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Passing on Tradition in Islam
Dr. Hussein Rashid

Introduction
“There is no deity except God, Muhammad is the messenger of God; Ali, Commander of the Faithful, is the friend 
of God.” This simple phrase, the declaration of faith, speaks to the three basic components of faith for Shia Mus-
lims.4 It addresses tawhid, the unicity5 of God; nabuwwah, prophethood—specifically, that of Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH); and imamah, the continuing guidance of the Prophet’s family through the descendants of his daughter 
Fatimah (AS) and his son-in-law Ali (AS). These beliefs are transmitted through worship.

Although liturgical prayer is an important part of worship, worship is more than that one manifestation. Ali Sha-
riati, in discussing the unicity of God, says that simple divisions violate our essential understanding of what tawhid 
means (Shariati, 82–83). Instead, when thinking of worship, we must think more broadly than liturgy. We must 
think of many different acts as worship. I propose looking at prayer, soundscapes, holy days, and service as everyday 
acts of faith that create a culture of taqwa, or God-consciousness. This culture of taqwa inculcates faithfulness in 
succeeding generations.

Prayer
Islam, a religion that is found in every country on earth and is practiced by 20 percent of the world’s population, 
does not lend itself to a simple description of tradition. Every nation, city, town, village, clan, tribe, and family has 
its own traditions. At the same time, there are universal rituals that bring some cohesion to the worldwide Muslim 
community. While the so-called Five Pillars of Islam may offer convenient shorthand for universal rituals, the cat-
egorization is not universally applicable6 and offers a reductionist view of what it means to be a believing Muslim.

Prayer, though it is one of the pillars, is much more than the formal salaat (also namaz, formal prayer). It happens in 
liturgical contexts but also outside those contexts. It is both structured and spontaneous. The spontaneity is part of 
an ingrained tradition. The tradition is so strong that one reflexively offers a prayer before a journey or an exam, or as 
a simple expression of thanks. It is the repeated performance of prayer that tells a story of belief. Prayer is witnessed 
by children and is an invitation to them to submit themselves to something greater. All structured prayer begins with 
the opening chapter of the Qur’an. It is the longest sustained prayer in the Qur’an:

In the name of God, the Most Compassionate, the Most Merciful (1) 
All praise is due the Lord of Creation (2) 
The Most Compassionate, the Most Merciful (3) 
The Lord of the Day of Judgment (4) 
You alone we worship and You alone we seek for help (5) 
Guide us to the Right Path (6) 
The Path of the blessed ones, not of the cursed ones, nor of the lost ones. (7) (adapted from Sells, 42)

This passage encapsulates the three basic parts of belief with which we began our discussion. In verse 5, the absolute 
authority of God as the purpose of worship is established. There is no one else to be worshiped and no need to turn 
to anyone besides God to seek assistance. It is for this reason that verse 2 tells us that all praise is due to God.

4  The author is a Nizari Ismaili Muslim; the views in this unit are those of his Shiite denomination.
5  “Unicity” is more appropriate than “unity” to describe tawhid, the oneness of God. Unicity implies something beyond human compre-
hension, without anthropomorphizing or humanizing God.
6 The rituals are part of Muslim traditions, but not all groups recognize only five pillars. According to some groups, ritual observance must 
be tied to specific beliefs; simply focusing on the rituals does not get into questions of belief.
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Verse 6 is a supplication for guidance, which exists not only in the book of the Qur’an but in figures to whom God 
grants authority to guide. These figures are the prophets and the Imams. Although God has sole power, He grants 
the ability for these blessed individuals to act as intercessors. Several times throughout the Qur’an, Muhammad 
(PBUH) is given an explicit intercessory role (4:64, 48:10). The logic is that God has power over all things, in-
cluding intercession (e.g., 39:44); He can grant that power to whomever He wishes (e.g., 34:44, 10:4, 2:255, 34:23, 
19:87, 20:109); He has explicitly given that power (e.g., 42:5); and saying that God will take the power of interces-
sion away implies that individuals have the ability to intercede (e.g., 2:48, 2:254). In acknowledging that verse 6 is 
about continual guidance, that part of the function of prophets and the Imams is clarified for the believer.

This opening chapter is a reaffirmation and re-inscription of belief; it is the most recited section of the Qur’an and 
opens all formal prayers. However, other beautiful prayers are also preserved in Muslim traditions; these prayers may 
not have the broad appeal of Qur’anic prayer but have profound meaning and resonance in certain Muslim commu-
nities. A powerful reflection on the meaning of prayer is offered by Imam Zayn al-Abidin (AS), great-grandson of 
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). In a selection from the reflection, he says:

My God, were it not incumbent to accept Your command, I would declare You far too exalted for me to 
remember You, for I remember You in my measure, not in Your measure, and my scope can hardly reach the 
point where I may be a locus for calling You holy! Among Your greatest favors to us is the running of Your 
remembrance across our tongues and Your permission to us to supplicate You, declare You exalted, and call 
You holy! (Adapted from al-Abidin, 255)

In this passage, the Imam humbles himself before God’s majesty and reminds us that we have to worship because 
God commands us to do so. However, we should feel trepidation in doing so because we cannot comprehend and 
appreciate God’s majesty in any meaningful capacity. It is a warning not to reduce God to the level of the human. At 
the same time, we are blessed for that command because it is a blessing to remember God, and it is for our benefit, 
not God’s.

Discussion Questions:

How does the act of prayer reinforce key religious beliefs? How does it serve as a connector for community and family 
and from generation to generation?

Soundscapes
As we look at these texts, we see them as words on a page. Most Muslims do not access them in this way; instead, 
they hear them. These texts are transmitted through sound. The Qur’an means “recitation.” Worship permeates the 
lives of Muslims through the soundscapes, the aural creativity of humans that reflects what is important to them, 
which changes with time and place.

The Qur’an remains central in any discussion of soundscapes. When a child is born, a selection from the Qur’an 
may be recited in the baby’s ear. However, Arabic, the language of the Qur’an, is the native language of only about 
20 percent of the worldwide Muslim population. And Qur’anic Arabic is not the same as modern Arabic, so even 
that 20 percent of the population may not easily understand the Qur’an. Arabic is a familiar sound to Muslims, but 
it is the local sounds structured around the Arabic ones that offer affinity and transmission of religious sentiment.

Discussion Question:

How do soundscapes factor into your personal religious beliefs or connections?

To cover the breadth of Muslim soundscapes would be impossible, but to focus on something universal like the call 
to prayer limits the richness of what a Muslim soundscape can be. So I offer a focus on what is familiar to me. Born 
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and raised in New York, I am of South Asian descent, and my family was, for many generations, in East Africa, so 
many cultural languages and soundscapes are available to me. The art form of qawwali is a good example of what a 
soundscape means because it easily illustrates how time and place change manifestations but not meanings.

Qawwali is a form of devotional music that originated in South Asia in the fourteenth century. In the signature 
piece of the repertoire, an Arabic phrase—Prophet Muhammad’s declaration of Imam Ali as his successor—is com-
bined with local languages. The mention of the phrase elicits reflections on the Qur’an, which implicitly recognizes 
the declaration (5:3, 5:67). The combination of languages is characteristic of these Muslim soundscapes. In the case 
of qawwali, usually Arabic or Persian is mixed with Urdu, Panjabi, Sindhi, or other South Asian languages.

As qawwali moves around the world, it absorbs local characteristics, so that the qawwali of Fiji is audibly different 
from the qawwali of India. In the United States, British musician Peter Gabriel performed his hit song “In Your 
Eyes,” with Nusrat Fateh Khan, considered one of the best living performers of qawwali, at the 1996 VH1 Music 
Awards. This performance reflected the continued vitality and transformation of the tradition. Khan also worked 
with American performer Eddie Vedder on the Dead Man Walking soundtrack. Whereas the Gabriel-Khan combi-
nation was in service to Gabriel’s work, the Vedder-Khan work was more collaborative. One song they performed 
was “The Face of Love,” which contains a reference to a saying of Prophet Muhammad that to look at the face of 
Imam Ali is an act of devotion (Shah-Kazemi, Justice and Remembrance, 19). Qawwali illustrates how a living art 
form reinforces belief. Incorporating core teachings, it makes them understandable to audiences in their time and 
place, and it is adaptable and can be reproduced. Muslims also adapt the tradition to suit their needs.

New forms of music combine with older traditions to create new sounds for new environments. Rap, rock, and elec-
tronica are only some of the genres now employed to reflect Muslim devotional aims. The soundscape of Muslim 
America inherently reflects the diversity of America and Muslims, creating a new vehicle for transmitting religious 
belief and piety.

Discussion Question:

In Islam and Judaism, believers have blended modern music, local traditions, and traditional soundscapes. Discuss 
popular or common examples. Do you find that this blending adds new layers of meaning and means of transmitting 
religious belief, or does it detract from the traditional purpose or meaning of the prayer or religious message?

Holy Days
Holy days, as opposed to holidays, are a break in the normal routine, when one can think about piety. Each of the 
numerous days of commemoration throughout the Muslim calendar is an opportunity to reflect on ethical teachings 
and the religion’s moral history.

Ramadan is a month of holy days. Each day of fasting is supposed to bring a Muslim into a greater realization of 
the emphasis he places on the world and to create a closer relationship to God instead. During the month, Laylat 
ul-Qadr is a special night on which it is believed the revelation of the Qur’an began. Muslims will stay up all night 
on that evening, praying as Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) did. This action emphasizes the power of worship and 
the Qur’an as divine writ. The month ends with Eid ul-Fitr, the celebration of breaking the fast. The word fitr is also 
related to one’s true nature. This evokes the idea that at the end of the month, Muslims have come closer to their 
true nature of remembering God more, and the world less.

Another well-known celebration is Eid ul-Adha, or the feast of the sacrifice. This event commemorates the com-
mitment by Abraham to sacrifice Isma’il (AS).7It occurs at the end of the three-day Hajj ritual, in which pilgrims 
7 In Muslim thought, Abraham takes his elder son, Isma’il (AS), for the sacrifice, not Isaac. See Qur’an 37:99–111 and com-
mentaries.
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adopt the personas of Abraham, Isma’il, and Hagar (AS). Each persona represents faith, conviction, and obedience 
to God, and the combination of figures shows that these traits cross gender, generational, and ethnic lines.

Two holy days revolve specifically around Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), who is considered by Muslims to be a 
beautiful role model (33:21). The first is the celebration of his birthday, known as mawlid or milad, which is an 
opportunity for Muslims to honor their beloved prophet and reflect on his teachings. Another day is Shab-e Mir’aj, 
the night on which it is believed that Muhammad (PBUH) ascended to heaven to talk to God. In that meeting, it is 
believed that he met with the Abrahamic prophets who came before him. Not only does this event inscribe Muslims 
into a larger religious narrative; it is also a chance to think about how to achieve a comparable level of intimacy with 
God. It is a night of powerful spiritual engagement.

Yom-e Ali, a celebration of the birth of Imam Ali (AS), functions in similar ways to the mawlid or milad. In addition 
to the direct devotion of the Imams, for whom Ali (AS) serves as a metonym, it is an opportunity for Muslims to 
think about their relationship with Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). Numerous traditions of the Prophet speak of the 
special relationship between the two men, including the famous “I [Muhammad] am the city of knowledge, and Ali 
is the gate; so whoever desires knowledge, let him enter the gate” (Shah-Kazemi, Justice and Remembrance, 11–35). 
The proximity to the Prophet (PBUH) is a way to achieve nearness to God, which happens through proximity to 
Ali (AS) and the Imams.

It is this break with normal routine in order to focus on particular aspects of the faith that allows us to pass on tra-
dition. A ritualized concentration on the divine emphasizes the practice of faith. Holy days are that break in routine 
that allows us to engage with the sacred.

Discussion Questions:

In what ways is the observance of holy days a method for transmitting or passing on tradition? How do you and 
your families use holy days to reconnect with and pass on tradition?

Service
Each of these holy days, as an interruption of the expected, offers a chance for Muslims to think about the ethical 
and moral desires that they have and how to enact them in the world. It is a moment to step back from the world 
and reset one’s attitude. It can potentially lead to action to change the world as well.

A story about Rabia al-Basri, an early Muslim mystic, illustrates the power of actions to change the world. One day, 
Rabia was walking through town with a bucket of water in one hand and a torch of fire in the other. People asked 
her what she was doing, and she replied that she wished to burn down the gates of heaven and put out the fires of 
hell. She did not want to worship God for the promise of heaven or the fear of hell but for the love of God alone 
(Smith, 123). This act is credited with starting a focus on love mysticism in Muslim traditions. Rabia’s actions seem 
to be the implementation of a saying attributed to Imam Ali (AS):

There is a group who worship God out of desire [for something not yet attained], and this is the worship 
of the merchants. And there is a group who worship God out of fear, and this is the worship of the slaves. 
And there is a group who worship God out of gratitude, and this is the worship of the free. (Shah-Kazemi, 
Spiritual Quest, 32)

Knowledge found in the Qur’an and the examples of the prophets and the Imams help a Muslim determine what 
actions to take. While Rabia offers an important example for the way words are turned into action, she is not nec-
essarily representative of the actions that most Muslims take to transmit the moral and ethical teachings of Islam 
into the broader world.



68

Service is an easily accessible interaction with the world in which many Muslims take part. It is a manifestation of 
the ethos of Muslim traditions, starting with Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). In a folk tale, every day the Prophet 
(PBUH) would pass by a particular window, where a woman would throw garbage on him. This occurred regularly 
for a period of time, but one day it stopped. Curious, the Prophet (PBUH) found out that the woman was ill, so he 
nursed her back to health. Beautiful moral messages can be found in that story (Brown, 19).

We see institutions like the Aga Khan Development Network and Islamic Relief at the international level offering 
services to those in need. At the local level, we see groups like Inner-City Muslim Action Network and UMMA 
Community Clinic living this message. More important, all this happens because Muslims serve at the individual 
level. And service happens at the family level, the level of the prayer community, and the larger communities to 
which Muslims belong. As the ethics of the faith are lived, they are passed on to others.

Discussion Questions:

What moral messages do you take from the story of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) nursing back to health the ill 
woman who threw garbage on him? How can you connect these messages to social action that you take or wish to 
take in the world?

Conclusion
As a Muslim, I hold three beliefs strongly: the unicity of God; the fact that God sent us prophets, including  
Muhammad (PBUH), for guidance; and that guidance continues through the progeny of Muhammad (PBUH), 
the Imams. These beliefs are passed down in a variety of formal and informal ways. Worship, broadly defined, is the 
most obvious way. As part of liturgy, it ingrains these beliefs in a regular and structured way. Spontaneous worship 
is a sign of a deeply held faith that elicits devotion. In addition, reflection on prayer gives ethical meaning and guid-
ance to one’s life.

These prayers inform a soundscape for Muslims. Other elements include music, a popular way of expressing belief 
and teaching lessons, which is highly adaptive and makes the universality of Islam particular to each Muslim, so that 
he or she feels part of a grand tradition. Many elements make up a soundscape, including stories that are found in 
this unit. In telling them, they enter the soundscape of America. Like worship and active listening, holy days offer 
a break in the rhythm of the regular: a moment to experience something new, even in an old story. A reinforcement 
of ethical and moral living manifests in actions. By performing faith, others see what a Muslim believes, and it is 
transmitted to the next generation, as well to others who witness it.

Transmission of faith is never easy. Prayer alone is not sufficient. Rather, we need to look at the entire environment 
and realize that beliefs manifest themselves in many ways. We need to capture all the manifestations to make reli-
gion totally engaging for the next generations.
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