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Glossary of Arabic Terms

 


adab: Islamic
etiquette or manners

alhamdulillah: “All praise belongs to God”

Allah: the
Arabic word for “God”

awliyaa’: believers whose emaan and taqwaa grant
them the honor of Allah calling them His beloved “friends”
(singular: wali or
walee)

ayah: a part of
Qur’an or sign from God

ayaat: plural
of ayah

bid’ah: religious innovation

bi’idhnillaah: “with the help or permission of Allah”

da’wah: teaching
about Islam; inviting others to Islam

deen: a person’s
way of life rooted in beliefs about the ultimate purpose of life
and the concepts of right and wrong

dhikr: remembrance of Allah, a prescribed in the Qur’an and
Sunnah

du’aa: prayerful
supplication or informal prayer

emaan: faith or
authentic spiritual belief

fatwa: religious
“ruling” by a scholar

fitnah: severe
trial or temptation

ghusl: ritual
bath

haraam: prohibited or forbidden; any act that has the possibility
of punishment in the Hereafter

hijrah: migration from one place to another for the sake of one’s
soul

ijmaa’: complete
scholarly consensus in Islam dating back to the Companions of the
Prophet (peace be upon him)

ikhtilaaf: scholarly disagreement

insha’Allah: “God-willing” or “if God wills”

Istikhaarah: supplication and voluntary prayer made when making a
decision regarding something

kaafir: disbeliever

kuffaar: plural
of kaafir

kufr: disbelief

Laa ilaaha illa Allah: the Muslim testimony of faith; “nothing has the right to be
worshipped except God alone”

madhhab: official school of thought

mahram: close
family member or relative

naseehah: sincere religious advice

niqaab: face
veil

qadr: divine
decree or predestination

riyaa: insincerity; showing off; doing anything to seek the
admiration or approval of creation instead of Allah

saheeh: authentic (the highest form of authenticity for a
hadith)

Salaah: obligatory prayer performed five times each day:
Fajr,
Dhuhr,
Asr,
Maghrib,
and Ishaa

sallallaahu’alayhi wa sallam: “May peace and blessings be upon him”

Shaytaan: Satan
or the Devil

shirk: assigning
divine attributes to creation or creation’s attributes to Allah;
giving to creation any rights that are solely for Allah;
worshipping anything or anyone along with or instead of Allah;
paganism or idol worship

sihr: often
translated as “black magic”; humans voluntarily working with jinn
to bring benefit or harm to their own lives or that of
others

tafseer: explanation of the meanings of Qur’an

tajweed: rules
of reciting the Qur’an

taqleed: blind
following

taqwaa: sincerely guarding oneself from the punishment of
Allah

tasweer: images

tawakkul: complete trust in Allah

Tawheed: Oneness
of Allah; Islamic monotheism

‘ulamaa: scholars
or people of knowledge

ummah: Muslim
community

waswas: whisperings of Shaytaan that incite toxic self-doubt

wudhoo’: ablution

zakaah: obligatory charity paid on one’s wealth

zeenah: beautification or adornment

zina:
fornication or adultery


 


 


 


For those still holding on, even if only
barely,

but don’t want to let go.


 


 


 


“Islam is submission, yes. But it is more
than that. It is a relentless fight till death—against oneself—to
save one’s soul.”

— from the journal of Umm Zakiyyah
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“For some of us, the only way we’ll get our spiritual
priorities straight is having our entire world collapse…until the
only thing that allows us to stand is the bare minimum we need to
survive—the pillars of life and faith. Then and only then will we
truly understand Laa
ilaaha illa Allah, and the necessity to leave everything else
alone,

except what contradicts this.”

—from the journal of Umm Zakiyyah


 


 


 


A Burdened Soul
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This isn’t a story I am proud of, and it’s
not one I ever planned on writing. It’s not even one I planned on
living. When I was younger, I imagined that leaving Islam was a
logical process, one arrived at through careful analysis of Islamic
beliefs and finding in them something inherently contradictory or
something that one disagreed with. Thus, I never really
comprehended it, and it consistently confounded me. How could a
person go from believing in only God and worshipping Him alone to
disbelieving in Him and worshipping creation instead of Him? It
just didn’t make any sense.

I remember being deeply intrigued by the
story of a famous NFL player who had left Islam and converted to
Christianity. I was never a football fan, but as a youth, I had
been a fan of his, mainly because he was both a star player and a
practicing Muslim. When I’d heard that he had converted to
Christianity, I dismissed it as an absurd rumor, it was so
unbelievable. The media was in the habit of taking sensational
stories and making them front-page “news” with little to no regard
for authenticity or credibility. I’d assumed this was what had
happened with the football player. Or at least I was hoping
so—because the alternative was too difficult to fathom.

In my
young mind, it was impossible to go from being a “devout Muslim” to
worshipping one of Allah’s prophets and declaring this
shirk
as the only way to Heaven. Some
months before, I had read a magazine feature about the NFL player
in which he explained Islam to the readers and discussed the
significance of the five daily prayers. I remember the piece really
touching my heart. So it was difficult to reconcile this
inspirational image with someone leaving Islam.

Months later, I was watching television and
happened upon a Christian talk show in which the host said that
today’s guest would be the NFL player telling the story of why he’d
left Islam. Naturally, this caught my attention, and I waited to
see if the athlete would really be there. Eventually, he came on to
the set, and the first thing I noticed about him was how visibly
uncomfortable and fidgety he was. I watched as he kept glancing
over his shoulder as if he expected someone to walk in and “catch
him” there, though I’m sure he was fully aware that he was on
national television.

When the host asked what inspired his
decision to leave Islam for Christianity, the NFL player said,
“When I was Muslim, I always felt guilty when I sinned. Now that
I’m Christian, I don’t feel guilty anymore because I know Jesus
died for my sins.”

I was
only a teenager at the time, but I felt like it was the stupidest
thing I’d ever heard. I nearly laughed out loud for how ridiculous
this man’s reasoning was. So you want to get drunk and sleep with multiple
women without the guilty conscience? I shook my head in humored disbelief.

But at least his decision made sense to me
now. I had been waiting for some profound reflection on how he’d
happened upon some groundbreaking “evidence” that God was now a man
in flesh and part of a Trinity instead of the Creator who was
completely separate from His creation and who shared no kinship to
them. I couldn’t imagine what that “evidence” would entail, but at
the time, it was the only logical reason my mind could accept for
leaving the worship of God alone.

However, after hearing the NFL player’s
explanation, I understood his soul’s desperate longing to live life
without the burden of regret, self-correction, or personal
accountability for his wrongs. Nevertheless, though I myself still
had a lot to learn about life, I knew that even many devout
Christians would find the man’s reasoning problematic. Till today,
I find the reasoning problematic myself.

But the man’s story no longer confounds
me.

It terrifies me.

Because I know how close I myself came to
allowing my own soul to become “unburdened” by giving up on myself
and my Lord.

I still
haven’t found all the words to explain exactly what was happening
to me during this time. But in this book, along with the video
series I
Almost Gave Up, I
pinpoint ten spiritual struggles that I faced during that time,
along with ten solutions that I implemented to weather the most
tumultuous spiritual storm of my life.
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Do I Have the Right To Exist?
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“The cycle of dysfunction and abuse begins
to break when you no longer seek their love, permission, or
approval. Or their forgiveness for the crime of existing—and
choosing life and happiness for yourself.”

—from the journal of Umm Zakiyyah

 


 


Behavior control, mind control, and soul
control. This is what I was taught about my ultimate purpose in
life. I was taught that there were certain people who had a greater
right to my life choices, private thoughts, and deep spirituality
than I did. I was even taught that they came before God Himself, or
that they represented God Himself.

Wherever
I went—whether I was at home learning about the rights of parents
and family, at the masjid learning about the divine gifts of our
community imam and my responsibility to dedicate my life to him, at
school learning about the superiority of democracy over all
political systems and my obligation to live and die for a flag, at
gatherings of African-Americans talking about what I owed “our
people” due to all they had suffered, or on the receiving end of
the constant verbal abuse and harassment by atheists and
“secularists” who blamed me and my religion for all the evil in the
world—I heard the same message over and over again:
You don’t have the
right to exist. You have no right to your life, mind, or soul. I
know what’s best for you, and should you doubt that I’m right, God
(or the Universe) will punish you—and you’d deserve it.
No one used these exact words,
but the message was clear nonetheless. If I were to summarize in
three words how my mind and heart processed all of these messages,
it would be this: You don’t matter. And I’d believed it.

Ironically, I’d always imagined that my
thoughts and beliefs were rooted in praiseworthy self-sacrifice
“for the sake of Allah,” not in disappearing myself from existence.
I loved my parents and family, I loved my religion and imam, I
loved my heritage and people, and I loved my culture and country.
So why shouldn’t I continuously sacrifice for them?

Unless I genuinely believed that doing so
would displease God or harm my life and soul—or that of others.

It would take years of emotional suffering
and mental torment, of self-doubt and toxic shame, and nearly
leaving Islam before I came to realize the power—and threat—in this
seemingly obvious exception. For it is in honoring this simple
exception (to put one’s soul and emotional health before anything
else) that creates the dividing line between respect and abuse,
freedom and tyranny, and human rights and oppression.

Herein lies the power of this exception, and
its threat. Those who genuinely wish good for you in this world and
understand (and respect) the rights of the human soul and its
Creator will honor this exception willingly and humbly, as they
know that, should they violate this divine exception, they are not
only harming their own souls but also disrupting divine justice on
earth.

It is
not without immeasurable divine wisdom that God Himself has
expressly forbade compelling another human soul to believe in
something or live a life path that he or she genuinely believes is
wrong or harmful (to the self or others), even if the person
himself is sincerely mistaken. Hence the oft-repeated but so often
misunderstood ayah of
Qur’an: “There shall be no compulsion in deen.” (Al-Baqarah,
2:256).

 


Why I Almost Gave Up

 


As I mentioned in the introduction, this is
not a story that is easy to put into words. However, when I look
back at the first problem I faced during my spiritual crisis, I can
safely say it was rooted in three things pulling me down:

1. I felt overwhelmed spiritually such that
I feared I could no longer continue.

2. I felt that I didn’t have the right to
exist.

3. I found many Muslim communities to be
sources of pain and institutionalized pride.

 


I Felt Overwhelmed Spiritually

 


During
my spiritual crisis, Islam began to feel like an increasing list of
doubtful, haraam, and
religious obligations; and I couldn’t keep up. I wanted to hold on
to my emaan, and I
knew that I needed to. But I felt like I couldn’t.

Part of
the problem was my desire to stay away from anything that could
even possibly be wrong. As a result of this determination, I
followed the strictest opinion on nearly every ikhtilaaf issue
amongst the scholars. The following excerpt from my blog
“Walking Guilty, the Weight of Doubt and
Sin” paints a pretty
accurate picture of what led to this spiritual
exhaustion:

 


I thought I had it all figured out. I know
that sounds cliché, naïve even, but it’s true. I wasn’t going to
compromise my soul. I wasn’t going to open myself up to sin. I
wasn’t going to Hell with my eyes open. Yes, I knew it wouldn’t be
easy. I knew I’d have to sacrifice and struggle. And I knew there
would always be that internal battle for sincerity that nobody
could conquer perfectly in this life.

But I could at least protect my actions in
some way.

The
Prophet (peace be upon him) said, “The halaal (permissible) is clear and the haraam (forbidden) is clear, and between them are
matters that are mushtabihaat [unclear or doubtful]. Whoever is wary of these doubtful
matters has absolved his religion and honor. And whoever indulges
in them has indulged in the haraam.
It is like a shepherd who herds his sheep too close to preserved
sanctuary, and they will eventually graze in it. Every king has a
sanctuary, and the sanctuary of Allah is what He has made
haraam. There
lies within the body a piece of flesh. If it is sound, the whole
body is sound; and if it is corrupted, the whole body is corrupted.
Verily, it
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