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“What must I do to inherit eternal life?” asked the young rich man.   Jesus’ answer to life’s most 
important question should surprise us.  Instead of explaining to this rich man that there is nothing anyone 
can do to gain heaven, that heaven is won for us by the blood of God’s one and only Son shed on the cross, 
Jesus advised the man that he needed to follow the commandments.  Shouldn’t that surprise us?  After all, 
no one here would dare answer that question in the same way.  We would only point away from our own 
inadequate abilities and point to Jesus who lived and died and rose again for us.  So why does Jesus tell the 
man that he must obey the law in order to be saved?  He does so because, in a way, it’s true. 

Every religion in the world apart from Christianity (and, sadly, even some denominations of Christianity) 
exhorts its followers to do something to gain eternal life.  It is not hard to see why.  Sinful man is born with 
his opinio legis, the opinion of the law, which tells him that if he does good things, he is rewarded; if he does 
bad things, he is punished.  The opinio legis of the rich young man we read about in the synoptic gospels told 
him that there was something for which he was responsible.  Jesus began a valuable lesson by confirming 
that notion.  Jesus’ goal, however, was not to encourage the rich man to work harder in keeping the law but 
to show him that this was impossible, no matter how hard he tried.  While the rich man stood firmly on his 
own good works and his confidence in having kept the law, Jesus caused his foundation to crumble beneath 
him when he showed the rich man that he had not kept the ninth and tenth commandments.  Jesus pointed 
out to the young man that he coveted riches, that his wealth held a higher place in his heart than God did.  
Jesus showed the man that in fact he had not been as perfect as he once thought.  The rich young man sadly 
walked away. 

It’s too bad because I have a feeling that, had the man had stayed, Jesus would have told him the good 
news that we all know.  Jesus would have showed the man that while it is still necessary to perfectly obey all 
the laws to inherit eternal life, this is possible only with God.  This, of course, is what sets Christianity apart 
from the rest of the religions of the world.  While the world appeals to mankind’s opinio legis, God’s Word 
tells us that perfection has been achieved for us; it has been credited to us as a gift.  The world tells us we 
must be perfect to get heaven.  God’s Word tell us that that perfection has been given freely from Christ. 

This is the fundamental difference between Christianity which teaches salvation by grace and Islam 
which teaches salvation by works.  Islam teaches that works are necessary for salvation. Christianity, teaches 
the same but adds God’s grace which says that Jesus does them all for us.  Since grace versus works is the 
fundamental difference between Christianity and Islam, this creates a fundamental difference between the 
way that Christians worship and the way Muslims worship. 

    
Islamic Worship 

What is Islamic worship?  How does one define it?  Instinctively, one would point to the Five Pillars as 
the easiest definition and the most readily available example. Upon closer examination, however, can we 
truly call this worship?  A Muslim obeys the traditions and customs handed down from Muhammad and his 
immediate successors not because he wants to, but because he has to.  By completing the Five Pillars 
throughout his lifetime, the Muslim is not giving praise to his god, but rather is fulfilling the necessary 
requirements and obligations for salvation.  

Muslims also live according to the Five Pillars because that is what is necessary to belong to the Ummah, 
or Islamic community.  If any one would fail to live up to these standards, they would not only incur Allah’s 
wrath on judgment day, they would also risk judgment and exclusion from the Ummah.  The Five Pillars are 
not performed for Allah, they are performed for the benefit of the Muslim.  They are not a way to give 
Allah praise and honor, they are done because that is simply what a Muslim does.  

  
Like Judaism, Islam is primarily an orthopraxic religion, so much so that Wilfred Cantwell Smith has 

suggested translating the word sunni as “orthoprax” rather than “orthodox.”  However, because the 
Ulama [experts of Muslim theology] have tended to regard Islamic practice as informing Islamic theology, 
orthopraxy and orthodoxy are intimately bound together in Islam, meaning questions of theology, or 
kalam are impossible to separate from questions of law, or fiqh.  

The Five Pillars constitute the principal ritual activities of the Muslim faith.  Yet, as John Redard 
remarks, the Pillars are not meant to “reduce the spirit and life of a complex global community to a 
cluster of religious practices.”  More than anything, the Five Pillars are meant as a metaphor for Islam; 
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they are a summary not just of what is required to be a member of the Ummah [Islamic community], but 
also of what it means to be a Muslim.1 

 
In other words, faith and works are inextricably linked.  I spoke with a pair of Muslim men, one of them 

an Imam, the chaplain for the Islamic Center of Greater Killeen, TX.  I will refer to these men, Osman and 
Imam Ihab, periodically throughout this paper. In our conversation, Imam Ihab stated that the faith of a 
Muslim is found on two levels—heart and actions.  These cannot be separated.  Lutheran theology tells us 
that faith and works, while they are never apart from each other, are decidedly independent from each other 
when it comes to salvation.   For the Muslim, this is not the case.  Faith is not just believing; it is also action.  
I suppose that if a young, rich Arab man had approached Muhammad sometime during the 7th century and 
asked Muhammad what he had to do to be saved, Muhammad would have told him that it was necessary to 
submit to Allah.  Then he would have rattled of the list of Five Pillars for this is what submission to Allah is.  
It is not just a belief in the heart, it is the fulfillment of action.  Indeed, that is what Muhammad taught.  He 
would have quoted the Quran, Sura 2:177, “[true] righteousness is [in] one who believes in Allah , the Last 
Day, the angels, the Book, and the prophets and gives wealth, in spite of love for it, to relatives, orphans, the 
needy, the traveler, those who ask [for help], and for freeing slaves; [and who] establishes prayer and gives 
zakat…”2  But there would have been no underlying message here.  Muhammad would not have spoken this 
to guide the rich man to another truth.  “Do these things,” would have been it.  According to Muhammad, 
to be saved one must be a Muslim.  In order to be a Muslim, one must perform the five pillars. 
 
The Five Pillars 

Before exploring this idea further, it will be necessary to have a better understanding of what the Five 
Pillars are and how they play out in the life of a Muslim.  The Five Pillars of the Islamic faith are the Creed 
(shahada), Ritual Prayer (salat), Almsgiving (zakat), Fasting (sawm) and Pilgrimage (hajj).  The commands to 
follow each of these pillars are given in various suras from the Quran.  Each of these pillars are different 
and separate from each other, meant to accomplish different purposes.  But there are also a number of 
characteristics that they all have in common and certain requirements that they all share.  First and foremost, 
in order for a given action to be considered fulfillment of one of the Five Pillars, there must be intent.  We 
will discover that the basic actions of the Five Pillars can be accomplished on their own, apart from the 
pillars of faith.  For example, one can pray at any time and for any duration of time but if the prayer is to be 
considered salah, he or she must express intention to that end.  “The single most important factor in the 
performance of any Muslim ritual is the believer’s intention which must be consciously proclaimed before 
the ritual can begin.”3 

Another commonality among all the pillars, as will be evident throughout the rest of this study, is that 
there are exceptions to just about every rule.   “Contrary to perception, the Pillars are not oppressive 
obligations—quite the opposite.  These are highly pragmatic rituals, in that the believer is responsible only 
for those tasks that he or she is able to perform.”4    The only Pillar that must be performed exactly as it is 
given is the first.  With the rest are provided special exceptions for people who fit certain criteria.  These will 
be discussed as we cover each Pillar. 

Perhaps most important is the unity within the Islamic community each Muslim experiences when they 
follow these commands.  “The sense of solidarity within the confines of Islam is prized above all else among 
Muslims.  They are a family of believers in Allah who values spiritual kinship more than individual freedom.  
Islamic Law in many Islamic countries is based on the five pillars of Islam, the five fundamentals that serve 
as a rallying point in the cause of Allah, unifying believers under the umbrella of essential beliefs.”5  Another 
demonstration the unifying effect that the Five Pillars have on the Muslim:  
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“The Ummah confers meaning and purpose on the believer, whose national, racial, ethnic and sexual 
identity are and always will be subordinate to his or her membership in the worldwide community of 
Muslims: a community not bound by any borders, geographic or temporal.  Thus when one fasts during 
the month of Ramadan or joins in Friday prayers, one does so with the knowledge that all Muslims—
from the first days of Muhammad’s preaching until today, and in every part of the world—fast and pray 
in precisely the same way, at precisely the same time.”6 

 

Finally, the most important thing that unites the Five Pillars is the need for every Muslim to complete 
them so that he earns paradise.  After an analysis of each of the Five Pillars and learning of the nuances of 
each one, we will evaluate them and see how they may or may not fit into a definition of worship.  

 
Creed (shahada) 

In a religion that stresses the importance of work, the creed stands out because it is less an action than it 
is a belief or a doctrinal statement (although Imam Ihab did make the point that the action of shahada is to 
speak it).  At first glance, the shahada seems rather simple and straightforward: “There is no God but Allah and 
Muhammad is his prophet.”  It’s simplicity, however, is deceptive.  This “statement is not only the basis for all 
articles of faith in Islam, it is in some ways the sum and total of Islamic theology.”7 One could even go so 
far as to say that the shahada is not an expression of the Islamic faith, it is the Muslim faith.   

The creed encompasses a number of different beliefs held by Muslims which are necessary to believe to 
be considered a Muslim.  “This statement succinctly encapsulates two ideas that are central to Islamic 
theology.  The first part expresses a monotheism that negates the existence of all deities but the one God.”  
This is what every Muslim must know and confess.  In some ways, the shahada is not unlike the First 
Commandment and Luther’s explanation.  To say “there is no God but Allah” carries with it the sentiment 
that one “must fear, love and trust in God above all things.”  If a Muslim fails to do so, he is guilty of the 
most serious sin of shirk. Shirk literally means “association” and “describes the attempt to join or associate 
something from the created world with the uncreated nature of Allah in a way that violates the divine unity.  
An example of this would be worshiping an idol that has been fashioned by human hands.”8  Allah is often 
described as merciful and while it is said that any sinner’s offense can be forgiven, the sin of shirk cannot be 
forgiven.   

In confessing that there is no god but Allah, a Muslim is denying the existence of all other gods.  This 
was especially important during the early years of Islam when the Arabic culture was decidedly polytheistic.  
The teaching of monotheism by Muhammad was a revolutionary idea to the many who came to Mecca each 
year to pay tribute to the many and different gods housed within the kaaba9.  In addition, the shahada also 
denies that Jesus Christ is God.  To a Muslim the doctrine of the Trinity is a form polytheism that cannot be 
tolerated.  Clearly, this is one of the main conflicts that exists between Islam and Christianity: according to 
Islam, Jesus Christ is not the Son of God, only a great prophet who had no father.   

As stated above, there is a second fundamental Islamic teaching that the shahada confesses:  “The 
second part of the creed underscores the critical role Muhammad plays in Islam.  He is identified as a 
messenger, a status that very few individuals have attained.”10  When a Muslim confesses that Muhammad is 
the prophet of Allah (and, specifically, the last prophet of Allah) he or she is stating that Muhammad’s 
words are not to be opposed or otherwise contradicted in any way.  They are affirming that they agree with 
everything written by Muhammad, which includes teachings on angels, judgment, resurrection, practices 
such as the Five Pillars, or even the concept of jihad.   

 
“The admission of Muhammad as the final messenger of Allah places the believer within the prophet’s 
belief system.  Therefore, the Muslim maintains what the prophet believed, including that the Quran is 
the final and perfect revelation of Allah, that the prophets are messengers to all people groups, and that 
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angels do the will of Allah.  In addition, theological tenets of resurrection, judgment day, heaven, and hell 
are accepted as factual.11 

 
There is, however, even more to the statement, “and Muhammad is his prophet.”  Because Muslims believe 
that Muhammad is the last prophet of Allah, his words have final authority.  While Muslims hold the Bible 
in high regard, there can be no denying that much of what was revealed to Muhammad lies in direct 
contradiction to the Bible.  Because the Quran was revealed last, these revelations supersede any given 
before.12 Thus, Muhammad supersedes all prophets who came before including Abraham, Moses, David 
and Jesus Christ.  “Muhammad is called both a messenger and a prophet in the Quran.  Because his message 
faithfully communicated Allah’s will for humanity, there is no need for another to come after him.  For this 
reason, he is referred to as the ‘seal of the prophets’.”13 

The shahada is vital to the life of a Muslim.  It is customary for these words to be whispered in the ear of 
all Muslim newborns at the moment of their births so that these are the first words they hear in their lives.  
The wording of the phrase comes from the revelation to Muhammad and at the time it was a deliberate 
attack on the polytheism.  During the early years of Islam, the idea of monotheism was hardly taken for 
granted so it was crucial for all Muslims to confess the shahada in order to separate themselves from other 
religions and even from society in general.   

The shahada is recorded as the first Sura (chapter) of the Quran.  This, too, speaks to the importance of 
this creed.  The suras of the Quran are not arranged chronologically but rather by length, from longest to 
shortest.  The creed, however, because of its centrality in the life of a Muslim, is the sole exception.   

In order for a Muslim to properly fulfill this first Pillar, the shahada must be spoken in its original 
language, Arabic.  It would sound something like this: la ilaha illa-Llah wa anna Muhammad raulu Llah. The 
most common setting for speaking the shahada is at the beginning of the ritual prayers Muslims perform on 
a daily basis (the second pillar, salah).    

Again, with the shahada there is more to it than meets the eye.  It is not simply a belief or a statement of 
belief but it is that which binds together all that a Muslim does as part of the Islamic community.  “Mere 
intellectual assent of these details is not sufficient.  The devout Muslim must unite belief (imam) with 
practice (din).  The combination of right principles with dedicated performance will guide the Muslim 
through the course of this life into the hereafter.”14  This is something that all Muslims strive for—right 
principles combined with dedicated performance.  For the Muslim, the shahada is the beginning of his life in 
Islam.  It continues and concludes through strict adherence to the other four Pillars which are almost 
exclusively action. 

 
Ritual Prayer (salah) 

The second of the five pillars is salah, or ritual prayer which is commanded at various places in the 
Quran.  One example is Sura 20:130, “So be patient over what they say and exalt [ Allah ] with praise of 
your Lord before the rising of the sun and before its setting; and during periods of the night [exalt Him] and 
at the ends of the day, that you may be satisfied.”15  A great number of rules and regulations surround the 
salah with regard to when and how they are spoken.  In order for a Mulsim to fulfill the obligation of this 
Pillar, he must pay special attention to the when, the what, and the how of prayer. 

Salah is to be performed five times each day: sunrise (fajr), noon (zuhr), afternoon (’asr), sunset (maghrib), 
and evening (‘isha’).  Since the time for prayers is based upon the position of the sun, the exact time will vary 
slightly from day to day.  Many Islamic Centers will post prayer times in their mosques or on their websites 
in order to assist their members.  Each salah can be performed from the time that it begins up until the time 
that the next prayer begins.  For example, if the sunrise salah begins at 6:00am, it may be performed at any 
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time between 6:00 and the start of the noon salah at 12:00pm.  The noon salah then can be performed at any 
time between 12:00pm and the time for the mid-afternoon salah.  If a prayer time is missed, it can always be 
made up at a later time but it must be completed before the next prayer begins, even if not at the designated 
time. Each prayer takes approximately ten to fifteen minutes to complete. 

The prayer begins with the call to prayer.  In countries where Islam is the primary religion, the call to 
prayer is a chant performed by the muezzin from the top of a minaret.  This is less common in America than 
in Islamic countries but the public muezzin and minarets do exist in areas with large Islamic populations like 
New York and Florida.  My meeting with Osman and Imam Ihab was interrupted by the noon prayer.  The 
call to prayer at that time happened by means of Osman’s cell phone alarm which was a recording of the 
chant performed by a muezzin.  The call to prayer was also performed by Osman immediately before the 
prayer began but it was only for those inside the mosque (which was only three people at the time, myself 
included). 

Salah begins, as the other pillars do, with the Muslim’s intent.  This intent is not necessarily expressed 
vocally although it can be.  Usually, the Muslim simply gives thought to what he or she is about to do.  This 
is necessary; it is not enough to simply begin a conversation with Allah.  The salah must be performed 
according to specific rubrics in order for it to be considered salah and expression of intent is the first step.   

Before any prayer begins, there must be a ceremonial purification—ablution—called wudu.  During this 
process, the Muslim washes with water his or her hands, mouth, nose, forearms, face, ears and feet. Some of 
these body parts must be washed three times.  If there is no water available, they can use sand or dirt.  
Ceremonial purity is essential throughout the prayer.  If a Muslim at any time after the wudu, touches his or 
her genitals, passes gas, uses the restroom, smokes or engages in sexual activity, or if they are interrupted 
during prayer, he or she is considered impure and must  perform the ablution (wudu) again.  In addition, 
certain locations such as restrooms, bathhouses or cemeteries are considered to be impure and salah must 
not be performed in any of those places. 

When Osman and Imam Ihab conducted their prayer, I noticed that they did not perform the ablution.  
They both assured me that they had done so before I arrived and I can only assume that they did not 
commit any acts that would have required ceremonial washing. 

After the ceremonial purification, the Muslim begins the recitation of his prayers facing the direction of 
Mecca, the city in which the Kaaba is located.  This is called the qiblah.  For centuries, Muslims simply faced 
an easterly direction but in our technological age, websites and apps have been created to show Muslims the 
exact direction of Mecca from any part of the world.  Inside the mosque, there is a niche in the wall called a 
mihrab that marks the direction of Mecca. 

For the most part, the words of the prayers are verses from the Quran, memorized and spoken in 
Arabic, even in Western nations where Arabic is not the native language. Sometimes these verses are spoken 
aloud, at other times they are prayed silently.  As to the content of the prayer, “Salah is essentially an 
acknowledgement of God’s might and power, and does not consist of asking Him for favours.  It is both an 
adoration and an act of submission, a physical act which is repeated at least twice and finishes with the 
worshiper touching the ground with his forehead.”16  Both of the Muslim men I spoke with, however, said 
that their prayers in fact do include supplication, most often during the position of prostration, when the 
forehead touches the ground since, “this is the time when the believer is closest to Allah.”17   

The prayers coincide with a series of postures which range from standing with hands raised, standing 
with arms folded, bending at the waist, kneeling, prostrating to the ground and turning the head side to side 
as a way to acknowledge the other members present.  Depending on the time of prayer, Muslims may go 
through each set of postures two to four times.  Each procession though the postures along with the words 
of prayer is called a rak’ah. 

Usually salah is performed individually on one’s own time; there are many aspects of ritual prayer that 
the Muslim finds beneficial.  Perhaps the most beneficial, however, is the communal aspect of prayer.  In 
fact, the same can be said of all of the Five Pillars.  Since Muslims everywhere across the world perform 
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salah every day, prayer gives the Muslim a sense of unity.  “Many Muslims speak quite movingly of this 
aspect of their faith lives.  The experience of praying together in a large congregation where everyone is 
engaged in the same movements can engender a profound sense of unity.  Similarly, many draw attention to 
the fact that the worldwide presence of Islam means that as the sun makes its way across the sky, Muslims 
are praying twenty-four hours a day.”18   

Since unity is emphasized so heavily through the practice of the Five Pillars, one of the most important 
prayers in the life of the Muslim is the Friday noon prayer.  Many Muslims attend this together in the local 
mosque which is usually equipped with carpet or rugs to make prayer more comfortable on the knees.  
“Prayer in the mosque is elevated above individual prayer.  One hadith expounds, “The reward of the prayer 
offered by a person in congregation is twenty-five times greater than that of the prayer offered in one’s 
house or in the market.”19 Prayers are also “especially efficacious when said with others in the mosque.”20  
Despite the communal emphasis on prayer, however, men and women are required to pray separately and 
each mosque will include separate areas designated for men or women. 

Because the salah is so important to the Muslim, their days and their jobs are often interrupted by their 
prayers.  If someone is unable to pray, there are exceptions.  For example, the obligation to pray is 
suspended for those who are traveling, though I was told that sometimes Muslims who are driving at prayer 
time will pull to the side of the road and perform salah.  As mentioned before, if a prayer is missed it can be 
made up at a later time.  Osman and Ihab spoke of prayers that could be “condensed and combined” for 
those who are especially busy.  I asked Osman if it were conceivable that someone might just say all their 
prayers at once before going to bed.  He laughed and said, “That is not a good idea.”  In spite of the 
exceptions that exist, the general feeling regarding prayer is that one must always think ahead and plan his 
schedule around the salah.  “Events of the day are continually interrupted by prayer, and people are 
reminded that they must lead their lives and be responsible before God.”21 

It is important to note that there are prayers in a Muslim’s life that do not fall into the category of 
salah.  These are called du’a, which are “extemporaneous petitions, pleas and praises to God and to Islamic 
heroes.  They may be voiced in one’s native language.  Du’as are often associated with tombs and mosques 
dedicated to Muslim saints and heroes.  These prayers express the more emotional and heartfelt side of folk 
Islam.”22  Du’as are not spoken at designated times throughout the day and are not considered a fulfillment 
of salah. 

 
Almsgiving (zakat) 

As evident in the practice of daily prayer, there is a high emphasis on the unity that Muslims share.  
This is also a central focus of the zakat, commanded in Sura 2:277, among other places: “Indeed, those who 
believe and do righteous deeds and establish prayer and give zakat will have their reward with their Lord, 
and there will be no fear concerning them, nor will they grieve.”23  Simply put, zakat is compulsory charity in 
the amount of 2.5 percent annually of one’s total net worth, but there is more to it than that.  “From the 
earliest times, it seems to have been conceived as a tax paid by Muslims to the community, the proceeds of 
which were to be used for the relief of the needy.  It has been described, not inaccurately, as an early form 
of social security.” Giving zakat is important in the life of a Muslim not only as it relates to his obligation 
before Allah but also his obligation to the Islamic community:  

 
“This relationship is a clear indication of the connection between faith and action in Islam.  It is not 

enough to say one’s prayers and believe in Allah—Muslims must also meet their obligations to their 
fellow believers.  In other words, there is a social dimension to the religion that says faith in God and 
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commitment to others must go hand in hand.  This is why giving alms is considered to be an essential 
element of Islam and is required of all adults who are able to fulfill the obligation.”24   

 

Zakat is about faith together with community.  
 

“In a community truly characterized by Islam, no unjust conditions ought to exist.  In the years 
past, many Muslims hoped to find in Islam a third choice beyond Western capitalism and European 
communism.  They saw both approaches as contradicting the brotherhood of humanity before God.  In 
both cases each person had wealth at the expense of others, which is regarded as ‘stolen goods,’ haram 
(literally ‘forbidden’).”25   

 
These are the ideals supposedly promulgated by Muhammad from the beginning of his leadership.  

Zakat  “was not an act of charity but of religious devotion: benevolence and care for the poor were the first 
and most enduring virtues preached by Muhammad in Mecca.”26  

The purpose of zakat is really twofold.  It not only provides help to the recipient who is in need but it 
is also intended as a way to help the giver by instilling in him a proper attitude regarding wealth and 
community.  Literally, zakat means “purification”.  When one has a great deal of wealth, he is purified when 
that wealth is given away.  “Retaining the theme of purity, almsgiving (literally, “purification”) cleanses the 
Muslim of greed and selfishness.”27  Muslims firmly believe that Allah will bless those who give by returning 
to them even more.  Osman spoke of this as being similar to pruning a tree.  When a tree’s branches are 
snipped and cut, the tree becomes healthier and fuller.  This is the purification that is supposed to take 
place.    

Those who receive zakat are obviously benefited as well, as their needs are met.  Typically, these needs 
do not include daily necessities such as food or clothing; instead zakat is used to more to help in emergency 
situations, such as paying rent or medical bills.  One might receive zakat if he or she is traveling and has run 
out of funds.  Students who cannot afford to pay tuition may also receive zakat. 

Not everyone pays zakat.  Clearly, not everyone can afford to.  So, how is it decided who pays and who 
receives?  The threshold for giving is $5000 dollars.  Anyone whose net worth is more than that amount 
must pay zakat.  Thus, if a Muslim is able to save over $5000 over the course of 12 months after he has paid 
for his daily expenses (food, clothing, housing, utilities, etc.), he pays the 2.5%.  This is treated like a tax, “As 
previously explained, zakat is alms given as a tax to the community, which is then distributed to the poor to 
ensure their care and protection.  It is not a voluntary tithe; it is a religious obligation.”28  In many Muslim 
countries, it is also collected like a tax by the government.  In most non-Islamic countries, zakat is paid to 
the local mosques.  While this amount can be paid to the mosque periodically throughout the year, most 
often it is given all at once during the month of Ramadan, the holy month on the Islamic calendar.  The 
reason for this is that the credit earned from Allah for giving zakat during Ramadan is fifty times what it 
would be if given at another time.29 

As was mentioned with salah, an internal or external acknowledgment of intent is necessary.  Credit will 
not be given for fulfilling zakat if, for example, a Muslim decides to offer a few dollars to his mosque or to a 
family in need.  In fact, zakat can  only be the 2.5% given to the community.  Anything other than that would 
be considered sadaqat.  This word is used to describe any act of charity that does not fall into the 
compulsory giving of 2.5%.  This type of charity may be financial but it could also be an act of humanity, 
for example, loaning a car, offering a meal to a hungry person, even giving a smile and a well-wish to a 
passerby.  These actions, too, are encouraged of all Muslims as a way to earn Allah’s favor. 

The rules and regulations on who pays zakat can get complicated. In most situations, it is the head of 
the household who is responsible and in most situations this would be the husband.  It is not unheard of, 
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however, for the wife to be the breadwinner and for her to pay zakat on behalf of the family.  I asked if an 
older child in the family who has a job might ever pay zakat.  In theory, this could happen but practically 
speaking, it almost never would.  First of all, zakat (as is the case with most of the Five Pillars) is only 
required of those who are at an age of adulthood, around 16 to 17 years old.  Before this age, almost none 
of the pillars are required and to accomplish them at this age would not yet be considered a fulfillment of 
any of them.  In addition, it is highly unlikely that any Muslim teenager—or any teenager in America for that 
matter—would ever be able to earn over $5000 in one year.  For the sake of argument, however, if an older 
child does earn a high income, he still would not pay zakat on behalf of his family.  He may pay for himself 
but if his family is in such a financial situation that they would depend on one of their children to pay the 
2.5% for them, they would be exempt from zakat and might possibly be recipients of zakat. 

Given these rules and regulations, one might think that there would be a high risk for someone to 
abuse zakat, either finding ways to avoid paying it or receiving it illegitimately.  While the possibility certainly 
does exist, I believe it to be unlikely as it would be inconsistent with a Muslim’s feeling toward his or her 
religion.  This teaching is fundamental to being a member of the faith, as it originated with Muhammad and 
his times.  “After the emigration of Muhammad and his friends from Mecca to Medina, some were in such 
dire straits that new rules had to be created.  These new rules were deemed permanently valid: Whoever had 
possessions was obligated to give a contribution.  This was seen as a demand by God for the sake of 
equity.”30  Remember, inclusion in the Islamic community and performance the Five Pillars cannot be 
separated from each other.  And since Islam teaches salvation by works, Muslims know that being Muslim 
and completing the Five Pillars is necessary.  To this point, “Notice how zakat is central to the theme of 
salvation, mingled in the midst of other good actions.  One recites the creed, offers prayers, and does good, 
but to neglect charitable giving nullifies salvation. It is integral to earning the mercy of Allah.”31 

 
Fasting (sawm) 

Given the Semitic influences of the region in which Muhammad lived and worked, fasting in general 
seems logical.  Think of how common it was for Jews to practice fasting as a method of devotion and 
worship.  Fasting found its place in Islamic culture for the same reasons, as a way to devote time to Allah, to 
purify oneself and, as we have seen with other pillars, to unite oneself to the entire Islamic community.  
Fasting at various times of the year and for various lengths of time is a practice common to the Islamic 
people.  As with almost every pillar so far, however, there is a difference between simply fasting and the 
Pillar of sawm. 

The word sawm is the Arabic word for “fast”.  This fasting takes place during the month of Ramadan 
because it was during this month that Muhammad was said to have received his first revelation from Allah; 
it is a holy month.  The command to fast comes from the Quran, Sura 2:183-185, “O ye who believe! 
Fasting is prescribed for you…The month of Ramadan in which was revealed the Quran, a guidance for 
mankind.”  The night of Laylat-ul-Qadr is the night on which Muhammad received the Quran and this night 
of Ramadan is especially holy to Muslims. Muslims believe that “Worship during Laylat-ul-Qadr carries the 
reward of more than one thousand months.”32   They do not know, however, exactly what night that is.  
Muhammad only revealed that it was one of the odd-numbered days of the final ten days of Ramadan.  For 
this reason, Muslims are encouraged to spend more time in worship during these final days of Ramadan on 
the chance that they will do so on Laylat-ul-Qadr.  

The regulations of sawm are fairly simple.  One must not eat or drink (even water) during the daylight 
hours of this month.  Smoking and engaging in sexual activity are also prohibited.  Most Muslims will start 
the day before sunrise and drink a large amount of water and eat a moderate breakfast.  The daily fast ends 
at sunset at which time a larger meal takes place, sometimes with extended family and friends.   
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The official time of sunset is most often determined by the official institutions who record and report 
the times of sunrises and sunsets.33  In ancient times, however, sunset became official when one could no 
longer distinguish between a white and black thread for lack of light.  In the past, this had caused problems 
among different groups of Muslims who celebrated sundown at different times.  “For some groups, such as 
the Isma’ilis, the time is determined by calculating the moment of sunset, and, in the past, this sometimes 
led to quarrels and clashes when one group noisily celebrated the ending of the fast while others were still 
enduring its hardships.”34  In addition to fasting and this sort of “self-denial”, the entire Quran is read 
throughout this month.  Some Qurans are divided into 28 equal sections, one section for each day, in order 
to facilitate this task. 

A unique aspect of this Pillar is that Ramadan does not occur at the same time every year.  The Muslim 
calendar is lunar which means that Ramadan will begin eleven days earlier than it did the previous year.  
Ramadan will make one rotation through the calendar year every thirty years.  When Ramadan occurs can 
affect the dynamic of the fast.  This year, Ramadan took place between July 9th and August 7th.  For those 
living in Texas (or just about anywhere in the south), going without food and water from 6:33am to 8:36pm 
on July 9th35 would have been an especially difficult while the temperature neared 100 degrees.  This also 
would have been difficult in Fairbanks, Alaska where the temperature was not nearly as high but daylight 
lasted a little under twenty-one hours.  Where people live in the world will affect their Ramadan experiences.  
For example, “the story is told of some Muslim seamen in a British merchant vessel in the 18th century who 
found themselves in the Arctic Circle, not previously known to the Muslims, during the month of Ramadan.  
Despite the entreaties of their shipmates, they waited for the sunset that never came and starved to death.”36 

Osman, however, spoke of the continual rotation of Ramadan throughout the year as a blessing.  If 
Ramadan began at the same time every year, for some people in the world, Ramadan would only ever be 
difficult and for others it would only ever be easy.  Since the time for Ramadan changes, for all Muslims 
across the world sawm will be both difficult and easy one at one time or another.  But difficult is what 
Muslims want.  Essentially, the goal of sawm is to strengthen a Muslim in his struggle against sin.  Osman 
explained,  “If we deny ourselves something that is lawful, we will have a greater ability to deny those things 
that are unlawful.” 37 

There are unifying aspects to sawm as well as tests of endurance and fortitude.  It provides an 
opportunity for Muslims to fulfill an obligation to the Ummah. “It is a time to give food, which one would 
otherwise consume, to the poor.  Thus, one observes one’s moral duties and feels drawn closer to heaven.”38  
Fasting during the daylight hours for one month causes the Muslim to remember his brothers and sisters 
who endure this type of hardship every day of the year.  “Muslims are expected to be particularly mindful of 
the poor during this time of year and to give generously to those in need.  Other hadith remind believers that 
those who donate money and food to the poor during Ramadan will be rewarded with extra blessings.”39 

Sundown on the final day of Ramadan begins the special festival called eid.  This festival signifies the 
breaking of the fast and begins with a worship service attended only by men.  This is followed by a feast 
attended by both sexes and usually the entire Islamic community celebrates together, even exchanging gifts.  
Once again, this has to do with the unity celebrated during the sawm.  Joining together with the members of 
the community is important because it coincides with the overall spirit of the fast.  Fasting is not just about 
giving up food but it is about living a good life, showing kindness to others, refraining from fighting or 
slander; it is a time of reconciliation, a time for making amends.  This is clearly expressed through eid. 

There are exceptions, as always.  First, this pillar is not required of anyone under the age of 16, the age 
of adulthood in Islamic communities.  Nor is sawm required of the sick or elderly or of women who are 
nursing or pregnant.  Osman and Ihab made it clear that if there are men who have physically demanding 
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jobs or work in the heat for extended periods of time, they too are exempt. Imagine the hardship, for 
example, of the Muslim high school football player who must go without food and water during two-a-day 
practices when Ramadan falls in late August! 

This does not mean, however, that they are exempt from fasting altogether.  If one is unable to fast 
during Ramadan, he or she may make up for this failure by fasting at another time of year.  Expiation can 
also be made for missing the fast by making extra charitable contributions to the poor and needy.  This is 
especially the case if one finds that he is unable to fast at all during the year.  The drawback to this, of 
course, is that the “credit” earned from Allah will never be as much as it would be during Ramadan. Since 
sawm stresses unity so heavily, “many feel shut out from the community when they cannot fast due to illness 
or old age, even though they are expressly excused from the duty to fast in these circumstances.”40 

Again, while it is certainly conceivable that one might find ways to excuse himself from sawm for invalid 
reasons, I have to believe that it happens infrequently.  It is what a Muslim does and they know that they 
will be judged for the failure to practice sawm on judgment day.   

 
Failure to participate without legitimate excuse is deemed an unpardonable sin with potential eternal 

effect.  One scholar notes, “Abu Hurairah reports the Messenger of Allah said, ‘Whoever breaks one 
day’s fast of Ramadan without an authorized permission from Allah, he will never be able to redeem it 
(with another) day’s fast, even if he fasts to eternity.’”  The sin of abandoning the duty, therefore, is 
irreversible.41 

 

There are other practices in the Muslim’s life indirectly related to sawm.  As mentioned before, it is not 
uncommon for Muslims to fast at other times of the year and for varying lengths.  The purpose of these 
fasts, like the pillar of sawm, is to draw the Muslim closer to Allah and to help him focus his devotion.  There 
are no penalties or consequences to breaking these fasts at any time.  Muslims also condemn the 
consumption of liquor of any kind.  Osman explained that this was commanded by Allah simply because of 
the harmful and damaging effects that over consumption of alcohol can have.  Additionally, Muslims are 
not permitted to eat pork products, a command given by Allah through Muhammad to protect the Muslim 
people. It is believed to have been established because of health risks pigs posed during the time of 
Muhammad. Pigs were known to carry parasites that could be passed to humans who ate the meat of pigs.  
Though these risks essentially no longer exist, the prohibition remains. 

The importance of fasting is evident in the Islamic culture.  It binds the community and causes one to 
more easily reflect on the greatness of Allah.  Most important, however, is that by following this command, 
the Muslim is able to earn Allah’s favor and possibly salvation.   

 
Pilgrimage to Mecca (Hajj) 

During our meeting, Osman informed me that he had been on a pilgrimage to Mecca multiple times.  
When he spoke of this, his face lit up and one could sense the excitement in his voice.  He described it as 
the ultimate event in his life as a Muslim that unified him with his fellow Muslims from across the world.  
This is how many Muslims feel about their experience visiting the city of Mecca. 

In order to understand the need for pilgrimage and the importance of Mecca and the Kaaba that is held 
there inside the Mosque of Haram, it is helpful to understand some of the history of pre-Islamic Arabia.  
The Kaaba, or cube, has stood for centuries in Mecca, though not in its current state; the Kaaba itself has 
been torn down and rebuilt several times.  No one is certain when it was first built or by whom.  Islamic 
tradition holds that it was first built by Adam, the first man.  After it was destroyed by the flood, Noah 
rebuilt it.  It was neglected for years until Abraham rediscovered the site when he was visiting Hagar and 
Ishmael after banishing them to the desert.  Near the Kaaba is a well called Zamzam, the place where God 
provided water for Hagar and her son. The Kaaba is the site at which Abraham was ready to sacrifice his son 
Ishmael before Allah stopped him and gave the promise that Ishmael would be the father of a great nation. 
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Centuries later, these stories, while certainly untrue, provided meaning and significance to the site of 
the Kaaba for the thousands of 7th Century Arabians who made the pilgrimage to visit it every year to 
worship their own specific deities that were housed inside this cube.  It has been said that idols representing 
up to three hundred sixty different religions were held in and around the Kaaba.  For this reason, Mecca 
served the people of ancient Arabia as a central point to which many would travel every year.  Beyond this 
religious significance, the city of Mecca was of little importance to the Arab tribes.  It did not lie on any 
trade routes and it had no agricultural value.  The only real means of income for the inhabitants of Mecca 
was the trade they conducted with the pilgrims who came to the Kaaba and the taxes levied on these visitors.  
This is especially true of the Quraysh, the Arab tribe that held control of the Kaaba and became exceedingly 
rich charging the thousands upon thousands of pilgrims for the privilege of visiting the Kaaba. 

These were the people with whom Muhammad was forced to contend when he began preaching a 
religion of Monotheism.  The Quraysh cared little that Muhammad and his followers believed in one god.  
They did care, however, that they might lose their business and income if people stopped coming to Mecca 
to worship their many other gods.  This led to conflict between the Quraysh and Muhammad and his 
followers, forcing Muhammad to flee to the city of Yathrib, later to be called Medina.  In time, Muhammad 
gained power and eventually control of the Kaaba.  He removed the idols inside, destroying all of them with 
the exception of the image of Jesus with his mother Mary.  Now, the Kaaba sits empty. For the Muslim, 
however, it is full of meaning. 

For this reason, roughly three million Muslims flock to Mecca every year to perform the hajj and all the 
duties related to it.  Hajj, along with its customs, is commanded in the Quran, most notably in Sura 2:196-
201. What follows42 is a typical example of the process for completing hajj for the average Muslim.   

The time for hajj begins on the eighth day of the month Thul-Hijjah.  This is part of the Muslim lunar 
calendar and so the beginning of this month can vary from year to year.  This year it falls on October 13th.  
The beginning of hajj begins by bathing, applying perfume and putting on the hajj clothing, a simple two 
piece garment made of white cloth, one piece for the upper body and one for the lower body.  He will also 
vocally declare his intent to begin hajj, declaring that he is responding to the call of Allah.  The hajj has 
begun. 

At this point, he proceeds to Mina, a tent city located on the outskirts of Mecca, about five miles from 
the Kaaba.  The tents in Mina number over 100,000, are air-conditioned and made to withstand temperatures 
of over 700 degrees.  Husbands and wives do not share these tents as it is a requirement of hajj that no 
sexual activity take place.  It is customary for one to remain in Mina for an entire day in order to participate 
in the five ritual prayers before moving on with the hajj. 

The next day (the 9th day of Thul-Hijjah, October 14th), those making pilgrimage proceed to the plain of 
Arafat, nineteen miles east of the center of Mecca.  Here, a Muslim will stay on the Hill of Arafat until noon, 
continuing to say his ritual prayers and adding prayers of supplication, all the while facing the direction of 
the Kaaba.  He remains within the boundaries of Arafat until sunset at which time he proceeds to 
Muzdalifah, where he will pray and spend the night in the open air.  Before dawn he prays the morning 
ritual prayer. 

Before sunrise on the 10th day of Thul-Hijjah, (October 15th) he begins moving again, this time to Al-
Aqabah Al-Kubra, the area of one of three stone pillars.  At this area, the Muslim throws seven previously 
selected stones at the stone pillar which is a representation of Satan.  With each throw, he recites, Allaahu 
Akbar (“God is greater”).  This area is located between Mina and the Kaaba and one throws the stone from 
a position in which Mina is on the right and the Kaaba is on the left.   

Following the stoning of the pillars, the Muslim performs the sacrifice of a sheep and partakes of a 
meal from the sacrifice, sharing with the poor.  At this time, men are required to cut their hair and shave 
their beards (a shaved head is actually preferable) and women are required to cut a finger-tip’s length of hair 
from their heads.  At this time the Muslim is permitted to change from his pilgrim clothes into regular 
clothing though this is not common.  After the sacrifice, the Muslim proceeds to the Kaaba inside the 
Mosque of Haram for the climax of hajj, Tawaaf Al-Ifaadhah and Sa’y Sa’y. 
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Tawaaf Al-Ifaadhah is the circumambulation of the Kaaba seven times.  This is the image most people 
associate with hajj, many Muslims walking around the Kaaba which is covered with a black cloth and 
embroidered with verses from the Quran.  Some Muslims will stop to kiss the corner of the Kaaba if they are 
able to do so.  This tradition has its roots in polytheistic pre-Islamic Arabia.  It was customary for many 
pilgrims who had come to pay homage to their gods to do this. 

Sa’y Sa’y is the custom of walking between the hills of Marwa and Safa.  These are also located inside the 
Mosque of Haram and lie about one hundred yards from the Kaaba.  They are approximately 450 meters 
apart and one is required to walk the length between them seven times.  This action is supposed to 
commemorate the time Hagar ran between these two hills in her frantic search for water after she was 
banished by Abraham.  The walkways between these two hills are on three levels which allow for large 
numbers of people to perform Sa’y Sa’y.  There are also barricades that run the length of the walkway to 
allow people to walk in one direction on one side of the barricade and to walk back on the other side. 

After completing Sa’y Sa’y, Muslims return to Mina to spend the three nights of Tashreeq.  Only one 
night is required but three are recommended.  During this time, they will stone the three stone pillars that 
represent Satan.  Finally, before leaving, he performs the farewell Tawaaf Al-Ifaadhah, circumambulating the 
Kaaba seven more times before removing his pilgrim clothes and returning home.  

While this is a typical hajj, the order in which the actions are performed can vary.  For example, the 
circumambulations around the Kaaba and the wandering between Marwa and Safa can take place at the 
beginning of the hajj.  Upon completing the pilgrimage to Mecca, the Muslim is now endowed with the title 
hajji.  While it is not required that he make this pilgrimage again, it is common for many to do so.  Osman 
estimated that around 80% of Muslims will perform this ritual at some point in their lifetimes. 

Again, exceptions to this command are found among the Islamic beliefs.  This pilgrimage is only 
required of those who can afford it.  Costs for this journey will vary depending on travel costs, quality of 
food and lodging and the amount of time actually spent in and around Mecca.  Some Muslims will spend as 
little as five days in Mecca,43 others will take more time, possibly visiting the city of Medina and the grave of 
Muhammad during their journey as well.  Osman’s best guess as to the average cost for a person to 
complete hajj was about $7000.  Imam Ihab said that he has not yet been in a financial situation that has 
allowed him to perform hajj.  His goal is to save up for two more years or so and possibly lead a group from 
his mosque. For those who cannot afford to make hajj, they are not required nor is it acceptable to send 
poor Muslims on hajj using zakat.  Fulfillment of hajj also does not count for those who have not reached 
the age of adulthood.  Many Muslim families may make the pilgrimage together, including their children.  
But if they are under the age of 16, they are not considered to have made hajj. 

The events described here constitute what is known as the greater hajj.  There exists also the 
opportunity for the lesser hajj, called umra.  The only difference between the two is that the lesser hajj does 
not take place during the month of Thul-Hijjah, the month of pilgrimage.  Imam Ihab stated that he had 
performed this lesser hajj while he lived in Saudi Arabia for six months.  The pilgrimage month, however, 
did not fall during these six months and therefore it was not considered a true hajj. 

The hajj is of utmost importance for those who are able to make the journey.  “The Hajj is the supreme 
communal event in Islam.  It is the only major Islamic ritual in which men and women participate with no 
division between them.  In the sanctified state, when every pilgrim is identically dressed, there is no longer 
any rank, or class, or status, there is no gender and no ethnic identity; there is no identity whatsoever, save 
as Muslims.”44  Osman spoke very fondly of this aspect of hajj.  Because every Muslim wore the same white 
garments, there was no way to know of their nationality, social status or wealth.  They were all one united 
Muslim people.  “[The days of hajj] are days of great religious importance not only for the pilgrims, but for 
all Muslims.  They are reminded that they belong to the umma, the worldwide community of Islam, which 
binds people together beyond class and ethnic diversity through faith in the one God.”45 
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This, of course is not the only reason or even the primary reason for hajj.  As always, it is to gain favor 
with God.  “The arduous journey is not complete.  The Muslim has worked intently for one main 
purpose—the ultimate forgiveness of sin.  As one Muslim expert writes, “The Hajj is designed to develop 
God consciousness and a sense of spiritual upliftment.  It is also believed to be an opportunity to seek 
forgiveness of sins accumulated throughout life.  Prophet Muhammad had said that a person who performs 
Hajj properly ‘will return as a newly born baby [free of all sins].’” The hajj then is the perfect illustration of 
what it takes to get to heaven: hard work, meditation, and the mercy of Allah.”46 
 
Comparisons between Christian Worship and Islamic Worship 

  What do we as Christians make of all this?  Is this worship?  The word “worship” comes from an 
Anglo-Saxon word “weorthscripe” which essentially means, “to ascribe worth,” to something.  One can 
easily see that this definition fits well with what we as Christian call worship.  For us, “worship is to believe 
in God, that is to fear, love and trust in him above all things.  Giving God my confidence indicates what I 
think and feel he is worth to me.”47  Secondly, we ascribe worth to God when we live our lives according to 
his will.  The apostle Paul wrote to the Romans, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, 
to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship”48 
Living a life pleasing to God naturally leads to gathering for public worship.  “The church worships God by 
proclaiming the great things God has done.  This is what Christ commissioned the church to do.  This is 
how the Church demonstrates its opinion concerning the worth of Christ.  By using the Means of Grace, 
therefore, the Church adores Christ.  All proclamation, therefore, is praise, and all praise is proclamation.”49  
And if the rich young man had stuck around to hear that Christ gave him all he needed to inherit eternal life, 
his response would have been to worship God. Worship is a responsive action that proceeds from the 
knowledge of salvation by grace. 

This cannot be said of Islamic worship.  True, there are a number of similarities between what 
Muslims do and what Christians do to ascribe worth to God.  Prayer, offerings and confession of faith all 
plays an important role in the life of the both the Muslim and the Christian.  One can even argue that the 
ritualistic aspect of worship is important to both groups. For both Muslims and Christians, there is a 
relationship between faith and deeds.   

But, as stated before, what sets Christians and Muslims apart is how faith and deeds are related. There 
is a big difference between deeds that one wants to and deeds that one has to.  Muslims engage in their 
worship practices not to ascribe worth to their god; they believe they must do it to earn favor.  For us, 
rituals—and following them—are vital to our worship but their source is a heart of faith; they are never set 
forth as an obligation.  What then is the source of a Muslim’s ritualistic works? 

 
 “Islam also speaks about faith and deeds.  But the relationship between the two is entirely 

different.  Faith is not a response to God’s grace—his undeserved love for sinners, which he showed by 
giving his son Jesus Christ as the sacrifice for our sins.  Rather, faith or belief in Allah is a way of earning 
Allah’s favor.  It is simply another good work.  Christian works flow from a thankful heart; Muslim works 
are done to curry Allah’s favor.  Muslim life centers around deeds.  The Quran, hadith, and the numerous 
laws of Islam treat every aspect of life.  Although there is talk of motives in Islam, the emphasis in the 
Muslim’s life of works is external, beginning and ending with outward rituals.”50   

 
Thus, these actions may proclaim Allah in a sort of indirect way but they are primarily done because 

one is afraid to go to hell.  It is possible that this type of fear is a reflection of one’s attitude toward the 
power and honor that one would ascribe to Allah but I see this as more of an unintended consequence of 
Islamic worship.  In the end, Muslims worship because they are afraid of condemnation. 
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A Muslim not only fears condemnation; they are also afraid of not being Muslim because “salvation is 
achieved only through submission to the teachings of Allah.  Salvation requires that one must be a member 
of the Islamic faith.51  And, as we have seen, in order to be a Muslim, one must do all that is required of 
Muslims, namely the Five Pillars.  “The pillars are non-negotiable.  They are not to be questioned but 
believed to the utmost.  To criticize the five pillars is, in fact, paramount to treason, perceived as heresy and 
blasphemy, punishable in many Muslim countries by imprisonment or worse.”52  

Thus, to achieve salvation, the Five Pillars are a start but they cannot offer the comfort of having 
completed something.  A religion that teaches salvation by works will always leave its followers in doubt 
before their god and doubt cannot be worship. 

 
“Why is it so important that Muslims do what Allah wants?  It’s because Islam is a religion of 

works. Entrance to paradise (heaven) must be earned.  The sad part is that Muslims can never have 
assurance of salvation.  When they die they believe that they go to the grave, where they await their 
judgment at resurrection day.  When judgment comes, Allah weighs the good works and the bad works 
and decides their fate.”53 

 
This kind of work-righteousness also fits perfectly with a Muslim’s view of Jesus Christ and who he is.  

It is heresy within the Muslim faith to say that anyone could achieve redemption of sin on behalf of another.  
 

“Islam does not accept the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross.  If Jesus did not die on the 
cross, he obviously did not die on the cross for sin.  Islam believes that mankind is basically good; thus if 
humans are not unredeemed sinners, they do not need redemption from sin and a savior from sin—only 
good works, abstention from wickedness and Allah’s favor.”54   

 

Without redemption the problem of sin remains, a fact that every Muslim will acknowledge.  If 
forgiveness cannot be earned by Christ on behalf of all of God’s people, and if obeying the Five Pillars 
offers no real assurance of salvation, how can it be earned?  This is the conflict with which a Muslim must 
struggle every day.  So, he does all that he can to resolve this conflict by his own deeds.  This is his 
motivation; this is what drives him.  Muslim worship does not have as its primary goal the praise of Allah 
but it is a way to show Allah that the Muslim means business, that he has made himself a Muslim by 
submitting to Allah’s commands and that he wishes to be in paradise one day.  Through his actions, the 
Muslim does not say, “This is how much Allah is worth to me.”  Instead, he is saying, “Allah, this is how 
much I should be worth to you.” 

Perhaps the most obvious reason Islamic worship cannot be worship is because it is directed toward a 
false god.  When a Muslim speaks the shahada, he is confessing a lie.  Over 1.9 billion Muslims across the 
world each pray five times a day.  Nearly ten billion daily prayers are heard by no one.  Muslims give of their 
wealth to the poor but the true God takes no pleasure in it.  They deprive themselves of food and drink for 
a month out of the year for nothing.  Millions flock to a city in Saudi Arabia and to a symbol that has no 
truth in it and gives them only a false comfort.  The Five Pillars not only fail to fulfill the meaning of 
worship, they are anti-worship.  They are a rejection of the true God and a rejection of Christ.  The Muslim 
thinks that by doing these things he will live.  Like the young rich ruler, they haven’t stayed to hear the truth. 
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