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TALKING POINTS #3 

TOPICS IN CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM RELATIONS 

 

LAW IN ISLAM 
 
 
Guide us in the straight path: the path of those You have blessed.   
Q 1:6-7 
 
Happy are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of 
the Lord.   Psalm 119:1 
 
Not too far from the ELCA churchwide office in Chicago, in the 
spring of 2010, one could see a billboard advertising “Sharia-
compliant” financing for Muslim homebuyers; the couple pictured 
on the billboard look pleased that such an important aspect of 
their economic lives was being conducted in accordance with the 
Shari‘ah (the way or law of God; note that the English spelling 
varies).  Over the centuries, this “Way”—based in the Qur’an and 
the teachings and practice of the prophet Muhammad—has been 
explored and elaborated in a lively tradition that has aimed to 
provide guidance for all matters of life: worship and religious 
duties, the family, economy, social and political life, and so on. 
 
Muslim scholars today arbitrate in family disputes and weigh the 
most subtle matters of economic policy or bioethics, while Muslim 
believers turn to trusted authorities to seek counsel and legal 
rulings (fatwas) on matters of concern to them.  Their desire is to 
honor God and fulfill God’s will in all areas of life. 
 
This desire is reflected in a fourteen-century long tradition of legal 
thought, in which Muslim scholars developed the tools and 
resources of jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh) in order to seek the 
explication of God’s Way (Shari‘ah).  It may be helpful to note that 
Christians, pondering the mystery of the revelation of God’s very 
self in Jesus of Nazareth, have typically and centrally pursued the 
study of theology; in some contrast to this, Muslims, pondering the 
revelation of God’s will in the Qur’an and the example of the 



Prophet Muhammad, have typically and centrally pursued the 
study of law.  The Islamic intellectual tradition has tended to be 
focused more on practical questions of “How shall we live?” than 
on questions such as “How shall we talk about God?” 
 
Historically, the Islamic legal tradition has played a huge role in 
unifying “the Muslim world”: even in times of political 
fragmentation, a framework of law was largely common to Islamic 
societies, enabling international commerce and providing widely 
shared discourse and norms.  The tradition has been marked by 
several characteristics: gratitude to God for providing the blessing 
of guidance to weak and forgetful human beings; the earnest 
desire to honor God in all things; intellectual rigor; diversity (as 
many opinions were allowed and debated on any particular issue); 
and humility, so that the greatest of scholars would qualify 
carefully derived opinions with the words wa-llahu a‘lam, “and God 
is the greater knower” [of the correct solution]. 
 
The modern world has brought many complications to Muslims’ 
quest to honor God in matters of law.  In many Westernized 
societies, adherence to the traditions of the Shari‘ah has been 
limited to or focused on the areas of worship and family.  In places 
where political and economic systems are breaking down, calls for 
the “implementation of the Islamic Shari‘ah” can represent a cry 
for justice, an end to corruption, and hope for a better life.  In 
some places, political movements and leaders have tried to claim 
their loyalty to the Shari‘ah as a mark of legitimacy—but have 
sometimes been more concerned with attention-grabbing 
symbolism (e.g., implementing, without attention to context or 
legal safeguards, ancient punishments such as the cutting off of a 
hand for theft or stoning for adultery) than with the struggle for 
social and economic justice. 
 
Christians will want to listen closely to the debate within the 
Muslim community—standing up with and for Muslims in the 
defense of human rights in places where these are threatened, 
and with respect for those who seek—with intellectual rigor and 
humility—to do God honor.  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

 
1. “Muslims seek to honor God and to fulfill God’s will in all areas 

of life.”  Is this an area of commonality with Christians?  (Think 
of the Lord’s Prayer!)   

 
2. A criticism that Muslims sometimes make of Western 

Christians is that they tend to restrict the honoring of God to a 
particular “religious” area of life—leaving God out of social and 
political life.  What do you think of this? 

 
3. The above presentation made a parallel/contrast between the 

central place of theology in Christian tradition, and the place of 
law in Islamic tradition.  How does this centrality reflect the 
core teachings of each faith? 

 
4. What do you think of when you hear the word Shari‘ah?  For 

many non-Muslims, the word has strong negative connotations 
because of oppression and cruel punishments meted out by 
the Taliban and others in the name of Shari‘ah.  Is it possible 
to imagine how, for many Muslims, Shari‘ah as “the Way” of 
God represents a blessing and a hopeful ideal—no matter how 
miserably some human beings have interpreted it? 

 
5. Lutheran-Christians have sometimes tended to denigrate the 

Law, seeing it as a burden or in opposition to the Gospel.  Can 
our interfaith dialogues—with Jews, and now with Muslims—
help us to read (say) Psalm 19:7-10 with conviction? 

 
6. What place does the Bible have in the law of the United 

States?  What place do you think it should have? 


