
customary practices, protocols, as well as the  Malay 
ethical worldview

ahl al-dhimmah the protected people; a peaceful non-Muslim subject of 
a Muslim government who pays capitation tax for the 
security of their self and property in a Muslim country

ahl al-Ḥadīth a group from the main branch of Islam that focuses on 
hadith

Ahliyyah capacity and qualification

al-ādamiyyah humanity or the concept that we are all the children of 
Adam

al-Aḥkām al-Sulṭāni-
yyah

governmental principles, governmental and adminis-
trative law; a book written by al-Māwardi (d. 1058) on 
Islamic polity system

al-arḥām the wombs; also mean mercies

al-asmā’ al-ḥusnā the Ninety-nine beautiful names of God

al-birr righteousness

Alhamdulillah All praises be to Allah

al-istiṣḥāb presumption of continuity

al-qisṭ justice, equity

al-Raḥīm Most Merciful; one of the Divine Attributes/Names

al-Raḥmān Most Beneficent; one of the Divine Attributes/Names

amānah trust
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Anṣār the inhabitants of ‘Yathrib’, now Madinah, who aided 
Prophet Muhammad at the time of Hijrah (migration), 
and hosted the Meccan immigrants

‘aql mind, intellect

‘awliyā’ spiritual sages and saints; friends and allies

bay‘ah allegiance

asatizah (sing. Ustaz), referring to religious clerics and teachers; 
elsewhere called imam or mullah

bāṭin esoteric, inward

caliph (khalīfah) refers to the successor or representative of Prophet 
Muhammad; acts as the Head of state for the Muslim 
polity

da‘wah missionary

dār al-ḥarb enemy land, hostile land

dār al-Islām Islamic land

ḍarūriyyāt essential necessities

Dīn religion

faqīh (pl. fuqahā’) jurisconsult; scholar is Islamic jurispru-
dence 

fatwa legal ruling in Islamic Law, made by a learned and qual-
ified scholar, usually in response to an unprecedented 
situation or to address a novel issue

fatwā ṣaḥābī the fatwa of the companion of the Prophet

fiqh Islamic jurisprudence; literally means comprehension

fiqh al-muwāṭanah the fiqh of citizenship

fiṭrah primordial human nature

ḥadīth Prophetic traditions; the Prophet’s sayings, acts, and 
approvals

ḥadīth qudsi a type of Prophetic tradition. The meaning was re-
vealed to the Prophet, but he put them in his own 
words, unlike the Qur’ān, whose meanings and words 
are revealed.

ḥājiyyāt complementary needs

ḥajj pilgrimage to Mecca, and one of the five pillars of 
Islam.
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Ḥanafī one of the four major schools of Islamic legal thought 
named after Abū Ḥanīfah (d. 767 CE).

Ḥanbalī one of the four major schools of Islamic legal thought 
named after Aḥmad Ibn Ḥanbal (d. 855 CE)

ḥanafiyyah the upholder of the upright religion

ḥaqq al-mu‘āraḍah the right to oppose and disagree

ḥisbah commanding good and forbidding evil

Ḥudaybiyyah a place just outside Mecca, where the historic Treaty of 
Ḥudaybiyyah between Muslims and the Meccans took 
place in 628

ḥudūd corporal punishments; literally means limits and 
boundaries

ḥujjah proof, authority

ḥuqūq al-ādamiyyīn the rights prescribed or ordained to all of humanity

i‘tikāf a practice that consists of staying in the mosque focus-
ing on worshiping for a period of time

iḥsān the arabic term for ‘excellence’; one’s inner faith and 
putting it into practice in an excellent manner

ijmā‘ consensus of jurisconsults; one of the means employed 
by Muslims for joint decision-making, and for inter-
preting the Sharī‘ah

ijtihād utmost effort expended by a jurist in formulating a reli-
gious ruling which is unclear from the primary sources

ijtihād maqāṣidī an independent juristic reasoning based on the higher 
objectives

ilzām al-ghayr binding the others, authoritative

iṣlāḥ reform

istiḥsān juristic preference; one of the tools in deriving Islamic 
laws

Jāhiliyyah literally means ‘ignorance’, used to signify the period of 
time and state of affairs in Arabia before the advent of 
Islam

jihād striving, a struggle, a fight (not necessarily military 
fight)

jinn spiritual beings that inhabit the world, possessing free 
will like humans

jumūd rigid, irrelevant
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juz’ī substantive, branch

Khaira ummah the best community of the entire human history

khuluq morals, good character

li’l-‘ālamīn for all the worlds

madhāhib (sing., madhhab, or mazhab) schools of thought

madrasah a religious school

māl wealth

Mālikī one of the four schools of Islamic legal thought named 
after Mālik Ibn Anas (d. 795)

maqāṣid (sing. maqṣad) the higher objectives

maqāṣid al-Sharī‘ah higher objectives of the Sharī‘ah

maṣāliḥ (sing., maṣlaḥah) interests

maṣāliḥ ḍarūriyyah the essential interest

matn the text or the narration in the Prophetic tradition

minhāj the path, the way

mu‘āmalāt human dealings and transactions; a section in Islamic 
laws

mufti a Muslim legal expert who is qualified to give authori-
tative legal opinions or fatwas

mujaddid (pl. mujaddidin) renewer, restorer, reviver

nafs the self

naṣīḥah advice

nasl progeny

qāḍī judge

qiyas analogy reasoning; one tool in Islamic legal thinking

Quraysh (or Quraish) the dominant tribe who were the pre-Islamic custodi-
ans of the Kaabah at Mecca

raḥmah blessings, mercy

Ramaḍān the ninth month of the Muslim Lunar Calendar, during 
which the obligatory fasting is observed from dawn to 
sunset

rūḥ al-Sharī‘ah the spirit or essence of the Sharī‘ah

sadd al-dharā’i‘ blocking the means which might possibly lead to unde-
sired consequences; a tool in Islamic legal thinking
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Salafī a movement of a Muslim sect that advocates the return 
to the early Islam and directly to the Qur’ān and Sun-
nah

ṣalāh (or salat) daily obligatory act of worship prescribed for every 
Muslim

sanad chain of transmission

ṣawm fasting from dawn until dusk during Ramadan; one of 
the five pillars of Islam.

shakliyyah formalistic or literalist

Shāfi‘ī one of the four schools of Islamic legal thought (madh-
hab) named after Abū Abdullāh Muḥammad ibn Idrīs 
al-Shāfi‘ī (d. 820 CE). This is the madhhab generally held 
to by the Malay Muslims in the Southeast Asia region.

shar‘ man qablanā jurisprudence of the previous peoples before the time 
of Prophet Muhammad

Sharī‘ah the Islamic ethical system; the source of the Islamic 
way of life

Shī‘ah, Shī‘ī (Shi‘ite) literally, ‘party’ or ‘partisans’. The term designates 
Muslims who believe that the rightful successor to 
Prophet Muhammad should have been Ali ibn Abi Talib, 
rather than the first caliph Abu Bakr al-Siddiq. Shī‘ite 
Muslims may be found in Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, Leba-
non, Syria, Pakistan, India, and some Gulf States

shir‘ah law

shūrā consultation, consensual agreement

sīrah the biography and footsteps of the Prophet Muhammad

siyāsah Shar‘iyyah Islamic public administration, Islamic polity, adminis-
tration of justice according to Islamic law

ṣūfī an Islamic religious group that focuses on knowledge 
that has spiritual inclinations in addition to the physi-
cal practices of worship

sulṭah political and legislative authority

sulūk manners

sunnah the traditions, practices, sayings, actions and acknowl-
edgements of Prophet Muhammad

Sunnat Allāh the law of God, the law of nature
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Sunnī the main branch of Islam, as opposed to the Shī‘ite

ta‘zīrāt deterrence, discretionary penalty determined by the 
qāḍī (judge)

tajdīd renewal, reform

taḥsīniyyāt complementary needs; a lower category of needs after 
the ḍarūriyyāt and ḥājiyyāt in the ranks of the interests 
and needs

takāful mutual cooperation and protection

taqwā God-consciousness or heedfulness

taṣawwuf Sufism, the science of the journey to God; Islamic sci-
ence that focuses on inward merits and manners with 
the creator and the creations

tawḥīd literally, unification. The doctrine of the ‘Oneness of 
God.’ This is a central tenet of Islam, upon which all 
other beliefs and doctrines are based. Monotheism

Thamūd people of ancient Arabia known from the first millenni-
um BCE who lived in the time of Prophet Ṣāliḥ.

ukhuwwah brotherhood

ummah community

uṣūl principles, foundations. Uṣūl al-fiqh: the principles of 
Islamic jurisprudence

Wahhābī a religious movement founded by Muhammad Ibn 
Abdul Wahhāb (d. 1792 CE) in Saudia that advocates the 
direct return to the early Islam rejecting later Innova-
tions

waḥy revelation

wakaf (waqf) charities and endowments

wilāyah authority

zakāh (zakat) literally, purification. Refers to an almsgiving tax; one 
of the five pillars of Islam
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The Abdul Aleem Siddique Memorial Lecture (AASML) is a significant event, organized annually 
by Muis’ Harmony Centre, that brings faith leaders and activists together, particularly the 
youth, to engage on interfaith issues and common good, contributing to fostering deeper 
understanding and closer bond of humanity between people of different faiths, and to the 
harmonious interreligious life in our multi-religious, multi-ethnic Singapore.

The Muis Academy Occasional Papers Series represents individual lectures delivered by 
scholars who were invited under the Muis Visiting Scholars Programme. The aim of this 
series is to shape the discourses on Islam and the Singapore Muslim Identity. 

MUIS ACADEMY OCCASIONAL PAPERS SERIES

ABDUL ALEEM SIDDIQUE MEMORIAL LECTURE
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One of Muis Academy’s signature event is surely the Muis Lecture Programme. The discourse 
focuses on developing and emerging trends in Islamic thoughts and perspectives dealing 
with managing change and thriving in the context of a global, secular and plural world.

TRANSCRIPTS OF THE MUIS LECTURE SERIES
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One of the many roles played by Muis and championed by its Religious Policy and Development 
cluster is to steer the Islamic discourse in Singapore. Muis works with local and international 
scholars and thought leaders, and published monographs and books, aiming to enrich 
Singapore’s Islamic discourse. Such efforts are visible from publications such as “Risalah for 
Building a Singapore Muslim Community of Excellence”, “Building Bridges Series”, “Fatwas of 
Singapore” and many more.

OTHER PUBLICATIONS BY MUIS
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International scholars, such as Prof Gavin Flood and Assoc Prof Feryal Salem, engaged with 
local academia, religious and community leaders, and policy makers on roles of religions in 
public space.

ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSIONS
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In-conversation Seminar marks the end of the year’s discourses, synthesizing the various 
discussions of the year. The discussions are guided by the Islamic Discourse Framework 
that considers the place and the role of religion in the public sphere in plural secular 
global societies, such as Singapore. Faith leaders are invited as active participants in these 
discussions.

Muis Academy’s Roundtable Discussions (RTD) provide a platform for smaller group in-depth 
discussions. Singapore’s younger generation of religious leaders learn and exchange their 
ideas with experts in the areas of policy development and Islamic thought leadership.
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Facilitated by international and local scholars, the Certificate of Islamic Thought in Context: 
Living in Plural Societies (CITC) programme has attracted aspiring and young Singaporean 
religious leaders from Islamic universities in the Middle East, South Asia and Southeast Asia 
regions. The 80 hours programme is jointly organized by Muis Academy and the Studies in 
Inter-Religious Relations in Plural Societies (SRP) Programme, RSIS, NTU.

Mufti of Singapore, Dr Mohamed Fatris Bakaram addressing a group of young Asatizah at 
the CITC.

WORKSHOPS
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Singapore’s young asatizah (religious leaders) in training. ICON (Islam in Context) is one 
of Muis Academy’s recent programmes for fresh graduates from Islamic studies from 
universities in Middle East, South Asia and Southeast Asia regions. Apart from workshop on 
contemporary Islamic discourses, participants were also given the opportunity to learn from 
companies such as Google and Facebook.
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Muis Academy’s friends  and partners from the Hartford Seminary on a visit to Singapore 
in 2016. It was a memorable visit as Muis and Hartford Seminary celebrated their 10th 
anniversary as partners. Since 2005, Muis had sent 21 officers and asatizah, on a regular basis, 
to attend summer programmes in the USA on Islam and Muslims from an interdisciplinary and 
interfaith approach. In 2007, Muis Academy forged a Memorandum of Understanding with 
Hartford Seminary, Connecticut. Consequently, Singaporean participants not only attended 
Hartford Seminary’s flagship programme, Building Abrahamic Partnerships, but have also 
attended other courses such as Understanding and Engaging Religious Diversity, Islamic Law 
and Ethics and Reading Islamic Classical Texts. A collective learning experience has certainly 
been accumulated by these participants. Sustaining the discourse and the learning gained 
and sharing these experiences should be an integral part in developing religious leaders and 
domain specialists in the increasingly diverse and plural Singapore.

HARTFORD SEMINARY
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HARTFORD SEMINARY
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Muis Academy signed a memorandum of understanding with the Regional Islamic Da’wah 
Council of Southeast Asia and the Pacific (RISEAP), an umbrella organisation for Islamic 
organisations in the region, on 31 May 2016. Under the partnership, the academy will 
develop and deliver a programme for leaders of the member organisations in RISEAP named 
Programme for RISEAP Members (Prism).

During the 1-week attachment Programme for RISEAP Members (PRISM), participants 
discuss Muslim minority communities’ approaches to strengthening institutional capabilities 
and building assets.

PROGRAMME FOR RISEAP MEMBERS (PRISM)
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Korean participant sharing his thoughts during an engagement and a networking component 
of the programme. The discussion aims to (1) address various lived realities, social contexts 
and challenges; and (2) provide clear norms, creative ideas and innovative solutions for 
positive social change ensuring a thriving religious life. Through a deeper study of policy-
making, programmes and institutions in Singapore, the programme aims to inspire the 
strengthening of religious institutions and Muslim minority communities to ensure a thriving 
religious life for all.

Participants embarking on learning journeys to learn more about how mosques in Singapore 
act as socio-religious nodes of the community and how they function as part of the national 
grid in proactively enhancing religious life, building bridges and deepening mutual trust and 
understanding with fellow citizens from other faith traditions. 

PROGRAMME FOR RISEAP MEMBERS (PRISM)
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ISLAMIC RELIGIOUS COUNCIL OF SINGAPORE (Muis)

The Islamic Religious Council of Singapore (Muis) is a statutory board under the Ministry of 
Culture, Community and Youth (MCCY) and comes under the direct purview of the Minister-
in-charge of Muslim Affairs. Muis’s main role is to advise the Singapore Government on all 
matters pertaining to Islamic affairs in Singapore and to manage all aspects of religious life 
of the Singapore Muslim
Community.

Its aim is to establish a Muslim community of excellence that is religiously profound and 
socially progressive, and that thrives in a multi-religious society, secular state and globalised 
world. Its priority is to set the Islamic Agenda, shape Religious Life and forge a Singapore 
Muslim Identity, is progressive, inclusive, adaptive and contributive. It champions forward-
looking discourse in Islam and promotes interfaith understanding through community 
engagement initiatives to enhance the social cohesion and well-being of the nation.

Muis Academy

Muis Academy is established to develop religious leadership of the future for the Singapore 
Muslim community. 

The Academy develops and conducts courses and trainings to build capacity in shaping the 
progressive life of the Muslim Community. It is a key platform that supports the vision of 
establishing a Muslim Community of excellence for Singapore.

Formed in 2006, its niche is to provide training programmes for Muis’s institutions and 
stakeholders such as mosques, madrasahs, organizations, public officers, religious community 
leaders and youths. It offers courses on Islamic learning and discourses on contemporary 
issues, Islam and Muslims in the modern world.

The Academy also serves as the repository of Singaporean Muslims’ collective experience 
and knowledge in managing religious affairs in a multi-religious and secular setting. It serves 
as a conduit for Muis to share Singapore’s model of religious administration and services, 
expertise and technology to Muslim Communities in the region and beyond. 
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