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			How To Use This Guide

			Welcome to Islam from Scratch, a handy piece of literature for new converts young or old, male or female, rich or poor. If you’ve been dipping your proverbial toe into the waters of Islam, you’ll find the water is quite deep! There is an enormity of information, and that’s where this book comes in.

			The guide has been designed to feed you relevant information in parcels – each chapter acts as a milestone for you to complete before moving on to the next chapter, with a focus on helping you gather up skills and knowledge incrementally. 

			Each section is designed with minimum burden in mind, not to overload you with information. You will learn the essentials in segments, with more information following once you’ve demonstrated some mastery over what is expected of you.

			What do we mean by “expected” of you?

			There are two major components in Islamic practice - fard and Sunnah. Fard components are mandatory, things that are considered an obligation is Islam. There is no wiggle room for the need to perform these actions, but for newcomers there can be some confusion about the division between that which is fard and that which is Sunnah.

			Sunnah components are the actions and words of the Prophet Muhammad ﷺ, and are considered commendable if followed. Many Muslims incorporate aspects of the Sunnah into their worship, not for the benefit of Allah but for themselves. Think of the Sunnah as extra credit – it is not necessary to mold your life to the Sunnah, but the benefits of doing so are numerous both in this world and in the next.

			Further than that, there are levels of “permissibility” in Islam with regards to the things we do. Some are mandatory, some are prohibited, and some are simply recommended. Those are:

			[image: In love face outline] FARD - Obligatory

			[image: Smiling face outline] MUSTAHABB - Recommended

			[image: Expressionless face outline] MUBAH - Allowed

			[image: Confused face outline] MAKROOH - Disliked 

			[image: Crying face outline] HARAM - Forbidden 

			Whenever a major point is listed, it’ll have its associated “rating” attached to it to give you an idea of its place in Islam, as well as its importance.

			Each chapter will begin with a set of objectives, and at the tail end will have related videos, readings, new vocabulary terms, etc., for you to glean. Hopefully everything is designed in such a way to make assimilating information as easy as possible.

			One final note; as with all things as large and complex as religious beliefs, there are differences of opinion about how to interpret things. This book is written from a Sunni Muslim perspective, but even within the Sunni tradition there are four major schools of thought: Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i, and Hanbali, which differ on mostly very minor issues. 

			Whenever giving any information I’ll do my best to give the perspective that all Muslims agree on, and leave notes that there are differences of opinion beneath them. If something seems interesting to you, by all means look into it! There’s a diversity of opinion about Islam’s inner-workings, and I encourage everyone to investigate.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 
What Does It Mean to Be Muslim?

			Assalamu alaykum, brother or sister. If you are reading this you have likely taken your first steps as a new Muslim, and now share a connection with over 1.9 billion fellow believers across the world. We are an expansive ummah, and stretch from the west coast of the United States to the deserts of Saudi Arabia, to the mountains of Pakistan, and to the shores of Indonesia. 

			With that in mind, and with that level of diversification laid out, Islam is built upon fundamental tenants called the “Six Articles of Faith” 

			fard:

			1. The belief that there is only one God worthy of worship, and that is Allah.

			2. The belief in all of the prophets of God, including Moses, Jesus, and the final messenger – Muhammad ﷺ.

			3. The belief in the angels, as perfect beings made of light, and in the jinn, invisible beings made of smokeless fire (comparable to the notion of spirits, demons, ghosts, or what have you).

			4. The belief in the existence of all of the Abrahamic scriptures – the Qur’an, the Gospel, the Torah, and the Psalms.

			5. Belief in the Day of Judgement, as well as life after death.

			6. Belief in the Divine Decree, and that nothing happens without Allah’s permission.

			It would be safe to say that this is the bedrock for the faith, and that to be considered a Muslim you would have to accept these as the truth. 

			If you are coming from an Abrahamic background, like Christianity or Judaism, then these probably sound pretty familiar already! Prophets, an afterlife, a singular God, holy scriptures, and angels. 

			For my formerly atheist or agnostic brothers or sisters, like myself, I imagine it’s a lot to take in. We’ve all been skeptical of faith at one point in our lives; even true believers ask themselves “why?” on more than one occasion. I have some good news for you, though – Islam has answers, and encourages you to think deeply on these questions. 

			But what does it mean to be Muslim?

			Islam gets a very bad reputation when it comes to public perception in the West, namely because it is widely misunderstood. I will freely admit that a lot of that comes from a lack of dialogue between Muslims and non-Muslims, and so it’s my hope to lay out a framework for how faith affects our actions.

			Firstly, the relationship between a Muslim and God is very personal. There are no intermediaries in the Islamic faith – God hears us all equally and accounts us all equally. You talk directly to Allah. The Qur’an states:

			“Assuredly, it is We Who have created human, and We know what suggestions his soul makes to him. We are nearer to him than his jugular vein.”

			Al-Qaf 50:16

			Another cornerstone of the Islamic faith is one of social justice. During the time of the Prophet Muhammad ﷺ there was a great deal of inequality between those in power and those without power. The status of women, minority groups, the poor, the orphans, the slaves, all of these groups were institutionally disenfranchised by the ruling class of Mecca. 

			Islam seeks to radically alter these social relationships in a way that elevated everyone to a status of equality. Women were granted rights that would be considered radical in the 7th century, and those less fortunate were to be given comfort, material, and financial assistance in order to help elevate their position in society. If anyone is found wanting, this was considered a fault on the part of the state and the community.

			It is the duty of a Muslim to right wrongs where they see them – to stand up for those who cannot stand up for themselves; to give to charity and to the needy; to look after the rights of others; to respect their families; to have patience and kind words for others, and to not backbite. This was the decree of Allah in the holy Qur’an: 

			“O you who believe! Be upholders and standard-bearers of justice, bearing witness to the truth for God’s sake, even though it be against your own selves, or parents or kindred. Whether the person concerned be rich or poor, (bear in mind that) God is nearer to them (than you are and more concerned with their well-being). So do not (in expectation of some gain from the rich or out of misplaced compassion for the poor) follow your own desires lest you swerve from justice. If you distort (the truth) or decline (to bear truthful witness), then know that God is fully aware of all that you do.”

			An-Nisa 4:135

			Culture and religion – addressing negative stereotypes and false justification

			As a convert, you’ve likely been seeing Islam referenced on television, in movies, in news segments, magazines, and newspapers. Chances are also likely that this coverage is unfavorable, especially if you live in a western country. 

			If you’ve ever heard Islam mentioned in the same breath as oppression of women, suicide bombings, honor killings, terrorism, or female genital mutilation then you should know first and foremost that these practices are not Islamic.

			Islam celebrates peace, unity, justice for all, equality of the sexes, anti-racism, and a consciousness of Allah in all that we do. Anyone who performs any horrible act in the name of Islam is not acting on behalf of our ummah (the Muslim community). The reality of the situation is that people use Islam to justify their actions, but Islam does not grant them that justification.

			It is heartbreaking that these things exist, but I would be remiss to not mention them. We live in an era where terrible things even in the most remote parts of the world can be found with the click of a button, and attempting to gloss over that which is widely publicized does us no favors. 

			It’s also very important to mention that almost every Muslim-majority country has had some history of colonization by major western powers at some point in their history. With little room to develop on their own, the legacy of post-colonialism and military intervention has left behind huge power vacuums that less savory characters have happily filled to exert their own twisted forms of power. Do not let anyone cite these terrible people or factions as “representatives” of your religion – they are opportunists, nothing more.

			The good, the bad, the haram – the Muslim lifestyle

			As new Muslims, I think it’s necessary to have a very frank discussion about the sorts of ethics that we follow. I’m sure there are some that you are already familiar with, but I’m going to start with the things that are considered haram, or impermissible, to a practicing Muslim:

			1. Shirk, or creating any partners to Allah in terms of worship or status

			2. Eating pork, or the meat of animals like dog, cat, monkey, etc., or any of their derivatives

			3. Meat that has not been slaughtered in a manner deemed halal, which prescribes the blood to be drained and the animal blessed in the name of Allah

			4. Intoxicants, including alcoholic and medicinal (unless either are prescribed by a physician for an illness)

			5. Zina, or sex between unmarried people

			6. Impermissible financial dealings, such as gambling or dealing in usury

			Obviously, this list of do’s and don’ts could be very extensive, because there are many things that could be considered impermissible within the spirit of Islam, but are perhaps not expressly forbidden in the Qur’an or the Hadiths (the sayings and actions of the Prophet ﷺ). For now, we’re discussing the big, obvious ones.

			Now time for a frank discussion regarding these things – it is not necessary to change your lifestyle all at once.

			I will write that again, for the people in the back – it is not necessary to change your lifestyle all at once.

			We have to be aware of the fact that changing one’s eating, clothing, and other habits is not easy. It is important to be cautious and perhaps choose a gradual transition as opposed to abrupt departures which may be more than one can carry at once. This is in fact how certain things had been first sidelined and eventually forbidden in the course of the Qur’anic revelation, such as alcohol first being restricted and then later being forbidden. 

			Think of yourself as a new Muslim in the purest sense of the word, living a lifestyle completely different than those brothers and sisters who have been raised in Muslim households. Many of my Muslim companions hate even the smell of pork, for example, while bacon still makes my mouth water when I see it. Again, it’s all in how we were raised, and honestly our more seasoned brothers and sisters have had a lifetime to hone these skills and practices.

			Imagine someone starting a new weight-loss diet after years of eating fatty fast food. They want to improve, so they stop eating every unhealthy thing in sight and switch immediately to clean eating. What happens when you shock the body this way? It rebels, and eventually the mind will follow. They give up because it appears too hard, rather than making gradual changes to their diets until they are where they wanted to be.

			How do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time.

			Islam, for new Muslims, is a similar struggle. You need to reach a stage where all of these things deemed impermissible are no longer consumed, but it’s going to take time before you can manage it with ease. Start very slowly, perhaps avoiding pork if you can help it and turning down alcoholic beverages when with friends. 

			To give you a personal anecdote, it took me a month to stop eating pork entirely and seven months to stop drinking alcohol. If you make an effort, Allah will make it easy for you. If your heart truly desires change, you will be rewarded for that effort in time. Do not beat yourself up for not adapting overnight to the Sharia’s rulings, be patient with yourself and try to make these changes gradually, slowly, and daily.

			With enough thought, practice, and mindfulness you will find all of these things second nature.
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