Provide an overview of the five pillars of Islam, in terms of how they inform Muslim religious practices today?

This assignment will provide an overview of the five pillars of Islam and how they affect and inform Muslim religious practices in contemporary Islam. The five pillars of Islam are Shahada, Salah, Zakat, Sawm and the Hajj. These five pillars are a core focus in the Islamic religion as they provide guidelines for Muslims on the correct way to live a moral Muslim life all over the world.

The first of the five pillars of Islam is Shahada which is mentioned in the Qur’an and many academics have done research on this pillar of Islam and how it informs Muslim religious practices today. Goforth and Hasson wrote in their article that the “first pillar is Shahada, or the declaration of one's belief in Allah.”[footnoteRef:1] This shows that the pillar is focused on a believer’s declaration for Allah, who is their God and this pillar can be viewed as a focal point of the religion as Allah is at the center of their beliefs and values. According to the Oxford Dictionary the pillar Shahada is “the Muslim profession of faith (‘there is no god but Allah, and Muhammad is the messenger of Allah’).”[footnoteRef:2] Therefore, the Shahada pillar is focusing on celebrating Allah. This is important for Muslims as Allah is the focus of their prayers and how they live their lives. Muslims believe that Allah is the creator and he will decide on the day of judgement if paradise is to be their destiny. This means that it is important to fulfill this pillar as a Muslim as it is their motive to eventually go to paradise. Shahada is a pillar that can bring the Muslim community together because the common belief and faith in Allah gives Muslims a sense of unity connecting with each other in society with similar views and love for their God.  [1:  Goforth, Anisa ;Hasson, Ramzi ‘Muslim American Students: An Overview for School Psychologists’ National Association of School Psychologists. Communique. Vol. 44 (June 2016) P.30-31.
]  [2:  Australian Oxford Dictionary, Shahada (Australia: Oxford University press, 2004.) P.128.
] 


Muslims believe that Shahada was received through previous scriptures, such as the Torah which states that “God bears witness that there is no god but He, and so do the angels and those who possess knowledge.” (3:18). Muslims believe this is Allah revealing himself through previous scriptures, however, most Muslims today do not believe that this Shahada from the old testament is enough therefore many will add “and I bear witness that Muhammad is His messenger". Muslims recite this as it is important for them to remember Allah and his messenger. The belief and faith in Allah is what is essential to live a Muslim life and it affects Islamic practices as acts carried out will focus around their faith in Allah. Muslims today still believe that keeping the faith is vital, as they are Allah’s witnesses and they should follow his messengers. For Muslims this is Muhammad whose teachings they follow today and due to his revelations he became a significant figure in the Islamic religion.  


The second pillar of Islam is Salah. This is prayer, which is an important practice in the Islamic religion. Gultung stated in his article called ‘Human Rights: From the State System to Global Domestic Policy’ that “The Shahada, the declaration of faith with the Salat, prayer in a position of submission, Islam, express togetherness.”[footnoteRef:3] This demonstrates that the first and second pillar of Islam intertwine in Islamic religion, as when carrying out Salat, believers think of their faith and belief in Allah. The Qur’an mentions Salat 67 times in total, which is significant as Muslims are informed that this pillar is important to practice, as it staes in the Qur’an: “Observe the Salat, for the Salat prohibits immorality and evil.”(29:45) This suggests to Muslims that when following the Qur’an it is important to carry out prayer as it makes them moral people and helps them to avoid evil.  [3:  Galtung, Johan ‘Human Rights: From the State System to Global Domestic Policy’ Development and Society. Vol.40 (1) (June 2011) P.5-15.
] 


Many quotes in the Qur’an refer to prayer and the importance it has on Muslim people’s lives, such as “I am God, there is no god but Me. Therefore, you shall worship Me and observe the Salat to commemorate Me” (20:14). This illustrates to the believers how to behave and what God wants for them. This pillar is a requirement for Muslims as it allows them to worship Allah. Muslims today still practice Salat as it allows them to feel connected to Allah for them to express themselves as a community to their God. Scholars have commented on the pillar Salat. In the article called ‘Effect of Salat prayer and exercise on cognitive functioning of Hui Muslims aged sixty and over’ it states that

”Salat is the Arabic word for prayer offered by Muslim worshippers and it is the second pillar of the Islamic faith. Muslims are called to perform salat prayer five times a day, a process consisting not only of prayer recitation and meditation, but also body movements and positions. The main body positions are standing (qiyyam), bowing (rukuk), prostration (sujud), and sitting (tashahhud).”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Rong, Ping, Caifang, Wei and Jinfu ‘Effect of Salat prayer and exercise on cognitive functioning of Hui Muslims aged sixty and over’ Social behaviour and personality journal. Vol.40 (10) (2012) P.1739-1747.] 


This provides information that Muslims are expected to perform this pillar five times a day and it can be performed as meditation giving it an aspect of spirituality, this is popular in modern society as seen in census results. This therefore allows Muslims to meditate and part take in spiritual activity while worshipping Allah. The body movement of bowing also is a sign of submission, this is important for Muslims as it allows them to show they appreciate Allahs authority by bowing.

The third pillar of Islam is Zakat, this is the pillar that informs Muslims to give to charity. Zakat is when Muslim individuals give 2.5% of their total income, wealth and savings to charity. In the Qur’an it instructs for Muslims to do zakat, an example of this is, “We inspired them to work good deeds, to observe the Salat and to give the Zakat, they were worshippers of us” (21:73) this provides Muslims on how to practice the Islamic faith correctly. Zakat is important for the faith, as it helps the less wealthy Muslims in the community. Scholars Ghazal and Patmawati comment on the individuals that may receive the Zakat, these individuals do not have enough money for the household basic needs. They state,

“This group usually consists of those who do not have any skills or semi-skilled. On the other hand, the unproductive group of zakat recipients refers to the elderly people, the ill-health and the disabled.  They are not able to find their own income to fulfill their family basic needs.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Patmawati Ibrahim, Ruziah Ghazal ‘Zakah as an Islamic Micro-Financing Mechanism to Productive Zakah Recipients’ Asian Economic and Financial Review. Vol. 4. (2014) P.117-125.
] 


This presents that Muslims who can give the deed of Zakat will be helping individuals in their community who may not have skills to be financially stable but also for the ill and the elderly. This shows strength in the religion as it is a pillar to support the vulnerable in society. By following Zakat, Muslims are informed that this is wanted by Allah for them to support others financially.

The fourth pillar of Islam is Swam, this is fasting in the month of Ramadan. It is the idea of abstention from eating, drinking, smoking and sexual activity, in the Islamic faith abstention is called imsak. In Gultung’s article, the scholar comments on the Sawm pillar, 

“.. The Ramadam, a month of fasting reminding the believers of what it means to have nothing to eat and drink, are social acts, not individual attributes. Beyond the right not to be hungry is the duty to share so that nobody is hungry.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Galtung, Johan ‘Human Rights: From the State System to Global Domestic Policy’ Development and Society. Vol. 40(1) (June 2011) P.5-15.
] 


This gives the understanding that Muslims that it is a duty of theirs to understand what it is like to have no food but also to share so nobody goes without. In the Qur’an there is examples of the prophet carrying out this pillar, Muhammad was acting on this pillar when he had his first revelation. This is important as this teaching of fasting was carried out by an important figure within the Islamic tradition has set an example and informs Muslims that this pillar is to be performed. The main idea of Swam is celebrating the revelation that happened during the month of Ramadan, this is when Muhammad heard the first Surah which is chanted to call people to prayer. The first word Muhammad heard was ‘read’ this is important as believers know that Allah wants them to read, this can relate to all five pillars as they are written within the scripture and this is what he wants for them to do.

The fifth pillar of Islam is called Hajj, this is a pilgrimage to Mecca which is an extremely religious place for believers in the Islamic tradition. Mecca is a vocal point for Muslims as it is where many prophets visited, such Abraham who built the walls, also Muhammad talked of Mecca. Mecca’s importance has impacted Muslims practice today as they perform the second pillar of prayer, they face towards Mecca. Scholar Gultung states, 
	
“Pillar No.5 the hajj, pilgrimage to Mecca, is strong on both togetherness and sharing. A ritual; but the right to that practice is as essential as communion to a catholic.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Galtung, Johan ‘Human Rights: From the State System to Global Domestic Policy’ Development and Society. Vol.40 (1) (June 2011) P.5-15.
] 


This presents the fifth pillar, the Hajj as a very important part of the Islamic faith as Gultang compare the practice to the communion from Catholicism and this shows that the ritual has significance. In the article it is also mentions that the pilgrimage brings togetherness and sharing which provides a space and ritual for the religious believers to feel this sense of community and this may be why it is a pillar of Islam as it is an appealing part of the religion. Muslims today in contemporary society still aim to fulfill this pilgrimage as these pillars are what many Muslims focus their lives around, it is many Muslim’s life aim to visit Mecca and carry out the Hajj. 

In the Qur’an it also comments on the Hajj pilgrimage many times, this is why it is a pillar of the Islamic faith and Muslims today believe that the Qur’an informed them that the Hajj should be practiced. In the Qur’an it is written "And proclaim that the people shall observe Hajj pilgrimage. They will come to you walking or riding on various exhausted. They will come from the farthest locations." (Quran 22:270 this shows that it is commanded for Muslims to observe the Hajj, as it is an important pilgrimage. It also mentions that distance is not an excuse as all Muslims around the world should attend the Hajj as a pillar of their religion, this provides information for Muslims that they should try their hardest to attend the Hajj and distance is not an issue.

To conclude this assignment, the five pillars of Islam all have an important role within the religion shaping their lives and their ways of practice. Each pillar has its own right and contributes to the way Muslims practice their faith but they also contribute towards each other, such as the first pillar Shahada needs to be fulfilled to carry out the other four pillars. In today’s society these five pillars hold importance in Muslims lives as they affect the way they live through their practices beliefs of what is wanted for them by Allah.
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