Issues of Controversy: Interview with Al-Habib Umar bin Muhammad bin Salim bin Hafidh
Extremism 

What causes some of the youth to hold extremist views?
I believe that this goes back to people taking the religion without insight and to them understanding legal rulings in a way that is cut off from the chain of transmission,[1] or in other words taking knowledge from those who are not worthy of transmitting it. Ibn Sirin is recorded as saying in Sahih Muslim: “This knowledge is religion so beware of whom you take your religion from.”  He also said: “The chain of transmission is part of the religion and had it not been for it anyone could have said whatever they wished to say.”  With the loss of the chain of transmission we find distorted understandings of the Sacred Law and its rulings. There arises a vacuum which allows for the entrance of the desires of the lower self such that an individual’s religion becomes based on incorrect foundations.  Because of this he may go against the religion while thinking he is serving it or obeying the orders of Allah the Exalted. 

I believe one of the biggest causes of extremism is that these youth are cut off from the sources of knowledge which are only accessible through the chain of transmission. Some people wish to make their understanding of the Book and the Sunna the Book and the Sunna whereas it is fact only their own understanding.  This narrow understanding causes them to look negatively at other Muslims, leads to discord and, if taken to an extreme, to them making lawful the killing of others. With the existence of such groups a Muslim who desires to reach Allah should not make his religion a basis of enmity or a cause of conflict between him and anyone else. The religion of Allah in its correct form is founded upon looking upon the creation in an expansive way and upon showing mercy and compassion to the believers. Anyone who follows the true path increases in humility to Allah and in showing etiquette towards Him out of fear of Him. Such a person feels that his heart increases in illumination and insight and he finds tranquillity in remembering Allah. The true attributes of a believer then become clearly manifest within him.

Allah says in the Qur’an: the slaves of (Allah) Most Gracious are those who walk on the earth in humility, and when the ignorant address them, they say, "Peace!" and those who spend the night in adoration of their Lord prostrate and standing.[2] 

A believer should distance himself from any group and any methodology which weakens in him these praiseworthy qualities, reduces his fear of Allah and reduces the tranquillity he finds upon remembering Allah,  the sweetness he tastes in worshipping Him and conversing with Him and which places in his heart hatred for his fellow Muslims. Many groups take concepts which are true but mix them with that which is false causing people to become confused. Allah the Real has, however, clarified to us that any knowledge which increases us in fear of Him is beneficial knowledge. Allah says: It is only those possessing knowledge amongst the slaves of Allah that fear Him.[3] So anyone who increases in knowledge and does not increase in guidance only increases in distance from Allah. If knowledge does not lead to guidance it has not been built on the correct foundations. Allah does not leave a sincere believer in difficulty or confusion but rather he clarifies to him the truth. That person must then follow the signs by looking at the afore-mentioned attributes which are mentioned in the Qur’an.  He should be ready to make excuses for people as long as they do not say or do anything that is directly contrary to the sacred texts and there is no other possible interpretation. He should witness that people may possess elements of the truth and that perhaps there is confusion or deficiency or long-sightedness. Broad-mindedness will prevent a person’s heart from filling with anger and will help him to live and co-exist in society.

Islam is a religion of moderation but at times extreme views manifest themselves which are detrimental to the religion. How can this extremism be dealt with?

The people of knowledge and people in positions of leadership must first realise their need and the need of the Umma to prevent extremism. Then they must work together to prevent extremism, following the path of the Sacred Law and trying to implement it and act according to it. They must clarify the truth by clarifying the texts and bases of the Sacred Law which was brought to us by the Messenger of Allah (Allah bless him and grant him peace). Different means should be used such as dialogue, teaching, meetings and expending money and effort. This will remove the root causes of extremism. Extremism has become an issue because of the absence of spiritual nurturing and the neglect of those in power of their duty, which is to be proponents of the true concepts of the religion and to prevent those around them from adopting extremist methodology which distorts the true image of Islam and causes people many problems.

Mixing Politics and Religion
Some people take up positions in mosques and on the pulpit for political aims and motives. What is your opinion on this?
I would say that a Muslim, however much he sees good in a certain affair, must conduct his actions in a correct manner. Individual or group interests should not be allowed to encroach upon places of public guidance and to influence people speaking in the name of the Sacred Law which governs all groups and should be the reference point for all. The pulpit should not be transformed from a place of teaching to a means for people to mobilise others or to achieve their aims whether they be political, material or social. The pulpit should only be used for the lofty purpose of admonition and guidance and teaching the Sacred Law. A Muslim must differentiate between his personal opinion and the sacred texts. There is a big difference between an individual’s opinion and a text revealed by Allah or conveyed by His Messenger which calls all creation to a praiseworthy quality or to a noble action. Examples of these are sacred injunctions related to acts of worship whether they be compulsory or supererogatory or those related to good treatment of parents, neighbours and relatives or showing kindness to the poor and needy. These are lofty values which are at the heart of the Sacred Law but mixing this with the attainment of personal goals corrupts the intention of the teacher and transforms mosques and pulpits into places of conflict and competition. Mosques should be protected and the dialogue in them should not be aimed at provoking and exploiting people. Someone speaking in a mosque should speak with sincerity with the intention of calling people to Allah not to a specific party or group. The mosque should remain a place for the call to Allah Most High through the spreading of noble qualities. It should be a place to which people come to receive enlightenment in their transactions with Allah and to remove the dirt and dust which clouds their hearts. They should not find conflict in the mosque which has been brought in from outside.

Sufism

Your da’wa is founded on the concept of Sufism, a concept which often receives sharp criticism. What is your opinion on this?

We understand the word “Sufism” to mean an eagerness to purify the heart and to attain righteous Prophetic attributes as a means to follow the Messenger of Allah (Allah bless him and grant him peace). This is what we understand from the Imams of the early generations who were known as the Sufis. Imam al-Kalabadi authored a work more than a thousand years ago entitled “Introducing the Methodology of the Sufis” and we do not find in it anything other than what we find in the books of the scholars who have been affiliated with Sufism and those who spoke about those scholars over the centuries. They all agree that Sufism is a call to noble character and implementation of the Sunna of the Prophet (Allah bless him and grant him peace) according to one’s ability and an eagerness to rid the heart of impurities. If this is what we understand Sufism to be then any Muslim who strives to purify his heart and perfect his transaction with his Lord can be said to be subscribing to Sufism.  However, people sometimes have impressions which are far from the truth and reality of the situation. They may have false impressions of Sufism or of Islam in general or of the schools of law specifically. Some believe Sufism to be submissiveness or remaining aloof or associate it with pipes and drums, yarns or superstitions or innovation in affairs of the religion. All of this is rejected and far from reality and cannot be attributed to the Imams who were known as being people of Sufism over the centuries who were themselves masters of the Islamic sciences of Hadith, Jurisprudence and Tafsir. You will always find amongst those who narrated the canonical books of Hadith those who were known as being people of Sufism. The only meaning of the word Sufism that we know is the desire to purify the heart and perfect one’s following of the Prophet Muhammad (Allah bless him and grant him peace). If that is what is meant by the word Sufism then its usage is only positive.  We should not, however, let a word become a barrier preventing people from knowing its true meaning. What we ask is that people do not over-react as they do on merely hearing a particular word. Instead we ask that they look at the concept that is behind the word. Call it by another name if you do not like the word Sufism: call it “Ihsan” or “knowledge of the inward” or “purification of the soul.” Call it what you will but the concept remains the same and we will not allow a mere word to become a cause of conflict and something which prevents people from knowing the reality of the concept and it will not stop us from making our brothers aware of the duty which we must all attend to.

Confronting the Challenges of Today’s World
It is clear that the aim of da’wa is to focus on a person’s development and connection with Allah. A Muslim in today’s world, however, is confronted with changing circumstances and concepts such as the accusation that Muslims are terrorists. What does someone who wants to know the truth do?
True understanding of the religion stems from the knowledge that its methodology is comprehensive because it has been received directly through revelation. The ability to distinguish between good and evil and between truth and falsehood does not come from adopting a particular bias or slant but from returning to the foundations, through which we understand the Sacred Law and through which people understand what is incumbent upon them. When someone has a firm grounding they are able to distinguish between that which draws one close to Allah and that which distances one from Him, and between good and evil. Allah says: if you fear Allah He will grant you a criterion.[4] These foundations, because of the width which they permit, do not leave an individual in a state of isolation from what is going on in the world. This the distinguishing feature of this methodology: it allows an individual to know where he stands in terms of his perspective on what is around him. If he is confronted with the accusation that Muslims are terrorists or any other accusation he is able to decide for himself whether it is true or not, because he has the knowledge of what Islam is and what it calls to. Those who subscribe to this methodology have different roles. Some will be specialists, whose time is dedicated to the da’wa. Their role is guiding people and establishing the foundations for everyone. Others will not be able to dedicate everything to the da’wa because of the nature of society – they will be busy with their family or their work. However, each person whether they are ruling or being ruled knows their role, their responsibility and their area of specialisation. Following this methodology is not restricted to those who are specialists in teaching and spiritual purification. Every individual in whatever field he is follows these general guidelines and divine and prophetic directives and thus knows how to act in his own situation. People’s areas of specialisation must be respected for the good of the Muslims and the proper functioning of society. Muslims must also work together in all that benefits society. What must be avoided are things which are doubtful, making decisive judgements without proper proof and provoking discord even this outwardly seems good. The jurists say that it is impermissible to forbid someone from doing a wrong action if doing so will lead to a wrong action which is greater. They also say that it is impermissible to forbid someone from doing a wrong action if there is not scholarly consensus on the wrongful nature of that action. The expansiveness of the Sacred Law accepts an individual’s opinion as long as it is based upon independent legal reasoning and not upon caprice, bigotry or ignorance. On this basis we deal with the circumstances that confront us. Everyone in their particular field must fulfil their role in a state of awareness of Allah desiring benefit for people and clarification of the truth to them on the basis of that which is common ground and that which brings benefit and defends society from harm. Everything must be done in a correct way.

The State of the Umma
In your opinion what are the causes of the weakness and abasement of the Muslim Umma in the present time?

The roots of any kind of weakness and abasement in reality lie in the following: people’s contempt for the affair of Allah; their showing disobedience to Him; their being content to leave what He has made obligatory or to do what He has forbidden; their being content to have a weak connection to this religion such that the minimum amount of effort is sufficient for them. An example of this is performing the prayer without even knowing its pre-conditions and its integral parts or ignoring the directions of the Sacred Law in one’s business transactions.  Other root causes are the weakness of people’s connection with Allah, their concern with their own issues which leads some to be intolerant of others, their differing amongst themselves and their division into groups and sects. These are the causes of our present state of weakness. In summary the root cause of weakness is people showing greater veneration for ephemeral things than they deserve which causes them to ignore the affair of the Almighty. When people give anything priority over the affair of Allah, Allah will abase them. This is the general state of the Umma but there is no doubt that goodness remains and the means of repairing the damage remain. The solution is for people to sincerely return to Allah and to venerate the injunctions of Allah and His Messenger (Allah bless him and grant him peace) at all levels. People must strive to purify their hearts and must truly show mercy to others because the “All-Merciful shows mercy to those who show mercy to others.”[5] By showing mercy to those around him a Muslim will be shown mercy by Allah and such a person will never be weak or defeated. He will have with him the support and might of Allah and he will be raised by Him.

Dar al-Mustafa
You are the head of Dar al-Mustafa in Tarim. When was Dar al-Mustafa established, what are its goals and what is the nature of its study programme?

The means for the establishment of Dar al-Mustafa came about after the blessed unification of Yemen. The Dar follows the same methodology that religious schools in Hadramawt and in other Muslim countries in the East and West used to follow. However during the period of socialist rule in Hadramawt religious schools were closed, the people were oppressed, scholars and notables were persecuted and various people were abducted. During this period I left Hadramawt and spent a number of years between the province of al-Bayda (in North Yemen) and the two Noble Sanctuaries (Mecca and Medina), learning from scholars from many different places. After unification I returned to Hadramawt and the religious schools were re-opened. The old methodology was reinstated: teaching of the Qur’an and the Sunna and jurisprudence combined with action and attaining noble character traits. People’s attention began to turn towards coming to take this knowledge especially amongst those students who had been unable to enter Yemen for the past twenty five years or more. There was thus a need for the establishment of a place for them to study. We began in 1414 (around 1993) by hiring places for them to live around mosques. The number of students then increased. Some were from Yemen but the majority from South East Asia, due to the fact that Islam first entered that region at the hands of scholars from Hadramawt over eight centuries ago and the fact that the students’ parents and grandparents had previously studied in Hadramawt. People began to hear about a methodology characterised by its moderation and spirituality and this brought students seeking knowledge from South East Asia, Africa and some European countries. Amongst the visitors to Dar al-Mustafa were his Excellency the President of Yemen who came twice. Dar al-Mustafa continues to expand and it has a number of branches both in Yemen and in Indonesia.

We have just over six hundred students – around half of them are from Yemen and the rest from outside Yemen. In terms of studies, the Dar is based on three principles: firstly obtaining knowledge from those worthy of teaching it through the train of transmission; secondly purification of the heart and refinement of one’s character such that the student is able to benefit from this knowledge and benefit others and thirdly spreading this knowledge and spiritual teaching. These are the three principles upon which the Dar was established. 

This was taken from an interview with Habib Umar conducted by the Yemeni newspaper, “26th September.” The original text has been abridged and edited for the sake of brevity.

[1] What is meant is the sanad, the chain of transmission linking the teacher to his teacher and so on back to the author of that particular book, the authority in that science or the Prophet himself (Allah bless him and grant him peace).

[2] Sura al-Furqan, 25.63-4

[3] Sura Fatir, 35.28

[4] Sura al-Anfal, 8.29

[5] An authenticated hadith narrated by Imam Ahmad
