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2 February 1989 

A New Religion  
An Exercise in Futility 

At a meeting of the UNESCO Club of New Delhi in August 1988, Mr. Khushwant Singh stressed the 
need for a new religion. In the course of his speech, he said, inter alia, that “there is a need to form a 
new religion in the country which will propagate the work ethic, non violence and preservation of the 
environment. This has become imperative because there is something wrong with the attitudes and 
values imbibed by people from existing religions.”  

Mr. Khushwant Singh’s complaint about the so-called religious people of today is no exaggeration, for 
their behaviour is nothing but an obstacle to human progress; they make no contribution whatsoever to 
furthering the cause of human advancement. And thus applies to the adherents of all religions.  

But, so far as the reform of religion is concerned, the need of the hour is not a new religion, but a new 
religious revolution. Why have a new religion when the truth of religious teachings is immutable and, 
therefore, as valid in modern times as it was in ancient times? It is unfortunate that today’s 
representatives of religion are the products of imitation and stagnation rather than of any real religious 
revolution; as such, they themselves are incapable of launching a revolution on the basis of religion.  

Nowadays, those who use religious slogans are only exploiting religion for their own ends. They do not 
make any effort to cast modern thinking in a religious world. It is this inattention to the correct 
conditioning of people’s minds which is at the basis of all moral backsliding.  

Those who are truly concerned with reformation must strive to change and develop the human mentality 
in the light of religious teachings, rather than squander precious time and effort in producing a new 
religion. This would only be an exercise in futility.  
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3 February 1989 

Nuggets of Wisdom 

The Quran is an ocean of profundity. Only one who plunges into its great depths can fathom the 
treasures it contains. “Wahab Ibn Abdullah AI-Sawa’i, who belonged to the generation after the 
companions of the Prophet, once asked ‘Ali Ibn Abu Talib whether he possessed any divine inspiration 
which was not contained in the Quran. Ali swore an oath by the One who split the seed and brought life 
into existence, that they had nothing besides the Quran: the only additional source of inspiration was the 
true understanding of the Quran which God bestows upon a person,” (Tafseer Ibn Kathir, Vol. II p. 77).  

Ali’s response shows that a superficial reading of the scriptures is not sufficient to extract those golden 
nuggets of wisdom which lie, far below the surface. It is only God’s aid to deep thought and steady 
contemplation which will reveal the true significance of Quranic teachings.   

Neither does it suffice just to learn classical Arabic and to read the words written on the pages of the 
Quran, or even to listen to readings and recitations. The words of the Quran must be read in the divine 
light of wisdom, and this can come to the reader only if he humbly implores God’s assistance. It is those 
readers of the Quran who do their utmost to penetrate the subtlest of its meanings and who, at the same 
time, prostrate themselves before God, who will be successful in comprehending the sacred text on 
every possible level.  

A mere scamer of words will never have any sense of divine fulfillment when he reads the Quran, 
whereas the devout soul who tarries over every detail, and every nuance in pious humility, will be 
rewarded with the clearest and deepest understanding of God’s will and man’s salvation.  
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3 February 1989 

When knowledge is reduced to an avenue towards personal prestige  

‘Ubayy ibn Ka’ab said: “Acquire knowledge, and practice it. Do not acquire it in order to beautify 
yourselves thereby, for there will come a time when learning will be used an adornment, as people adorn 
themselves with clothes.”  
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4-5 February 1989 

We Are Only Passing Through  

When we indulge in the pleasures of this world, we should remember just how 
short-lived they are, and how worthless they are as objectives in themselves, 
and we should never become so engrossed in them that we lose sight of our 
true objective in the world hereafter.  

The present world – if we could but realize it – is little more than a preview of the next world, a fleeting 
glimpse of the real and lasting blessings which will fall to our lot in paradise. We can only begin to grasp 
the meaning of the boundless joy of eternity, if we see our world as its mirror, if we see the good things 
of this life as pale reflections of the infinitude of blessings of the afterlife. We must remember that the 
limited and imperfect happiness that we experience on this earth can give us only the merest inkling of 
what is meant by eternal beatitude. But, even given an understanding of the ephemerality of the material 
things of this life, do we ever stop to consider that the blessings of the next life will be ours only if we set 
out unerringly towards our divine objective, treading the path of righteousness throughout our entire 
lives?  

When we indulge in the pleasures of this world, we should remember just how short-lived they are, and 
how worthless they are as objectives in themselves, and we should never become so engrossed in them 
that we lose sight of our true objective in the world hereafter. One who becomes ever-engrossed in the 
pleasures of this world is like the traveller who drops off to sleep on the railway station platform and 
misses his train altogether. Even the traveller who is alert enough to continue on his way must be wary of 
the slowing effect of wayside attractions and must take care not to become so lost in a maze of pleasure-
seeking that he ultimately fails to reach his destination. Nothing could be more foolhardy or lacking in 
foresight.  

This world should serve as a constant reminder of the next, for that is where true success and failure lie. 
Wise is he who prepares during his life on earth for the next all-important stage of life. The first thing 
which must be appreciated is that the time allotted to us to live in this world is so short that we should 
see ourselves as only passing through it on our way to the next. We must also face up to the fact that 
when we leave it, we shall be empty-handed of all the material accretions of human existence. Man has 
been given this unique earth to live on, with air to breathe, water to drink and food to eat, but before he 
can have the full benefit of all the gifts which have been showered upon him by Almighty God, death 
comes to tear him away from his earthly moorings. And when he goes, all that he will take with him will 
be the sum total of his thoughts, words and deeds, whether good, bad or indifferent. It is only those 
who have lived their lives with consistent virtue who shall have no need to tremble on the threshold of 
the world that is to come.  
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5 February 1989 

Passing on the Islamic Legacy  

The principal object of the divine message is to save man from eternal doom by showing him the straight 
path which will make him worthy of paradise. A truly divine mission covers all communities, deriving its 
inspiration from God and not just from the community of its origin. But in this day and age, Islamic 
movements and institutions tend to derive their inspiration not from the Almighty, but from the 
immediate issues confronting the Muslim world. This being so, their outlook and activities have severe 
limitations, one of them being their remissness in passing on the message of Islam to non-Muslims. This 
neglect of their bounden duty is all the more damaging to the cause of Islam because Muhammad, may 
peace be upon him, was the last of the prophets, so that it is only the succeeding generations of Muslims 
who can continue to convey God’s message to mankind. Muslims must see themselves, not just as 
individuals living for their own satisfaction, but as trustees of the divine mission. It is for them to perform 
the task for which God sent the prophets to the world. Failure to perform this task is certain to incur the 
wrath of God.  
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6 February 1989 

An Imperfect Being in a Perfect World. 

Close observation of the universe shows us that nothing ever strays from the path laid down for it. 
Everything in it obeys specific laws of nature. The stars and the planets are unwavering in their orbits. 
Hydrogen will always combine in the same way with oxygen to form water. Plants and animals and human 
beings will inevitably grow and develop in the same genetically pre-determined way. But when it comes 
to patterns of behaviour, the truly free agent is man. Laws are certainly in existence which he is morally 
obliged to obey, but whether he actually does so or not, is largely subject to one of God’s supreme gifts 
to man – the human will.  

Man’s will is what causes him to deviate from the path followed by the rest of nature. All of his 
problems, in fact, stem from this deviation. It is only by re-adopting the course followed by nature that 
he will find a solution to them, for it is plain that the path followed by other objects in the universe is one 
of harmony and perfection. If man were to follow the same immutable guidelines, human society would 
certainly become imbued with those ideal qualities which have been so sadly lacking throughout the 
entire history of mankind.  

When metals dissolve and water turns into steam, they do not do so in an unpredictable manner. They 
can always be counted on to do so, given the correct temperature and atmospheric pressure. Despite 
the fact that man possesses free will, he is required by his Maker to act in the same manner, i.e. with 
reliability and predictability. Rather than act on impulse and caprice, in order to satisfy the cravings of 
the moment, which may lead him into errant ways, he should faithfully adhere to the path which the 
whole of the natural world so successfully follows.  

Just as the universe never ceases to obey physical laws, so should man never cease to obey the divine 
laws of morality.  
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7 February 1989 

Revere the Dead, But Revere the Living Too! 

Knowing when to give credit to the living is a sign of intellectual dynamism in a people. But the 
necessary sense of discrimination, and the ability to evaluate, are all too often lacking in even the most 
cultured of communities. It is easier, and perhaps safer, to eulogize the dead, even to the point of 
exalting them far and above their actual worth.  

A historic example of failure to recognize the genuine worth of a living individual, is the rejection of 
Moses as a prophet in the court of Pharaoh. Pharaoh was so against accepting any truth proclaimed by 
Moses that he said, “Build me a tower that I may reach the paths of heaven and look upon the God of 
Moses. I am convinced that he is lying,” (Quran, 40:37). Moses, in fact, was declared to be a 
“magician” and an “imposter”, (Quran 40:24).  

The people of Mecca behaved no differently in the case of Mohammad, may peace be upon him. While 
they were proud to think of Abraham as the progenitor of their people and used to extol his virtues and 
revel in his greatness, they spurned Muhammad, denying his prophethood and reviling him to his face. 
They stopped at nothing to discredit him.  

Tardy, and even posthumous acceptance of true greatness is a commonplace in the annals of history. 
Undue veneration of the dead to the total disregard of the living is equally a commonplace. It is a sad 
reflection on the powers of discrimination of even highly educated societies that this state of affairs 
should persist.  
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7 February 1989 

Doing little jobs does not belittle a person  

The caliph, ‘Umer Ibn ‘Abdul Aziz was talking to a person late one night. The lamp started to go out. “I 
will wake up the servant. He will put oil in it.” the man said. ‘Umer told him not do so. He himself arose, 
fetched oil and put it in the lamp. “I was ‘Umer Ibn ‘Abdul Aziz before I performed this little task.” he 
said, “and I still am ‘Umer Ibn ‘Abdul Aziz.  
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8 February 1989 

Divine Constraint  

Fear of punishment is normally what deters a man from committing a crime. Hence the legislation which 
is enacted all over the world, and the systems of law enforcement which are set up at national and 
international levels. “The business of legislature,” writes Bertrand Russell, “is to produce harmony 
between public and private interests. It is to the interest of the public that I should abstain from theft, 
but it is not to my interest except where there is an effective criminal law. Thus the criminal law is a 
method of making the interests of the individual coincide with those of the community.” (Bertrand 
Russell, History of Western Philosophy, pp 741-42).  

Yet, in spite of legislation and law enforcement, crime rates are rising all over the world, detection of 
crimes is never more than partial and evasion of punishment has become a commonplace. How is this to 
be explained? It would seem that the constraints which are purely human in origin are woefully 
inadequate for the purpose. What is more obviously required is an unshakeable, inner conviction that the 
law of God is the underlying principle of all social living and that infringement of that law will be thrashed 
out in a divine court of law. It is only a sense of total accountability to God that will cause one to eschew 
crime altogether. It has to be understood that any attempt to hide one’s iniquities from the eyes of God 
in order to evade His wrath and His punishment is futile in the extreme. The eye of God is  
all-seeing and there is no brooking His divine vengeance. It is not the law-givers or the policemen of this 
world who can bring this truth home to the potential criminal, but the devout men of religion, the 
humble servants of God.  
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8 February 1989 

Surrendering to God, and wishing others well  

Jarir came to embrace Islam. The Prophet asked him to extend his hand for the oath of allegiance. 
“Allegiance on what?” Jarir asked. “That you will surrender to God, and wish every Muslim well.” He 
then swore allegiance to the Prophet. He was a very clever man. When swearing allegiance, he said to 
the Prophet that he would do what he could. Afterwards, this clause was included in everybody’s oath.  
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9 February 1989 

No Grey Areas  

Truth is always accompanied by clear signs from God and, this being so, it should gain 
prompt acceptance. Whatever has no clear proof to support it should be rejected out of 
hand. Distinguishing truth from falsehood should be like seeing the difference between white 
and black. There can be no grey areas in between to confuse the issue.  

To pass the highest test of morality in this life, a man must accept the truth and act with justice. In order 
to do so, he must be able to distinguish between what is right and what is wrong. When he stands at the 
crossroads, with the paths of justice and injustice stretching out before him, he must be capable of 
knowing which one to take.  

Acceptance of the truth is not always an easy matter. All too often, faulty reasoning causes one to reject 
it, or selfish motivation makes one turn a blind eye to it. The same is true of acting with justice, 
Unreason and egoism often bar the path to right action.  

To be successful in the trial of life, a man must open his eyes wide to the truth and to practise  
self-abnegation when morality demands it. The truth should not need to echo and re-echo in his ears 
before he permits it to penetrate his consciousness. It should not have to fight a battle with a man’s ego, 
before it is allowed to prevail. Its appeal to human reason should be immediate, but this can only happen 
if people tear down the artificial barriers which the demands of material sophistication place in its way. 
Truth is always accompanied by clear signs from God and, this being so, it should gain prompt  
acceptance. Whatever has no clear proof to support it should be rejected out of hand.  

Distinguishing truth from falsehood should be like seeing the difference between white and black. There 
can be no grey areas in between to confuse the issue.  

Hamza Ibn Abdul Muttalib came to the Prophet and asked to be shown something on which he could 
base his life. The Prophet asked him whether he preferred to give life to a soul, or take life away from 
one. Hamza replied that he preferred the former. “You are accountable for your own self,” the Prophet 
told him.  
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10 February 1989 

The Scale of Virtue  

On a rising scale of virtue we start at the lowest level with the sinners and the renegades, come next to 
the occasional and inadvertent wrongdoers and find at the top of the hierarchy – those virtuous souls 
who go in constant fear of the Lord.  

The last mentioned fear an invisible God more than they fear any visible object of this world, and are 
constantly bowed down with the penitence in their hearts. These are the individuals who are looked 
upon with the greatest favour by God, for the Almighty is always pleased with those who have suffered in 
order to serve Him. When they meet Him on the Day of Reckoning, they will be showered with God’s 
choicest blessings. In the afterlife they will be ushered in to evergreen gardens where they shall remain in 
bliss for ever after. There they shall have all that they desire, for God’s munificence is infinite.  

On the middle rungs of the scale of virtue are those who stray, sometimes quite unthinkingly, from the 
path of truth, but who return to better ways, contrite, and determined to live a morally better life. They 
are not hardened sinners and show no obduracy when it comes to giving up their evil ways. When they 
turn to God to confess their sins and show him how repentant they are, they can be sure that God will 
be merciful and forgiving. 

On the lowest rung are those who are proud, arrogant, greedy and unjust and who are so concerned 
with themselves and the material things of this world that they forget all about their Maker and their 
duties to Him as His servants. They do not fear their Lord, and are not to be deflected from their evil 
ways, even when constantly reminded of what their ultimate fate is to be. They concentrate solely on 
material gain and sensual pleasures and have no thought for the unending agonies of hell which await 
them in the Hereafter. It is only when they are cast down into the pit of fire that they will realize – too 
late – what it meant to ignore God in favour of worldly ambition.  
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11 February 1989 

 “Ye that Forget God ....”  

The Jews, the former bearers of divine religion, began at a certain stage in their history to allow  
self-interest, empty convention and racial prejudice to dominate their lives. Religion was interpreted to 
suit their personal desires and, in the process, was thrust more and more into the background. But, in 
order to keep up the pretence that they were still faithfully treading the path of God, they continued to 
carry out religious observances on a superficial level. This may have deluded the unwary, but the 
prophets, who were not so easily diverted, came to tear away the religious masks they wore and to warn 
them of the fearful consequences of their actions. Yet, even when the wrongdoers were severely 
punished by God, they did not pay heed, and persisted in their sinful ways.  

It was in this way that they came to be cursed by God through his prophets. “Those of the Children of 
Israel who disbelieved were cursed by David and Jesus, the son of Mary, because they rebelled and 
committed evil and never restrained one another from wrong-doing. Evil is what they were doing.” 
(Quran 5: 78-81)  

There are several passages in the Bible which explain what incurred God’s wrath and what exactly it 
meant to be cursed by God. The following excerpt from the Book of Psalms is specific:  

“But unto the wicked,’ God saith, what hast thou to do to declare my statutes, or that thou shouldest 
take my covenant in thy mouth ? Seeing thou hatest instruction, and castest my words behind thee. 
When thou sawest a thief, then thou consentedst with him, and hast been partaker with adulterers. 

Thou givest thy mouth to evil, and thy tongue frameth deceit.  

Thou sittest and speakest against thy brothers, thou slanderest thine own mother’s son.  

These things hast thou done, and I kept silence;  

Thou thoughtest that I was altogether such an one as thyself: but I will reprove thee, and set them in 
order before thine eyes.  

Now consider this, ye that forget God, Lest I tear you in pieces, and there be none to deliver.  

Whoso offereth praise glorifieth me: and to him that ordereth his conversation aright will I shew the 
salvation of God (50:16-23).  
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12 February 1989 

A Reality Outside of us’ 

“Who was the God who wrote these signs?” This was the question asked by the great Austrian physicist, 
Luduriq Boltzmann (1844-1906) when he looked at the inspired equations which the celebrated 
Scottish physicist, James Clerk Maxwell (1831-1879) had written to express the laws of electromagnetic 
interaction. Physical studies of the universe do, in fact, indicate that behind all of its functioning there is 
something which is highly meaningful, but at the same time impenetrably mysterious. We strive ever 
onwards towards an analysis of cosmic events, for their manifestations evince careful organization rather 
than randomness and fortuitousness thus encouraging us to believe that they are created and controlled 
by some unimaginably superior mind. 

Albert Einstein (1879-1955) supported this view when he said that he was more of a philosopher than a 
physicist, “for I believe there is a reality outside of us.” In this sense he belonged “to the ranks of 
devoutly religious men.”  

With the support of eminent physicists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as well as the 
scientific luminaries of the present day, more and more credence is being given by secular schools of 
thought to the view that· the universe is a sign from God. One who observes it without prejudice is sure 
to find God. But those who allow false beliefs to distort their vision will continue to grope not only in the 
dark but even in broad daylight. They will not find God even if they stand face to face with Him.  

If the foremost physicists of our time can keep their minds open to the possibility of there being a 
supreme being, a Creator and sustainer, why cannot men of lesser stature shed their bias and see reality 
as it is?  
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12 February 1989 

Not denying a person his rightful dire just because one is on bad terms with him  

A person once told ‘Umer Ibn Khattab, the second Caliph of Islam, that he did not like him very much. 
“Will you deny me my rights in any way?” he asked. ‘Umer said that he would not. “Now only women 
will revel in love,” the man said.  
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13-22 February 1989 

The Role of Science in the World of Islam  

Regaining Lost Ground  

I once met an atheist who was primarily a scientist by education, but who was also well-versed in history 
and religion. In the course of our conversation, he asked me if I thought that there would really be any 
great gap in world history if the Islamic revolution could be subtracted from the sum total of its events. 
My answer was: “The same great gap will remain which was there in human history before Islam.”  

Prior to the advent of Islam, man’s thinking had been dominated in every age by polytheism, a 
philosophy according to which the phenomena of nature were considered to be objects, not of scientific 
enquiry and experimentation, but of unquestioning reverence. If the polytheist thought of the moon as a 
god, he could not then conceive of man’s setting foot upon it. Floods, for him, were aspect’ of divinity, 
so that there could be no question of controlling them in order to produce electricity or to irrigate the 
drought-stricken soil. Although man has inhabited the earth for thousands of years, it is only very 
recently that he has made any progress in those departments of learning which come under the heading 
of modern science. And this could never have happened if Islam had not demolished polytheism, setting 
up monotheism in its place. It propagated the idea that there is only one God and that all else is His 
creation. In doing so, Islam opened the way to the investigation of nature and to the inevitable progress 
which accompanied its conquest. Where science had been hindered by polytheism, It was now given a 
great impetus by monotheism.  

Although the bringing of science to mankind was not the main objective of Islam, it must be conceded 
that if Islam had not gained ground in the greater part of the world, there could have been no such 
development as a scientific revolution. The door to scientific progress would have remained closed – 
perhaps for thousands of years. Historians of the calibre of Arnold Toynbee (1889-1975) have paid due 
tribute to the prominent role played by monotheism in our overall scientific development.   

Science Born Out of the Islamic Revolution  

A major consequence of the monotheistic revolution was that man began not only to see nature as a 
mere creation of God, divested of all divinity, but also to realize that human beings had the right to 
explore it and to harness it to their needs. This tendency began in the Umayyad period (661-750) in 
Damascus. Where ancient Greek philosophers had dabbled in alchemy, the art of transmitting baser 
metals into silver or gold, Khalid bin Yazid bin Muawiya was probably the first person to attempt to 
develop alchemy into a physical science. We now see alchemy as the forerunner of chemistry, but, in 
those early days it took a superior way of thinking to recognize its true potential. During the Abbasid 
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Caliphate, this science was further developed in Baghdad, after which it reached Spain and Sicily. This 
period has been called the Dark Ages by European historians. But it was dark only for Europe, and not 
for the Muslim world, for at this time, the Muslims were far ahead of the rest of the world in cultural and 
academic affairs. The world Book Encyclopaedia states that “the term ‘dark-age’ cannot be applied to 
the splendid Arab culture which spread over north Africa and into Spain,” (p.30).  

To appreciate fully what monotheism achieved, we have to understand the nature of the obstacles which 
polytheism placed in the way of scientific investigation. For instance, in ancient Greece, two conflicting 
theories had been put forward as to the shape and movement of the earth and the sun. Aristarchus, a 
Greek philosopher of the second century B.C. had advanced the theory that the earth rotated on its own 
axis and also revolved around the sun. Almost four centuries later, Ptolemy, a Greek astronomer, 
geographer and mathematician, postulated the flatness of the earth and its fixity at the centre of the 
universe. After the conversion of Constantine (272-337 A.D.) and the ensuing Christian domination of 
Europe, Ptolemy’s theory was given credence, while that of Aristarchus was forcibly suppressed. The 
reason for what now appears an irrational and ill-considered judgement was that Aristarchus’ theory 
undermined Christian doctrine. Christians believed that Jesus Christ was God and that the earth, being 
the birthplace of God, was of the utmost sanctity. How then could the astral body which was God’s 
birthplace be a mere satellite to some other globe?  

It was this concept of the sacredness of the earth which largely blocked normal inquiry into the workings 
of nature. The clash between science and polytheistic religion is well analysed and illustrated in the 
Conflict Between Science and Religion by Drapier (1811-1882).  

During the reign of the Abbasid Caliph, AI-Mamun (786-833), the Bait al-Hikmah (house of wisdom) 
was established, where, with the special patronage of the government, books dealing with both kinds of 
theories regarding the earth were translated. In connection with his Bait al-Hikmah, AI-Mamun also 
erected at Baghdad, near the Shamasayah gate, an astronomical observatory. Muslims, free of doctrinal 
complexities, found that the concept of the earth revolving around the sun was closer to reality. Caliph 
AI-Mamun, himself a great scholar, understood the importance of this issue, and gave orders to his 
astronomers to measure the length of a terrestrial degree, the object being to determine the volume and 
circumference of the earth, on the assumption that the earth was round.  

“AI-Mamun’s astronomers performed one of the most delicate geodetic operations – the measuring of 
the length of a terrestrial degree. The object was to determine the size of the earth and its  
circumference on the assumption that the earth was round. The measurement, carried out on the plain 
of Sinjar north of the Euphrates and also near Palmyra, yielded 56 2/3 Arabic miles as the length of a 
degree of the meridian – a remarkably accurate result, exceeding the real length of the degree at that 
place by about 2877 feet. This would make the circumference of the earth 20,400 miles and its 
diameter 6500. Among those who took part in this operation were the sons of Musa ibn-Shakir and 
perhaps al-Khwarizmi, whose tables (zij), revised a century and a half later by the Spanish astronomer 
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Maslamah al-Majriti (+ca. 1007) and translated into Latin in 1126 by Adelard of Bath, became the 
bases for other works both in the East and the West. Such Arab astronomical tables replaced all their 
Greek and Indian predecessors and came to be used even in China.” (Philip Hitti, History of the Arabs, 
p. 375)  

There was continuous progress of this kind in various fields of knowledge until, as a result of strife 
among Muslims themselves, it came to an end along with the Arab Caliphate. The centre of political 
representation of Islam was then transferred in the sixteenth century to Turkey, where the banner of 
Islam was borne aloft by the Ottoman Turks (1517-1922). This came about at a time when there was a 
serious danger of its falling into weak hands. The services the Turks performed in defending Islam 
against Christian onslaughts for several hundred years are unforgettable. But it was these same Turks 
who caused the Muslim world to give up all scientific investigation, thus diverting precious intellectual 
talent to Europe instead. It is a tragic irony of history that those who perform the most valuable of 
services in one respect may cause the greatest of calamities in another. For example, in suppressing all 
intellectual activity, those very same Turks, who had been like an iron wall against Christianity, took an 
even more ill-fated step than that taken by the otherwise exemplary Umayyad Caliph, Sulayman bin 
Abdul Malik who, in sentencing important Arab military commanders to death, or to life imprisonment,’ 
halted the advance of Islam into Asia and Africa. There were only five Caliphs who have gone down in 
history as having been rightly guided. It goes to his credit that he nominated such a worthy successor, 
Umar ibn Abdul Aziz who became the fifth rightly guided Caliph. Yet his ill-conceived treatment of these 
military commanders caused an inestimable setback to the progress of Islam.  

The Turks, for their part, were extremely brave and courageous people, and were jealous guardians of 
the principles of Islam, but they had one fatal weakness – their lack of education. Not only were they 
incapable of grasping the significance of scientific research, but they feared that the rise in literacy would 
impair the loyalty of their subjects, thus rendering them more difficult to control than an illiterate 
population. This being their outlook, they could not tolerate the academic work which was in progress.  

When the Muslim political centre moved from Baghdad to Turkey, the scientists and philosophers who 
had been working in Baghdad and other cities gathered in the Turkish Capital, Astana. Where the 
Abbasid Caliphs had appreciated their work and been generous patrons, the Turks reviled them as a 
threat to their rule. Seeing that their future was bleak in the Turkish empire, they left in great  
discouragement for Italy and France. The work of scientific investigation was thus transferred from the 
Muslim to the western world. The treatment meted out to academicians and scholars by the Turks is 
described in agonizing details in Tarikh Al-Hadharat Al-Arabia by Muhammad Kurd Ali Shami.  

These scientists were given a hearty welcome by the western world, for European Christians were 
naturally anxious to make up for their academic backwardness as compared to Muslim enlightenment. 
When Muslim scholars reached Christian countries, they, therefore, found their intellectual counterparts 
eager to co-operate with them. One field in which Europeans wished to gain ground with the help of 
Muslim technology was that of military weaponry. For example, the Muslims had developed a device to 
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counter the ‘Greek Fire’ which had been effectively used against them by Roman forces. Where ‘Greek 
fire’, a kind of sprinkler filled with combustible material, was a formidable enough weapon, the Muslim 
device, containing mineral oil, was longer in range and more highly destructive.  

The academic research of Europe then greatly outpaced that of the Muslim world. A three-hundred year 
struggle, from the 16th to the 19th century, finally brought into existence the scientific and industrial 
revolution. The part played by Muslims in the scientific progress of the west has been particularized in 
Briffault’s book, The Making of Humanity.  

Up till the 16th century, Muslims had been masters in the field of knowledge, but the subsequent 
advances made over the centuries by European countries left Muslims lagging far behind. In a world 
which they themselves had ushered in, the Muslim teachers found themselves reduced to the position of 
students. However, there still remained the possibility of their turning the tables. They could use the 
results of European research to forge ahead once again and be in the intellectual forefront. Where 
Europe had profited from Muslim enlightenment, Muslims could now profit from Western science. It was 
just a question of seizing the opportunity. But this Muslim potential was never fully developed. Two 
reasons for this are recorded in the annals of Islamic history.  

Present-day Muslims’ Neglect of Science  

For centuries, Muslims remained disassociated from science. When they were brought back into contact 
with it, it was through colonization. The very people who brought them science were those who 
deprived them of their power and grandeur, and offended their religious traditions, the Muslims, 
naturally, regarded them as enemies. Unfortunately, they had not the wisdom to make the distinction 
between western politics and western science. For them, hating the colonizers meant also hating science. 
While other nations familiarized themselves with the latest scientific developments and benefited from 
them, Muslims closed their minds to them and were, in consequence, left lagging, one hundred years 
behind everyone else. Now there is no question of their gaining academic supremacy over other nations.  

The situation, if anything, was worsened by so-called Muslim champions of learning, who, after such a 
prolonged period of scientific inertia, proved themselves incompetent either to bridge the gaps in their 
own knowledge, or to impart whatever knowledge they had to others. Then they set about the latter in 
the wrong manner, thus antagonizing their fellow Muslims and obscuring from them the greatness of the 
task they had undertaken.  

For instance, to prove the importance of modern knowledge, they took the word al-ilm (knowledge) 
wherever they found it in the Quran, and applied it indiscriminately to the secular education imparted in 
colleges and universities, thus relying on verses from the Quran and the sayings of the Prophet to 
support their arguments. But such arguments, far from proving definitive, only stirred up controversies 
between religious and secular scholars, the former holding that sacred texts which emphasize the 
acquisition, of learning refer to religious learning and not to worldly sciences with their connotations of 
materialism.  
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When Muslim reformers insisted that these particular injunctions on learning referred to both religious 
and secular knowledge, they were using a wrong argument to prove a correct point, for it must be 
conceded that the knowledge expressed by the world al-ilm in the Quran and hadith is, indeed, religious 
in nature, rather than secular and scientific. This approach was regrettable considering that the  
acquisition of scientific knowledge was, and still is, a must for Muslims. The line they should have taken 
was to emphasize that the Quran required Muslims to gain sufficient strength to overcome their 
enemies, and then to support their arguments by quoting the verses on quwwah (strength) rather than 
the verses on ilm. If Muslims fail to become proficient in science, they will never be able to inspire awe 
(Quran 8:60) in the world of today. Therefore, in order to carry out this divine commandment, in the 
light of modern developments, Muslims must bring themselves up-to-date in this vital field. If they 
neglect this duty, they will never have it in their power to strengthen the cause of Islam. If Muslims are 
ever to gain ground in the realms of science, the exponents of learning must make a judicious selection 
of the arguments to be used in its favour, so that those who have been turned away from a worthy 
objective by specious reasoning may once more feel encouraged to approach the subject with renewed 
interest.  

The Importance of Science in Islam  

Science, to put it very simply, is the objective study of the material phenomena of the universe. As such, 
it is important, for a variety of reasons, to Islam. The most important of these is its substantiation of 
religious belief. “In the creation of the heavens and the earth, and in the alternation of night and day, 
there are signs for men of sense; those who reflect on the creation, of the heavens and earth. . . .” 
(Quran, 3: 191). In a sense, the mind of the believer works in the same way as the mind of the scientist: 
both are concerned with the acquisition of factual knowledge. But where the scientist is pre-occupied 
with procedures of research and the material nature of his ultimate findings, the believer is concerned 
with their spiritual significance and the moral lesson to be learned from them. To the scientist, the quest 
for knowledge is a worthwhile pursuit in itself. But to the believer, the quest for knowledge must take 
him far beyond material discovery to a greater, non-material objective. Where the scientist is satisfied 
with regular additions to his knowledge, the believer is satisfied only with ever-increasing faith based on 
knowledge.  

This difference of mentality makes for a great difference in their respective methods of study. The 
scientist confines his study to the quantitative aspects of the properties of matter, and ignores the 
qualitative aspects which cannot be measured. In that way, too, the scientist separates function from 
meaningfulness. He is limited to such procedures because he does not wish to rely on anything outside 
his own intellect when he makes his examination of the universe. This means that he cannot examine 
anything external to his own experience and observation, and everything must be verifiable within those 
limits. But a believer can enter a much wider field of discovery, for he is equipped not only with the 
powers of his own intellect, but also with the knowledge which is conferred through revelation. His study 
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deals, therefore, not only with the properties of things but, more significantly, with the realities of things. 
When he thinks of a “creature”, he also thinks of its Creator. This difference in approach invests the 
believer’s observation of nature with an awesome meaningfulness: he sees the whole universe as a 
manifestation of the attributes of God. He cannot discover the universe without discovering God. The 
Prophet’s true role was to assist man in this discovery.  

The phenomena of the universe are a testament to the truth of the Quran’s message. What has been 
expressed in the Quran as a matter of theory, has been borne out in practice by cosmic events. Science, 
therefore, supports Quranic theology. It is a mistake to believe that science is simply a discipline created 
by scientists. It is actually the name given to the investigation of and findings on the laws operating in 
God’s universe. Whatever part of those laws is discovered by science is a reflection of God’s 
functioning. Whatever knowledge is gained in this way is an apprehension of the signs of the Almighty.  

The scientist gains knowledge for the sake of knowledge, but the believer uses knowledge as an 
academic tool in the struggle for ultimate truth, and in his endeavours to instruct and convince the 
unenlightened. By making proper use of such knowledge, he is able to present his ideas in a clear and 
well-reasoned way.  

The third aspect of the importance of science for Islam, is, as has been stated above, the strength 
(quwwah) which it confers in the context of modern exigencies. If Islam is to occupy a position of honour 
in the world of today Muslims must have full access to that power. This will come about only when 
Muslims themselves forge so far ahead in the study of science that they become leaders in that field.  

In the latter half of the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century, there have been movement for 
political freedom throughout the entire Muslim world. The leaders of these movements believed –
erroneously, as it turned out – that by ousting the ruling class, particularly in. the case of foreign 
domination, and replacing them by representatives of Islam, they could establish Islam as a power in the 
world. They thought that political freedom was synonymous with Islamic glory. But today, even after the 
political liberation of all Muslim countries at the cost of great sacrifices on their part, they are still  
overshadowed by those non-Muslim nations who excel them in science and technology. Their political 
freedom has failed to bring them a position of dignity in the world today, because, for everything from 
watches to war weapons, they remain dependent upon the developed countries. The truth is that 
everything in this modern age has to be placed in the perspective of science and technology. This being 
so, those nations who have been outpaced in these fields cannot hope to make a place for themselves in 
the front ranks of world competition. What is worse is that the backwardness of the Muslims in scientific 
knowledge has given non-Islamic nations, an opportunity to offer them the technical assistance, which, in 
their backwardness, they are only too eager to accept. Thus the Muslim nations are distributed into two 
rival groups and both go on fighting each other. It is then to the advantage of the developed countries to 
see that there is no end to hostilities.  
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If one goes along the Jantar Mantar Road in New Delhi, one will see a complex of strange constructions 
known as the Jantar Mantar – from which the road takes its name. The Jantar Mantar is, in fact, an 
observatory. It was built in the first half of the 18th century by Maharaja Jaj Singh of Jaipur, who was 
keenly interested in astronomy. This Rajput king also built observatories in Jaipur, Mathura and Ujjain.  

By means of these observatories, astronomers learnt about the speed of the moon and the stars, and the 
change of the seasons, and were thus enabled to measure the distance between the earth and the stars. 
They could also calculate the time from the way the light of the sun and the moon fell on certain parts of 
the buildings, and the whole calendar was marked out on the windows, balconies and walls.  

Right from the Middle Ages, the academic and constructive work of Muslims has been copied by the 
world. Even the observatory built by Maharaja Jai Singh was an exact copy of the Abbasid observatory in 
Baghdad, built by Caliph Mamun Rashid one thousand years ago.  

In ancient times, leadership in knowledge was in the hands of Muslims. That is why their methods were 
imitated all over the world. In later times, however, because of Muslim negligence, this position of 
leadership has gone to western nation. Three hundred years ago when a man of intellect wished to build 
an observatory in order to study astronomy, the Baghdad observatory was already there for him to use as 
his model. But today, if a less well-developed country wishes to construct an observatory, it feels obliged 
to import both its design and equipment from western countries.  

Muslim honour, glory and prestige have had a long and illustrious journey throughout the ages. But this 
journey has now, finally, come to an end. Muslims must now consider whether this stage of intellectual 
near-helplessness which they have reached is really the end – or could it be another beginning? Surely 
this is the point from which they must set out once again on their journey, if only to regain the ground 
which they have so regrettably lost.  
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22 February 1989 

Maturity  

In an article on maturity, Anne Landers writes:  

“Maturity is the ability to control anger, and settle differences without violence or destruction. Maturity 
is patience, the willingness to give up immediate pleasure in favour of the long-term gain. Maturity is 
perseverance, sweating out a project despite setbacks. Maturity is unselfishness, responding to the needs 
of others. Maturity is the capacity to face unpleasantness and disappointment without becoming bitter. 
Maturity is humility. A mature person is able to say, “I was wrong.” And when he is proved right, he 
does not have to say, “I told you so.” Maturity means dependability, integrity, keeping one’s word. 
Maturity is the ability to live in peace with things we cannot change.”  

That is to say that the truly mature person is one who cannot only bear with unpleasantness, but who 
can rise above negative reaction in situations of severe adversity; who can keep his emotions firmly under 
control, who, in the last analysis, is a man of iron character.  

Maturity stands at the apex of human virtues. One who has this quality has reached the high point of 
humanity: he is the perfect man. It is such individuals who are the true achievers in life; who will carry 
their nation forward to success.  

 

AL-RISALA (English)  

We regret to announce that shortage of funds has obliged us to discontinue English edition of Al-Risala 
for an indefinite period. The April 1989 issue will in effect, be the last. However, should our financial 
circumstances improve at some future date, publication could, Insha Allah, be resumed.  

President, The Islamic Centre  
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