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Our theme, like several of its predecessors, is ambitious. For -who shall say what is the 

meaning of Ramadan? Shall we ask the aspirant after the ultimate degree of fasting in which 

the fast is broken by any thoughts that concern other than God, His judgement and the world 

under God and judgement? Or shall we think in terms of the apprehensive concern of an 

ignorant woman who fears for an infraction of the fast because she cannot control a physical 

function which is traditionally within the muftirat, or things that invalidate Ramadan? For both 

have their place in the totality of this inclusive fourth pillar of religion in Islam. 

Shall we follow the many traditions that hallow this time as a veritable fast from every 

kind of inward evil-—from lust, from intemperance of word and deed and desire, from slander, 

gossip and envy, from ill-temper and arrogance? Or shall we assess the meaning of the fast in 

the rather languid, easily provoked, half sulky, half apathetic folk who wait in the shade of the 

evening sun for the gun that brings the food and the Salat? For Ramadan in truth 'means' all 

these, according to how we elect to regard it. Is it essentially the body's endurance or the 

spirit's supremacy: the community in ritual conformity or the soul in disciplined command. 

The questions are, perhaps, unimaginative, since, of course, the answer must be both. For in 

this human world of flesh and blood, of body and spirit, there is no spiritual aspiration that 

does not require a physical demand. The perversions or depravities of the external and the 

bodily—the superstitious or superficial forms—are inseparable in this world from the 

possibility of the valid and ennobling. The very means to man's expression of victory over his 

lower self can subtly become the victims of it, so that a fast becomes no more than an occasion 

of hunger, and the discipline that shaped it an irksomeness generating pride in the observing or 

weariness in the suffering. But such attitudes do not belong to a valid Ramadan. Tested by its 

intention, they are features of the dangers from which no spiritual objective can be naturally 

immune and by which it may be overcome. 

 

THE IMSAK OF RAMADAN 

 

Let us find a clue in the wealth of detail, both of theory and of practice, concerning 

Ramadan by help of an interesting term connected with it: lmsak. Some two hours before the 

dawn of a Ramadan day, or less in some cases, a gun or other signal announces the time of the 

predawn meal with which the night closes. The pre-dawn meal itself ends with another signal 

which introduces the day-long state of lmsak. 'Holding,' 'withholding' 'restraint,' and perhaps 

even 'tenacity' are all among the meanings or associations of this word (which is quite a 

fruitful root: Tamassuk means 'grasp') Combine the word 'hold' with different prepositions and 

you get varieties of sense: Hold off, hold on, hold to and uphold. Muslims do all these at and in 

the fast. But first it would be right to study its hold or claim on them. 

There are numerous Muslims, not least in Negro Africa, for whom Ramadan is much the 

most significant, and sometimes almost the only, attachment to Islam. While some moral 

theologians taught that it was the most spiritual of the pillars of religion because it was evident 

only to God Himself, many ordinary people take it as the most evident form of allegiance. 

Saum, or fasting, is observed by some who have virtually no other outward allegiance to Islam, 

not even Salat. Coming as an unmistakeable social and communal institution, it provides some 

Muslims with their first and most ready expression of Muslim adherence. Islam in this way 

spreads as something done before it is something believed. It thus initiates the initiate into the 

other pillars. 

For those also who are habitual and articulate Muslims Ramadan provides a potent visible 



reminder of their being such, and like any other 'sacramental' thing focusses and fosters what 

they are, through what they do. The special Ramadan arrangement of the day and night, taking 

hold upon the most elemental business of life (food and drink) makes for intense corporate 

feeling and is an immediate discriminator between those who are, and those who are not, 

within the whole. Christian faith has no such total, and inclusive, outward and social, occasion 

of 'belonging.' 

The hold of Ramadan goes back to its specific institution recorded in Surah ii.183-187, by 

which the month of the Qur’an’s first descent (traditionally) is honoured and by which also the 

Jewish, Christian precedents for fasting are pursued in distinctively Muslim form. The original 

Muslim 'Ashura' (which was a sunset to sunset fast—on the Day of Atonement) was displaced, 

at least as the central expression of religious fasting, by a month-long dawn to sunset fast. It is 

interesting that in the Meccan Surahs the only reference to fasting is in Mary's vow (xix.27): 

the ritual institution is Medinan. 

Special sanctity attaches to this period (Ramadan itself was one of the sacred pre-lslamic 

months, at which time it always fell in summer— as may be judged from its name which 

implies the scorching sun.) Not only is there the hallowed Lailat al-Qadr of the beginning of 

the Quranic Tanzil, but Surah xcvii. 3-5 describes this time as one of angelic visitation and 

celestial peace on earth. Thus fasting is thirty times more meritorious during the month of 

Ramadan than when performed at any other time. Tradition has many benedictions on these 

twenty nine days and hails them as a period in which the gates of Hell are closed and those of 

Heaven are opened wide. 

The lmsak of Ramadan, if we may put it so, its hold upon its people, has been usefully 

studied by J. Jornier O.P. and J. Corbon, P.B. of the Institut Dominician d'Etudes Orientates du 

Caire, in an article: "Le Ramadan au Caire, 1956" in Melanges, No. 3. pp. 1-75- "Le Ramadan" 

they write "bouleverse en effet tout le rythme de la vie individuelle et sociale.  Meme ceux qui 

jeunent pas...  n'echappent pas a son emprise." There are the special preparations of the 

merchants, the ceremonies having to do with the 'sight' of the new moon, the excitement of the 

'Id al-Fitr and the intensified emotion in which not least the children participate (for though 

Islam has little role for children prior to the age of discretion, save that of spectators, Ramadan 

strikes the imagination, in the lengthened hours of activity, the special sweets at night, the 

anticipation of the age of fasting and some of the features of the Christian Christmas, whereby 

Ramadan becomes a mighty portal into Islam for the oncoming generation.) 

Then there are all the factors related to the state of l'tikaf (see Surah ii.I87) or 'being much 

in the mosque' for prayers and Quranic recitation. Ramadan radio programs and special visits 

by shaikhs to local mosques for instruction and recitation all contribute to the atmosphere of 

the month and give social and moral force to its observance. 

Without attempting here any estimate of the total numerical incidence of fasting (which 

readers must do for themselves in their own locality—always being alert to the question 

whether the sources from which they attempt even approximate judgements are representative) 

we may note that the virile persistence of Ramadan is itself a fact of great significance. For 

clearly the fast is a point of encounter between Islam and modern conditions. The old amalgam 

of fast and sleep which tended to characterise Ramadan days in pre-20th century times is not 

now generally feasible. The current of contemporary life, of mechanised production, of 

technology, of politics, of men's attitude to time, have all combined to make Ramadan a more 

strenuous business than when night could be turned into day without too much exactingness on 

the day following. Perhaps parallel with this fact is a greater disinclination on the part of 

'tasters' to plead the fast as excuse for their not making, otherwise, the full grade, in work or 

duty.  
THE IMSAK OF THE BODY 

 

Against the background of these reflections on the hold of Ramadan as a Muslim 

institution, we must ask: What is the withholding of the body during these days? Specifically it 

is the cutting off of all intake into the body, whether food or drink, even to the extent of not 



even swallowing saliva, during the daylight hours of the month. Those exempted (other than 

children and aged) such as travellers, the sick and nursing or pregnant women, must make 

good their omitted days, when the special circumstances end. The fast has been traditionally 

held to include also any unnatural intake such as medical injections, though the sense of the 

incompatibility of this with the real intention of the fast has more recently led to Fatwas etc. 

permitting them. 

Strangely (to the stranger) Ramadan also traditionally includes certain physical functions 

in which the body gives rather than takes— vomiting (unless involuntary), sexual relations and 

menstruation. 

There can be no doubt that strong 'holding' of the body, a serious lmsak, is demanded by 

these provisions or prohibitions. A Sahur or pre-dawn meal and night food at the day's end, 

however festive. cannot blunt the force of these day-long privations, even if they sought to. 

But the teaching is that these meals are not to be in such excess as might be calculated to 

soften the fast's rigours, for it is just these that are its intention. He has not made a pure 

intention who tries physically to circumvent what he intends. The exactingness of Ramadan 

has often been noted especially when the incidence of the Muslim lunar calendar brings it into 

the height of summer (though in the next decade Ramadan will be 'retreating' through the 

winter months at least in the Northern hemisphere.) But it is not the physical realities of the 

fast that are its ultimate meaning. They have their place—as the physical must in everything 

'sacramental'. But it is that to which their discipline points which is the real Saum. 

Moreover, Ramadan ends. There is an 'Id al-Fitr or Feast of the Breaking, Islam is not 

essentially ascetic, only purposively so. God is not over-exacting: it is vulgar and churlish to 

refuse the good things of nature, life, sex, appetite and body—always provided these are 

regulated and proportioned. Islam, in its proper expression, is not Manichaean, has no rooted 

hatred of the body and refuses to imitate the partisans of asceticism for asceticism's sake. All 

the meaning of Ramadan is unto the 'thing signified.' 

 

THE IMSAK OF THE SOUL 
 

The Imsak as the term goes inaugurates the day. It puts away the plates and cups, the pans 

and briques, and bids the body wait, wait, wait, until the evening. In the meantime it is 

educating and symbolising the lmsak of the soul. Ramadan, you may say, is a parable in 

discipline. It is an acted subordination (of the body): a practised authority (of the soul). It is 

like the drill of a regiment, or the roll call of a school, in which each takes stock of himself and 

confesses where he belongs in responding to whether he is present. In answering he is 

reminded that he is present 'under authority.' 

The soul, then, is to rule the body: the body is to admit itself the servant of the soul. Yet 

beyond this, which is the admitted teaching of all the Muslim theorists of Ramadan, is the 

soul's own discipline. For in a sense, even in voluptuousness or evil doing, the body is 

subservient. The lustful eye, the sharp tongue, the lazy or aggressive body— all these are 

therein and thereby serving a soul that is indulging or shaming itself by these devices. Some 

sins it is true are almost wholly spiritual though few of them can be practised without some 

involvement of senses and members. So the discipline of the soul is not attained merely by 

physical abstentions. "The inward man" (a New Testament phrase for the meaning of which 

Ramadan has some relevance) must be concurrently controlled by his own sense of personal 

self-responsibility. Thus the fast is not truly kept if the only consequence is hunger. There 

must be a fast from the sins of the soul for which the body merely provides the instrument. If 

as instrument its docility and amenability are strengthened, the question of instrumentality for 

what becomes all the more urgent. 

Ramadan in popular tradition is a time when the devils are chained and evil spirits held in 

check. This must be a parable of the restraining of the evil in the spirit of man—his self-

seeking, his jealousy, his pettiness, his disloyalties to the good and his proneness to the bad. In 

its characteristic way Islam supposes that this worthy end of self-restraint in the hidden springs 



of action can be served by the means of ritual observance, l'tikaf, and the influence of Qur’anic 

memoriter and traditional recital. Ramadan, in this sense, partakes of the general Muslim 

confidence in a 'conditional' goodness of which man is capable, 'conditional' in that it results 

from the acceptance of and performance of the right conditioning factors. Of these Ramadan is 

perhaps the most obvious. (This underlying philosophy we studied in the March topic on 

Man.) 

Here we come upon that very central Muslim concept of the Niyyah already briefly 

referred to. The doctrine of 'Intention' relates to all the pillars of religion. A confession of faith, 

without the deliberate focus- sing of attention upon it, is not valid. Nor is a act of Zakat, or a 

single Salat, or a performance of pilgrimage, unless they have been properly prefaced with this 

assertion of meant-ness or sincerity. Likewise with each day of Ramadan. This necessity of the 

Niyyah in Islam, should give pause to the outsider who wants to accuse Islam of ingrained 

externalism and formalism. For it is just these which the Niyyah has to exclude—though of 

course anything designed to make you real can be involved in unreality—like the man who 

could not remember what it was he ought not to have forgotten! 

As well as the theme of the spiritual mastery of bodily needs and desires, another aspect of 

Ramadan and the soul of the Muslim is the sense of obedience to God that fulfilment mediates. 

To a degree all the pillars of religion in Islam serve as occasions in which one may be aware of 

performing what God has required. Ramadan in this respect is perhaps the most evocative of 

such joy of achievement. Each night and the closing festival of the first of Shawwal bring this 

release of satisfaction, which though usually coupled with expressions of humility, exhilarates 

for its own sake and as a promise of the rewarding hope of Paradise. Ramadan Prayers (see 

The Muslim World, 1957- Vol. xlvii. No. 3, pp. 210-223) have frequent reference to the 

Garden. 

It would seem, however, that there is in general no very close or conscious connection in 

the minds of Muslims in Ramadan between the fast and the relation it might bear to sin and 

forgiveness. Though "sin" and "pardon" are frequent words, say Fathers Jornier and Corbon, 

"nous n'avons pas rencontre de conference ou d'article entierement consacres au peche". 

Perhaps the pattern is rather the other way round: the fast serves to focus, not so much a sense 

of sin as of satisfaction. It seems clear that the ‘id al-Fitr for many Muslims is an occasion of 

genuine accomplishment which, while physically and psychologically understandable, may yet 

contain within itself the seeds of a self-approbation. For in keeping Ramadan, one has, with 

endurance and carefulness, fulfilled what one understands to be a Divine demand. It would be 

more than human to subdue a consequent sense of being right and proper, of being, as it were, 

in ethical credit. Yet all such emotions, at least from Christian criteria, are dangerously invalid. 

We are never in a Christian relation if we suppose that our relationship with God has ceased to 

call primarily for repentance. It is of course true that all forms of religious 'dutifulness,' as 

Pharisaism so clearly shows, are open to this deadly danger of complacence. Perhaps to be 

forewarned is to be forearmed. But if the above quoted observation of the Dominican study is 

typical, and if the year and the city observed are representative, it would appear that Ramadan 

is more an occasion of testing and of vindication after testing, than of the sacramental focus of 

an abiding 'undoneness' to which a sacramental and seasonal outward recognition is brought. 

But this leads into a final realm of study.  
 

SOME RELATIONAL QUESTIONS 
 

What should be the pattern of Christian relation to this lmsak of Ramadan? How, if the 

play on words may be allowed, are we to lay hold of this situation? It is clear that just as 

Ramadan is a great test of Muslim adherence and of Muslim supremacy over circumstances, so 

it is a big test of Christian relationships. It goes without saying that Christians will avoid any 

ostentatious or insensitive patterns of eating and drinking. Some have even felt that (while 

asserting the freedom of the Christian man) it might well be within a Christian relation to 

experience the Ramadan fast-day as a token of alongsidedness and the will to take its measure. 



Some might that way find a new realism in their assessments. But in the end the Christian 

relation to the meanings of Ramadan will probably hinge upon the communication of certain 

insights—always remembering that Christ speaks to "those who have ears to hear." 

(a) The moral issue of the ethical compromise of a proud performance of the religious 

duty. This we have already anticipated. Evil in the human situation has a devious and subtle 

way of permeating even the fulfilment of the admitted good. The Pharisee's meticulous and 

exacting discharge of (legal) obligations makes him superciliously thankful that he is not like 

the Publican. This corrupts all his fastings. (Though we should beware of the inverted reproach 

of him which preens itself on being non-Pharisaical and proceeds to "Thank God we are not as 

this Pharisee.") The only remedy here is the acceptance of discipline and obligation with the 

recognition that no discharge of them suffices. The sense of unworthiness within our 

goodnesses is the only safeguard of their worth. This paradox it is, or should be, the 

responsibility of every religious system to understand and proclaim. If we can help Muslims to 

the force of it, it will be because the truth of the situation finds a kinship in their souls. The 

point is not, and cannot be met, in depreciation of the law of Ramadan; since the danger only 

arises when the fast is appreciated. 
(b) Kin to the above is the question which may be summed up in St Paul's call: "Mortify 

therefore your members." (Col. iii-5) His 'therefore' takes the reader back to the redeeming 

events of the Cross and of Easter, to the vocation of the Christian to participate in the very 

pattern of his redemption, to the context of the ongoing work of hope, God's hope, in the soul 

of man. In other words the purposiveness of Christian self-control lies not alone in the impulse 

of law or legality, but also in the setting of gratitude, and of the energies of Divine love at 

work. This gratitude is the perspective that forbids self-righteousness: and grace is God's 

workshop of humility. 

(c) The fullest Muslim interpretations of Ramadan as a fast from evil deeds, from impurity 

of thought, from self-will, raise the question which, in one form or other, has confronted us 

throughout our study of Muslim concepts of man. Is 'control' enough? is 'discipline' feasible ? 

Can we achieve an Imsak that really holds the self in proper truth? God requires truth in the 

inward parts. (Psalm li.6) Is there not a sense in which the truth He requires He must also 

supply? So in Christian faith, man's 'truth-in-being' is not achieved by the Imsak of man's self-

discipline but rather by the Imsak that happens when Christ takes hold of man. Only the 

Indweller is adequate: discipline is no doubt one of the features of His rule, but not without 

Him the Ruler. In this sense the New Testament proclaims a Gospel of which the call to self-

discipline is a part within the wholeness of self-surrender to a personal Saviour. Ideology, in 

the realm of the person, as in that of society, points to a need beyond itself. The more seriously 

we take the ideology, the more realistically must we proceed beyond it. This is the logic of 

Christian truth, as distilled, for example, into the experience of St. Paul (a central clue to New 

Testament meanings.) 

(d) Belonging in Ramadan can be a figure of men's involvement with each other. The 

whole power and theme of the fast is communal. Men in Islam participate because they are 'in 

Islam'. This is a form of their membership and the fact that others, with strong communal 

sanction, are fulfilling it both commands and fosters the individual's con formity. In a sense the 

realisation that we live among fellows, among a common humanity, can become a force in the 

conquest of self-will. There is clearly an intimate connection between what the individual 

ought to do and the fact that he is part of a whole, a human whole. Ramadan recruits the 

second fact and makes it a sanction of the first. In a wider sense being with our fellow-men, 

not simply in a pattern of conformity but in an identity of love, should dictate our personal 

bodily existence. 

Like everything else in Islam, then, Ramadan can be a large occasion of that crisis which 

Christ brings into all religious form and fulfilment. Consider this Prayer translated from 

Ramadan petitions: "0 my God, the petitioners stand before Thy gate and the needy seek 

refuge in Thy courts. The ship of the wretched stands on the shore of the ocean of Thy grace 



and goodness, seeking passage into the presence of Thy mercy and compassion. 0 my God, if, 

in this blessed month, Thou forgivest only those whose fasting and performance therein is 

right, who will take the part of the transgressor in his defaulting, when he perishes in the sea of 

his transgressions and sins? 0 my God, if Thou art merciful only towards the obedient, who 

will take the part of the rebellious? If Thou receivest only those who have done well, what then 

of those who have fallen short? 0 my God, those who fast have surely gained, the faithful 

doers triumph and the sincere are delivered. But we, Thy guilty servants, have mercy upon us 

out of Thy compassion." 
 



 

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY AND DISCUSSION 

 

(1) What is the Christian meaning of an unworthiness within good- ness itself and of the 

"righteousness which is by faith." ? 

 

(2) What main impressions as to the meaning of Ramadan in Muslim devotion do you draw 

from the Prayers of Ramadan? (see Mus- lim World article,  reprints of which are 

available from the N.E.C.C. Office). How does Christian thought relate to the attitu- 

des and terms found in these prayers ? 

 

(2) What impressions did you form during the recent Ramadan month and in the "Id al-Fitr? 

Would these impressions lead you to conclusions, both for analysis and relationship, 

different from those outlined above? 

 

(4) No (Christian) picnics during Ramadan is a rule or law (in Kuwait for example). What 

other duties, would you say, belong to an alert and sensitive Christianity in the month 

of fast? 

 

(5) "Blessed are  they that hunger and thirst..." (S. Matt. v. 6) What is the full meaning of this 

Gospel beatitude? How might it relate to Ramadan and how might the relationship be 

shown and exemplified ? 

 

(6) Ramadan in some Muslim quarters is undoubtedly the source of much mental misery, 

bondage to fear and a tyranny of form that has pathetic consequences (many of which 

have been repudiated by the best Muslim thinking). What ought to be the Christian 

attitude to these deplorable aspects? 

 

(7) The fasting ordinance also brings problems of personal integrity, conformism, sincerity, to 

thinking Muslims. What is a proper Christian relation to Muslims who ignore, or who 

pretend, or who compromise, the fast, in the variety of their personal interpreta- tions 

of what being a Muslim involves ? 

 



THE BLESSEDNESS OF COMMITMENT 

 

There is no day in the Christian Calendar dedicated to a St. Hymenaeus, because in fact "he 

made shipwreck." (See i. Tim. i. 10-20 and 2. Tim. ii.I7)- But we may take him, at least in part, 

and by contrast, as a tutor in this final theme of our present series of reflections on "being 

apprehended." For it was just this "blessedness of commitment" for lack of which Hymenaeus' 

discipleship disintegrated. We may perhaps regard him as a symbol of "the cursedness of non-

commitment." 

But let us find our way into these meanings with the help of a notable verse from the same 

pair of Epistles to Timothy. 2 Tim. 1.7 reads: "God has not given us the spirit of fear, but of 

power, love and a sound mind." We will get at the whole verse by concentration on the last 

phrase "a sound mind." There is much more in it than might appear at first sight. It is not 

simply a matter of being sane, as op- posed to lunatic. Indeed the people who think themselves 

thoroughly sound in the head may be far from having "a mind with saved thoughts." For that is 

roughly what is meant. 

Behind the Apostle's phrase "the spirit of a sound mind" is a far- reaching Greek word 

Sophrosyne—a quality of which Greek tragedians and thinkers often wrote. It meant quite 

simply "having safe thoughts." The point was that many folk, as the Greeks observed them, 

destroyed themselves by exaggerated ideas.  They desired excessively;  they aspired 

disproportionately; they took their talents too proudly; they sought to be as 'gods'—until the 

latter visited them with ungovernable infatuation, so that they overreached themselves further 

and ended in irretrievable disaster. In retrospect, these disasters were seen to have originated in 

'unsafe thoughts,' thoughts too big for man, ambitions, self-esteem and envies. In the end these 

thoughts shipwrecked the men who harboured them (if we may so mix our metaphors!)  

What, for the Greeks, was the remedy? Simply making sure that 'unsafe' thoughts were 

allowed no foothold in one's head! The answer was moderation, modesty, lowliness and 

attitudes that would not provoke excess. These were the virtues that Greek drama inculcated, 

by portraying the tragedy of their opposites. A man was only safe when his thoughts were. 

How true that is! In somewhat different terms (and of course in Biblical setting) it compares 

with the prayer of Psalm xix,13: "Keep Thy servant also from presumptuous sins, lest they get 

the mastery over me." For these sins of improper thinking of oneself tend so easily to take a 

man captive and then ruin him. 

It may well be that this is what happened to Hymenaeus, if we may judge from what the 

Apostle wrote about leaving him awhile to the consequence of evil (the Satan within and 

beyond him) until he learned not to blaspheme. Some commentators believe that this unusual 

passage refers to some kind of excommunication, though it is difficult to see how this would 

stop a man blaspheming! It might well make him intensify! If he is the same Hymenaeus 

referred to in 2. Tim. ii.I7 it would appear that he also had doctrinal errors perhaps connected 

with the pride of Gnosticism which despised the body and so discounted resurrection. But in 

the end the worst form of blasphemy is the moral self-assertion which regards not God. 

Be this exegesis as it may, the truth is that like Hymenaeus "the mind of unsafe thoughts" 

makes shipwreck of the life. Yet is the Greek 'remedy' the right one? May it not, in its fear of 

the gods and its cult of the moderate way, also miss the glories of vocation and the call to 

transcend our mediocre selves? From the Christian angle it is true that God chooses the weak 

things, but in order to confound the mighty (i. Cor. 1.27). He has a great vocation for the lowly 

(witness the Magnificat studied in March.) 

Perhaps we can clarify the Christian answer here by making one slight, but far-reaching 

change, from 'safe' to 'saved:' not "a mind of safe thoughts," but "a mind of saved thoughts." 

For this is just what 2. Tim. i.7 means. The Greek word there is derived from Sophrosyne. 

Christian soundness of mind is not merely prudence, non-presumption, the negative avoidance 

of the mastering sins. We need a positive salvation of the mind. "The spirit of a sound mind" 

may be said to mean a mind that is saved, in its thinking, its valuing, its choosing, by three 



great salvations—all of them involved in what we are here calling commitment. These are 

Commitment to Truth: Commitment to Grace and Commitment to Authority. These together 

certainly spell Blessedness. 

 

(1). COMMITMENT TO TRUTH.  

"Think soberly" wrote St Paul in Rom. xii.3. What he meant among other things was the duty 

of recognising the truth about ourselves and being ready to conform to it. Let no man have an 

exaggerated idea of himself. We are creatures not lords: we are not to be like Hercules 

supposing that we bear up the universe! It is a benediction to remember our frailty and behave 

with trustfulness and lowliness accordingly. Then there is the truth of our accountability. We 

are responsible for all our gifts and opportunities and we have nothing that we did not freely 

receive. This truth excludes vaunting and pride. Nor let any man assert himself out of fear of 

his fellows—as many do. The truth is that God is our guardian and our shepherd. The love that 

casts out fear by the same token casts out aggressiveness. Let all be set in the context of the 

truth about God and about ourselves. Then the menace we may otherwise be to ourselves, by 

arrogance, timidity, busybodiness, fear and the rest, will be dispelled. "The truth shall make 

you free" by saving your thoughts (not economising them! but redeeming them.) 

 

(2) COMMITMENT TO GRACE 

"By grace are ye saved" (Eph. ii. 8) meaning, in part, that as we admit and trust it there is a 

power in the grace of God that actually cleanses our thoughts. The clean heart can be created 

in us by the energy of God's grace. Christ makes men new: and that means a new way of 

thinking and reacting. His forgiveness liberates from bondage to myself and to the entail of my 

past sins. Habituation to self-regarding, self-destroying thoughts can be broken by the 

expulsive power of the love of Christ. The Christian through faith receives a re-direction of 

personality. "Old thing's are passed away: behold all things are become new." In this newness 

of life, we have to .walk. We are to commit ourselves to it. It is the man who be- longs to 

Christ who comes to be really sane. Such was the announce- ment of the Gospel in a world 

where so many things did not make sense, because men could not make sense of themselves. 

 

(3) COMMITMENT TO AUTHORITY. 

 "Saved thoughts" are those that own (i.e. acknowledge) the right Master. The centurion said: 

"I am a man under authority" (S. Luke vii.S) and that is also an admirable description of the 

Christian. We are to commit ourselves in disciple- ship to our Master Christ. In this set of our 

souls our thoughts will be saved. For He will be their Lord. Loose, shifting cargo can be the 

doom of a sailing ship, as can a rigging that is not under adequate control. So with the ship of 

life. Hymenaeus made shipwreck because he had not let Christ rule in his life. He lacked what 

St Paul called elsewhere "the simplicity that is in Christ." (2 Cor. xi.3). By which he meant, 

not simplicity as opposed to profundity (not St Paul!)—but simplicity as opposed to distracting 

diversity of desires. He meant "singlemindedness." The ship of the mind needs the captaincy 

of Christ. In such commitment is the blessedness that is "saved and sound" even in a fevered 

world. 

 

PRAYER 

"0 Lord, in the unquietness of the world, we come to Thee. Grant us to find in acceptance of 

Thy truth and grace a quiet security of mind. Accept Thou the commitment of ourselves to Thy 

authority. Use us to make safe the thoughts of others in the knowledge and love of Thee and in 

praise of Thy great Name.  Amen.” 

 



ISLAM AND KARL MARX 

 

"Have you ever heard of Karl Marx?" The question was directed in Washington in 1955 to 

a negro woman in a Senate Enquiry. "Whose that's?" was her immediate and bewildered reply. 

It was greeted with roars of laughter and, in all the circumstances, was not only the truthful, 

but the best possible, answer. There are myriads in the Muslim world who, if confronted with 

the same question, would perforce make the same reply. 

We are not studying "Islam and Karl Marx" because the vast majority of Muslims are 

obsessed, fascinated or tempted by DOS Kapital. A healthy sense of proportion must be the 

first ingredient of our approach. It is true of course that, with large numbers of Muslims within 

the Soviet Union and other large numbers athwart its borders right across Asia and with the 

present state of world politics bringing ideological pressures into men's very survival, 

multitudes are aware of Marx's Soviet legacy and his, often divergent, successors—Lenin, 

Stalin and Khruschev. If we should be foolish to overestimate the intellectual bearing of 

Marxism on Islamic life we would be wise not to underestimate the actual relation of 

Communism to the Muslim future. 

Nevertheless, for present purposes, the title is deliberate. We are here concerned with 

Marxist ideas not with Communist parties, with a study in decisions not speculation about 

developments, with minds and meanings in relation, not with membership rolls and statistical 

surveys. For that reason Communism is considered in its essential original Marxist guise, 

though it is recognised that there is much else, and other, with which Muslim states, as such, 

are in fact dealing. But our concern here is with Muslim scholars. 

In this way it is hoped to avoid one of the obvious pitfalls of all study of Muslim-

Communist confrontation. This is the temper of our anti-Communism. There is a temptation 

all round to use Communism as a kind of bogey. Both West and East are guilty. The one thinks 

that its power or presence can be secured or maintained by exploiting the Communist menace. 

The other tends to exploit Communist leanings or alliances as an inducement to the concession 

of harder bargains. In either case there is tendentiousness and confusion of mind. Communism 

then gets credited with too much and too little. It is made responsible for all strivings of 

change or springs of revolution. Or it is treated as a mere counter in a game. Perhaps it is fair 

to say that one of the first duties of an intelligent, spiritual confrontation with Communism—

whether among Muslims or Christians—lies in a true and sane criticism of anti-Communism. 

If that desirable duty is to be fulfilled we must be careful to avoid repeating (though also 

reversing) its own diagnosis of evil as essentially identified with one single system. The 

opposition to Communism which looks upon it as it looks upon capitalism (as the very nature 

of wrongness) is in danger of missing what gives it positive point, as well as of validating 

blindly anything or everything that resists it. We must be as radical as Marxism is about all 

issues if we would teach it to include itself in its own radicalism. The ability to do so is the 

ultimate test of our resources both of doctrine, of idea and of temper. Here is the realm of 

Christian relation to Islam about Communism in all the intricacy of the triangular situation in 

which the three move and belong. 

'Kata' is a Greek preposition having to do with intensity, usually with overtones of 

suddenness and disruption. We have it in 'catastrophe' and 'cataclysm' (though not in 

'catacomb' which has another source). It goes well with the popular feeling about Communism 

as something, maybe 'underground', but ultimately producing violent denouement. However, 

let us leave the catastrophic and think here of Marxism as a 'catalyst'—from the Greek 

preposition and the verb to loosen or release. As it has passed into chemistry, a 'catalyst' is a 

substance which, not itself accepting change, produces reaction in other bodies. 

Perhaps this provides a usable clue. For although Marxism has itself in a century plainly 

undergone considerable change, it is often thought of as pursuing a relentless and fixed goal 

with an adamant persistence. And it is certainly a potent inducer of drastic disturbance. 

Perhaps our best line of study in this summary will be to consider the Islamic implications of 



both the catalyst of Marxism and a catalyst for it. How is Islam related both to the Communist 

impact and to the unchanging truths by which Marxism is itself invalidated and broken down? 

 

ISLAM AND THE CATALYST OF MARXISM 

 

The disruptive impact of Communism seems to derive from the fact that it comes as a 

principle of explanation, of hope and of action. The three are inter-related: it brings a diagnosis 

of what is wrong, the assurance that it can be changed and a plan for doing so which both 

summons allegiance and assures it of success. It undertakes to explain poverty and privation as 

the inevitable products of an economic system which it sees not only as their source but also as 

their prisoner. The capitalist system is human selfishness economically organised for its own 

perpetuation at the price of accentuating misery for the proletariat. 

It has to be recognised that vast stretches of the world for which Islam is credally 

responsible are characterised by the poverty which Marxism has undertaken to explain. They 

have suffered physically much, and emotionally more, in their experience of imperialism, as 

they see and feel it. The Marxist diagnosis of the source of all their troubles seems to makes 

sense and it is a diagnosis that centres in other people and for that reason is all the easier to 

accept as valid. The Marxist thesis of exploitation by economic forces and of these forces as 

having shaped the pattern of wars, division and domination, has great surface persuasiveness 

in the contemporary circumstances. 

It is also important to notice that the material benefits of the recent past, having come—for 

the most part—in forms of political and commercial relationship that Communism denounces, 

do not of themselves offset this attack. Many, it is true, are immune from Communist 

blandishments simply because they enjoy all the amenities of material civilization. But insofar 

as the invasion of their lives and cultures by western 'goods' is unaccompanied by any faith as 

to the true relation of these 'goods' to life, the very fact of them alienates thoughtful minds. 

Cultural self-defense against alien 'goods' may well take the form of Marxist sympathies. If 

there is a battle between mere 'goods' and tough ideas it is likely that the ideas will win. In 

point of fact, much Chinese Communism arose from an innate Chinese hostility to an invasion 

of consumer goods that disrupted a whole ancient pattern of society and was itself (in the 

Marxist sense of the word) a purely commercial exploitation. The popular hypothesis that it is 

poverty alone that tells in favour of Marxism and the corollary that, therefore.. plenty is the 

answer, are dangerously delusive. Ideologies cannot be effectively countered by the lack of 

them. It is just here that Marxism searches the adequacy both of Islam and of Christian 

ministry to Islam. 

But when Islam turns to its ideological heritage in order to undergird the patterns of society 

or to disqualify the Marxist diagnosis, what prove to be its main resources? How do these 

resources of doctrine and institution measure up to the full range of Marxist meaning? Or what 

in our chosen metaphor does Marxist dogma 'precipitate' when it comes as a catalyst into 

Islam? 

The answer takes us mainly to Zakat, the third Pillar of religion in Islam. There have been 

almost innumerable books, pamphlets, chapters, treatises, in the last three decades in Islam, 

expounding the idea of Zakat as the sufficient counter to Marxism. The institution itself 

necessarily validates private property, for out of such property it is paid. It is understood and 

interpreted as the obligation inherent in all propertied-ness (if this word may be permitted.) 

'Mine' and 'your's' are in a real sense also 'our's'—that is, 'our’s' everybody speaking (not just 

you and I.) The range of the possessing entity is as wide as the community and society. But the 

individual 'trustee' of that which belongs ideally to all must recognise and admit this 

trusteeship and account of his ownership as obligated not to himself only but to society. 

This obligation is the inner meaning of Zakat, the "bringing" of which, as the Quranic 

phrase goes, was always an indispensable expression of full Muslim allegiance. The paying of 

it 'cleanses' i.e. validates, makes proper, the retention of what is retained. Or in other terms the 



propriety, ethical, social and legal, of property lies in the active discharge of its obligations. 

This is the root philosophy of the social significance of Zakat. 

It is held to fulfill and actualise, at least on the economic level, that Falah, or good-in-life, 

to which the Adhan summons the believer at every call to prayer. Though in strict law modern 

systems of social welfare and economic equality (achieved through fiscal devices for 

graduated taxation and social benefits etc.) are not regarded as alternatives to the believer's 

personal Zakat) they are seen as the fulfilment in modern terms of the underlying Niyyah, or 

intention, of the ordinance. 

Though considerations arising from inheritance law in Islam, as tending away from 

capitalistic accumulations of much wealth in few hands, are also argued as elements in the 

Islamic answer to Communism, the main emphasis falls upon the doctrine of obligation to 

which Zakat points. The Qur’anic prohibition of usury, as interpreted in terms feasible to this 

20th century, corroborates Zakat's meaning by enjoining a concept of money as only 

legitimately a servant and not the tyrant of the many and the iniquitous enricher of the few. 

The modern complexity of the question what is legitimate profit in the use of money has vastly 

perplexed the issue. But that profit should be only legitimate is the central meaning. And 

this—in the context of ideological Falah, the sense of God to be feared, and Islamic 

enjoinment of honesty, integrity and justice, with Zakat—makes the sum of the Islamic answer 

to economic Marxism. 

The latter, as a catalyst, quickly breaks up this answer into a compound of exhortation, 

hope, sentiment and mere intention, Zakat, the Marxist argues, is essentially charity. The 

benedictions it promises turn entirely upon the goodwill of the monied people. What Marxism 

calls for is not the kindly beneficence of the propertied, but their being compulsorily de-

propertied. It does not ask for kindness with wealth but for the disqualification of both, in 

private terms. The poor are not to be remedied by the goodness of the rich but by their 

dispossession. No desirable things, it insists, were ever achieved by exhortation. Marxist 

philosophy has short shrift for the economic doctrines of popular Islam. 

It goes further and accuses the whole religious system, professing these doctrines, as itself 

inextricably compromised by the evils against which it exhorts. The familiar Marxist critique 

of religion as a buttress of the status quo finds ample evidence in Islamic history. If the 

Marxist wants to be sardonic he enquires what it is 'the pillars of religion' support and is quick 

with his own answer: the capitalist system. Zakat even becomes, in his analysis, a sop all too 

infrequently given to a conscience that is all to little alive. In any event it remains only a 

religious obligation, often honoured in default. Islam, he will say, has in fact existed for 

centuries in apparently unconcerned tolerance of the most blatant social and economic 

inequalities. 

Muslim reaction to this full blooded Marxist critique falls back sometimes on a familiar 

theme in Islamic thought to which it is in part inspired to return by Marxist criteria themselves. 

The Communist doctrine of the necessary forcibleness of the true society has kinship with long 

standing Islamic doctrines of the State. Agreed that human goodness cannot be left to human 

goodwill, but must be undertaken and legislated and established by the political order, then 

clearly the Islamic State is the answer. These charges of hypocrisy, of the dead letter status of 

Zakat, of Muslim involvement in the torpor of apathy about gross injustices in society—these 

things are not disqualifications of ideology but consequences of men's failure to enforce it. 

The true Islam is not to be had without Islamic Statehood. Islam has this in common with 

Communism that both are accustomed to organising the collective with a view to the active, if 

forceful, actualisation of an ideology. They also share, in some degree, historically in the belief 

of a destiny, valid and irresistible, about the new order they represent. Some shades of Marxist 

thinking in Muslim circles move much in this realm. Taking the early Islam, with citation from 

traditions and prophetic example, as a socialist crusade, they claim a true Islamicity in the 

intentions and political objectives of Marxist action. 

But the whole affinity, at this point, is larger than the particular form which some 



extremists give to it. The ideal society can only be had in terms of the State. The collective, be 

it the Islamic community, be it the proletariat, has to be organised into political form and 

armed with the Statehood which alone can bring into being the ideology—and that not merely 

in some negative sense as 'holding the ring' but as itself the triumphant embodiment of 

ideological revolution such as early Islamic Jihad may be said to have been. But the ferment of 

ideas in this field involves us inevitably in thoughts that take Marxism far out of its own depth. 

Our deep Christian duty is to seek to serve our Muslim fellows in just those realms. 

 

ISLAM AND THE CATALYST FOR MARXISM: 

 

If, then, we would be realist, we must acknowledge that the good society fails dismally to 

come, by mere exhortation, or by institutional organisation of it, in Zakat or any other 

ideology, that begins by assuming the solution, or non-existence, of the deepest problem of all, 

that of human nature. Hence the Marxist belief that the necessary revolution is necessarily 

violent and forcible. Hence also the Muslim feeling that the State and Statehood are a sine-

qua-non, not only of the public order within which the good society must be sought, but of that 

good society itself. This is the belief that in the end man's salvation is political, or political in 

the name of the economic. 

Marxism identifies the wrongness of humanity with the capitalist system and the righting 

of humanity with the overthrow of that system. It is seemingly unaware of reaches of evil 

behind and beyond the system with which it identifies them. It is also immune from the 

suspicion that the Communist revolution by which this single-headed monster is to be 

destroyed might itself be involved in manifestations of the sin whose apotheosis capitalism is 

said to be. It is thus unaware of the eternal dimensions of its own responsibility to truth and 

suspects no need for repentance in its own ways, nor an accountability beyond its own success. 

Cynical enough to insist that love is incapable of inducing right and that only hate and force 

avail, it is yet naive enough to miss the manifoldness of the evil its cynicism measures. 

Marxism, then, breaks down upon a wholly distorted diagnosis of man's wrongness and a 

wholly perverse assessment of what is involved in his salvation. It poses a new form of the 

ancient question of the Gospels: "Can Satan cast out Satan?" The ancient answer is a plainer 

negative than ever. A system that has no sense of its own wrongness, and no compassion for 

the victims of the evil it is sure is doomed, is Satan fighting against himself. Only love 

triumphs. We need an understanding of man's sin and of his salvation (these being obviously 

mutual) which sees the problems of human nature as beyond politics only, beyond economics 

only, beyond Statehood only (Islamic or any other), beyond law only—as problems which 

include all their own human remedies and call for the grace that is God's alone. 

To help Islam under Marxist attraction, or provocation (as the case may be) to this point is 

the heart of our Christian relation. We have deliberately come to it this way round. It is easy 

enough to say: "Islam settles the Communist account simply by rejecting its atheism. Marxists 

deny God; they can, therefore, have no menace for Islam, and no appeal." What matters, 

however, is the significance of atheism. What does it mean that Marxism is atheist? It means 

that it proposes a Godless rightness for humanity and this is a contradiction in terms. 

What too does it mean that Islam is theist? Not just that it says: "La ilaha ilia Allah." But 

that it lets God be God in relation to the wrongness of the world. Yet it does so only in terms 

of creation and of law. There is a further term, as we believe, to God's being God. That term is 

"God in Christ." The fullest exposure to Marxist atheism teaches us most urgently the 

indispensability of God. May it not also be an occasion to learn the real meaning of His 

relationship to our humanity ?  

 



QUESTIONS FOR STUDY AND DISCUSSION 

 

(1) Jeremiah x.11 declares: "The gods that have not made the heavens and the earth, they shall 

perish from the earth." And systems of hope and allegiance which do not correspond to the 

real situation will disprove and frustrate themselves. What areas of the falsity of Marxism 

present the Christian with opportunities to illustrate and express this truth? 

 

(2) It seems true that anything that helps us escape from the rigid patterns of Muslim-Christian 

controversy over theology, or that serves to set basic issues in new and fresh light, is to be 

warmly welcomed. If this is right, have we such an opportunity in Marxist materialism ? 

 

(3) Or putting (2) in other words, what is really meant by 'atheism' and by 'faith in God?— not 

merely in doctrine, but in history, in life and in society? In a sense Marxism denies God 

because religion, in its view, does not take Him seriously. What is our answer? 

 

(4) Marx (and Engels) began with a passionate desire to right injustice and cleanse the social 

order of the degradation of man. How do Muslim Zakat and the Christian Gospel relate to 

this positive objective? 

 

(5) Much anti-Communism really imitates its foe in materialism and in exonerating itself. 

What is the Christian duty, then, towards all appeals for a common religious front against 

Communism? 

 

(6) On what grounds and with what validity do some modern Muslims regard early Islam as a 

socialist movement opposed by vested interests? 

 

(7) When Marxism is a subject of Muslim-Christian discussion what will the fact that "Christ 

crucified is the power and wisdom of God" require of us in trust and communication? 

 


