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Islam as a Living Religious Tradition 

 

“Religion has a fundamental role in bestowing meaning and significance on human 
existence. It marks off what is special and true, provides order and structure and sets forth 
the projects and goals for humanity.” 
 

To what extent is Islam as a living religious tradition reflected in this statement? 

 
A living religious tradition is one that maintains its core beliefs, sacred texts, ethics and 
rituals while remaining relevant to the modern-day adherent. It provides them as individuals 
and a community with a sense of identity and belonging, answers to life’s most profound 
questions and ethical guidelines that form a basis in decision making. These aspects of a 
living religious tradition are embodied in Islam through the practice of Hajj, the revolutionary 
teachings of Al-Ghazali and Islamic bioethical views on euthanasia and suicide. Thus, Islam 
as a living religious tradition is reflected to a great extent in the quote from “Why Study 
Religion”: “Religion has a fundamental role in bestowing meaning and significance on human 
existence. It marks off what is special and true, provides order and structure and sets forth 
the projects and goals for humanity.” This statement1, however, is quite broad and does not 
fully reflect the impact of Islam on the individual adherent, nor does it reflect the dynamic and 
adaptive nature of Islam to an evolving society – which are also crucial factors in Islam’s 
endurance as a living religious tradition. 
 
Hajj is one of the most significant practices of Islam. This pilgrimage to Mecca is the fifth 
pillar of Islam and allows millions of Muslims to unify in an expression of their core beliefs 
each year. Its rituals, which include tawaf (circumambulation of the Ka’ba) and sa’i (shuttling 
between the two hills of Safa and Marwa), are repetitive and exhausting and are a physical 
expression of adherents’ willingness to submit to the will of God. The word “Islam” is derived 
from the Arabic root "Salema", which means peace, purity, submission and obedience2. 
Hence, the Hajj facilitates adherents to develop their Islamic identity. A sense of individual 
identity and belonging is a necessity for humans and, by providing it through Hajj, the Islamic 
faith is able to bestow “meaning and significance on human experience” and remain relevant 
in today’s society as a living religious tradition. The Hajj also “sets forth the projects and 
goals of humanity” in terms of current issues such as global poverty as pilgrims enter the 
state of Ihram3, dressed in unstitched clothing as a sign of modesty, equity and renunciation 
of socioeconomic discrimination: “The servants of the Most Merciful are those who walk 
upon the earth in humility4.” Not only does Ihram strengthen the spirit of unity and 
brotherhood within the Islamic community by providing adherents with an identity and setting 
forth “the projects and goals of humanity”, it also develops an acute sense of equality within 
the individual themselves. Impacts such as this on individual adherents are just as important 
to Islam as a living religious as the much broader ones found in the statement from “Why 
Study Religion”. 
 
Significant practices such as Hajj, however, are not enough to maintain a living religious 
tradition by themselves. It took a well respected teacher, mystic and writer – Al-Ghazali – to 
make it known that “the corruption of religions comes from turning them to mere words and 
appearances5”. Without significant figures such as Al-Ghazali to realign the faith, practices 
such as the Hajj would slowly, over time, be rendered meaningless or misguided. Al-Ghazali 
was known as “The Proof of Islam” because of his criticism and how he assimilated the most 

                                                
1 <http://www.studyreligion.org/what/index.html> 
2 According to <http://www.barghouti.com/islam/meaning.html> 
3 Literally meaning “abstention” 
4 Surah Al-Furqan 25:63 
5 Quote Al-Ghazali 
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authentically spiritual features of each discipline in Islam. In other words, he was able to 
“mark off what is special and true” in Islam and hence maintain it as a living religious 
tradition. For example, Al-Ghazali drew attention to the rational shortcomings of Ash'arite 
and Isma'ilite theology, questioning people’s views on Islam and the fallibility of logic and 
traditional philosophy. He realised that true mystical union and happiness can only come 
from God and one’s individual and esoteric submission to him – the pursuit of which is 
known as Sufism: “You must convince your heart that whatever Allah has decreed is most 
appropriate and most beneficial for you6”. Furthermore, he criticized aspects of Sufi life 
which had in the past overlooked some obligations of Shari’a Law. By presenting this 
criticism from a rational perspective, Al-Ghazali greatly increased the acceptance and 
respect for Sufism within Islam – allowing adherents to more authentically connect with their 
faith. Over his lifetime, Al-Ghazali reconciled shari‘a and Sufi mysticism (the fuqaha' and the 
Sufis) and contributed to the spread of Sufi brotherhoods. This revolutionised Islam as a 
living religious tradition as, over time and through translation, meaning in religious teachings 
and practices can be lost. Although the quote from “Why Study Religion” mentions how 
religion “marks off what is special and true” (what Al-Ghazali did through criticism), it does 
not reflect the importance of the adaptive nature of Islam to being a living religious tradition 
(what Al-Ghazali also demonstrated).  
 
The ultimate component of a living religious tradition, however, is the relevance of its ethical 
teachings to guide adherents in their lives. This is reflected in the statement that religion 
“provides order and structure”. An appropriate example of a modern ethical issue is 
bioethics, in particular, questions surrounding euthanasia and suicide. Muslims believe that 
God has trusted humans with the gift of life and since he created it, it can only be his right to 
take it away: “Nor can a soul die except by Allah's leave, the term being fixed as by writing7.” 
Suicide also affects one of the six universal standards of Islamic ethics, lineage, and can 
have a negative impact on the family. Because of this, Islamic religious scholars 
unanimously prohibit euthanasia and suicide under the same banner. By providing 
adherents with morally-rooted answers to modern-day issues such as this, Islam can be 
identified as a living religious tradition. 
 
In conclusion, it is evident that Islam is a living religious tradition through the impact of Hajj, 
Al-Ghazali and Islamic bioethics on adherents as individuals and a community. This is 
reflected in the quote from “Why Study Religion” to a fair, however broad, extent. The quote 
also lacks the adaptive aspects of living religious traditions which would have been reflected 
in the contribution of Al-Ghazali to Islam. 
  

                                                
6 Quote Al-Ghazali 
7 Qur'an 3:145, ‘Surat 'Ali 'Imran’ 
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