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July 16, 2009 

Thursday 

 

 

 Title: Why Shackle Yourself When You Could Be Free?  
DVD title: Tajdīd and Ijtihad: Apply the Law of Renewal Practically  

Choose Freedom over the Spiritual Illness of Resistance 
 

Bismillah.  Ya Rabb.  Pay attention tonight.  It is my intention to continue to talk on 

tajdīd.   I realize by the grace of Allah Swt that having gone to Marrakech this past week, 

and having had the honor to sit among 1200-1800 shuyukh…  we all must realize Islam is 

not only al-Dīn as-Samawi (the Divine Dīn), but it is also al-Dīn al-Aradi, the dīn for this 

world, the earth. Consequently, we have to respond to and address humanitarian issues.  

We must address humanitarian issues if we are Muslims, and especially if we are of 

Tariqah, if we are Sufis.  I say “especially” in the sense that “Muslim” is a very broad 

term, and “Sufi” is a much more narrow term.  It’s like talking about diamonds, and 

distinguishing between BBS “B” quality and BBS “G” or “H” quality. The other point is 

that through awareness, through awakening to the truth – and I really want you to pay 

attention tonight  – through awakening to what is true in Islam that is Islam, and what is 

true in Tasawwuf (some people could call it enlightenment or awakening), a Muslim, a 

mu’min, a murīd and a murād liberates oneself from certain shackles.   

 

There are chains and there are golden chains.  In Naqshbandi Order, we refer to the 

Golden Chain.  In that sense, it means a chain of golden hearts that lead back to 

Rasulallah (sal).  But a golden chain as a chain is still a chain; and if you are chained by 

gold it is no different than being chained by iron.  In understanding the role of a Muslim, 

a mu’min, a murīd/a and a murād/a, it is very important to realize that you release 

yourself from certain shackles.  Almost everyone in this room, or let’s say all of us, 
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(including myself) have shackles, shackles of ritualism, shackles of legalism, shackles of 

moralism versus morality. You can also use the term “orthodoxy” if you want.  If we are 

going to talk about tajdīd in a real way, we have to talk about it not only as a 

philosophical concept, but we have to talk about ourselves, and be honest enough to talk 

about ourselves in such a way that is true and honest and positive.  Many of us, many of 

you, have been brought up to think that critique of oneself is somehow a permanent state, 

and therefore you don’t want to do it.  

 

Tajdīd (renewal, restoration) comes from jadda, which means something that is new.  It 

also has another derivative, jidd, which is diligence, to be serious.  It also means 

modernization, as used in common language. This concept of tajdīd has very fixed 

principles.  It has a direct connection to what I would call “essential Islam.”  One of the 

characteristics and fixed principles of tajdīd is versatility. It has to suit any time, any 

place; therefore, it is extremely essentially Islamic, because Islam should fit any time and 

any place. Shar’īah as law (which is a strange word to call it)—the “broad boulevard of 

Shar’īah”—has an HOV lane.  It always takes at least two to be in the HOV lane: the 

shaykh and the murīd; otherwise, you don’t qualify for the HOV lane on the highway.    

Tariqah is the HOV lane.  We are all going in the same direction, all made out of the same 

material, and all for the same purpose; but it is a little different.  You get a few extra 

privileges.  

 

If you go to Washington, DC and take the HOV lane, it’s a highway that is separate that 

has markers on it. You can only get off at Seminary Road or Springfield; you can’t get off 

at every stop. Do you get the metaphor? You can take the regular road, alhamdulillah, 

that’s Islam.  You will have to go as fast as the traffic will bear.  If you go in the HOV 

lane, there can be lots of traffic there, too; but there will be certain exits.  We’ll call them 

maqam: the maqam of Seminary road, the maqam of I-95 (you’re getting a geography 
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lesson of Washington).  Understand that Shar’īah allows for a lot of flexibility; and 

because of that, it allows one to deal with the realities of life, with all aspects of the 

variables of life.  What prevents tajdīd from being seen as an inherent mechanism, an 

inherent flexible system that has existed through history is a misperception of rigidity and 

inflexibility.   

 

People LOVE rigidity and inflexibility.   “Oh, no, we don’t!  We hate it!”  No, you love 

it. You only say you hate it; but you love it. You love it because if you have rigidity and 

inflexibility, you have something to push again, something to rebel against.  You have 

something you don’t have to buy into.  But if things are flexible, then you have to flow 

with the current.  Otherwise, you are going against the current and you get pressure. You 

don’t like pressure.  So, just redefine it in some other way.  “I don’t like organized 

religion.” “There are things in Islam that bother me.”  “I want to pick and choose, because 

I grew up in the 1960's and 70's and that’s part of the rules.”  It makes no sense, logically, 

that you have a living dīn that is not responsive to living people in every time and place. 

The reality is that Islam can respond to the difficult issues of the time and place we live in 

today.   

 

In fact, this conference  – I think, but I’m not sure – was supposed to conceive of an 

institutionalized center where Sufis can work.  But nobody ever really defined exactly 

what that work would be.  To me, it would be to study Islam and Sufism and apply it to 

the day and age, and to the real issues of the time and place.  It should be a place of 

tajdīd.  It was assumed that everyone came there with the idea of understanding that they 

would try to find a basis for working together and being together, instead of having this 

tariqah over there, this one over here, that one over there, and all the different Orders. But 

it was to work together as Muslims.  
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The real issue is, with all the different aspects of the meanings of tajdīd (renewal, 

restoration, renovation, resurgence), and the inherent belief of a mujaddid coming every 

hundred or thousand years (and my heretical concept that it may very well be that the 

mujaddid is a movement at a certain time), Islam can be said to be the means and 

Tasawwuf can be said to be the response to those means, or the active force of how those 

means are expressed in the world.  The question is does all this diversity with all its 

meanings and iterations reflect the situation that demands a revival in our day and age. 

When we look at the crisis in Islam today -- and the crisis is actually in belief.   We see 

the same crisis in Christianity and Judaism in all these societies. Is this an indication of a 

time of revival?  The answer is yes and no.  If you look at it as: “Oh, it’s the hundredth 

year. Time for a mujaddid,” that’s problematic. But if you see that ijtihad is all the time, 

that tajdīd is always happening, a constant renewal, a constant reviving [then you see 

consistency], just like our cells are renewed every seven years.  It’s not that all of a 

sudden you are seven years old and all your cells fall off and new ones come on.  That’s 

not the way it works.  The system is totally consistent.  Whether we are talking about 

cells being replaced every seven years or tajdīd, it’s happening all the time.  

 

We have to say that tajdīd is one of the essential pillars of life.  It is well supported, as 

seen in what I’ve quoted before to you: “Allah will send forth someone at the beginning 

of every century to revive the religion of the ummah.”  That’s one way of looking at 

what the Prophet (sal) said in this hadith.  That is a person who is pointing out something 

that is happening all the time.  Tajdīd has to provide people with a comprehensive overall 

view, capable of correcting previous distortions and errors, combating personal 

inclinations and institutional pressures.  It has to be something that reduces or removes 

the emphasis of Islam on just philosophy or theory, and jurisprudence, cultural prejudices, 

biases, and sentimentalism that allow a person to say, “I am defining Islam; therefore, I 

can pick and choose whatever I want about Islam or about Sufism.” At the same time, we 
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do define Islam and Tasawwuf; but like anything else, we have to define it within certain 

agreed-upon parameters.   

 

A maqam in music is a very specific form in music in which you can improvise.  But you 

have to fit the form first.  The form is the Shar’īah and the Sunnah. The improvisation is 

the response to what is happening in the moment, in the individual, in the community, in 

the society, the religion, or the globe.  Because we live in a globalized society today, we 

have to understand how tajdīd operates through a global point of view.  If Islam is 

reduced to only “my own personal experience,” there will be, as we have seen before in 

other religions and as we see in Islam today, all kinds of heresies, all kinds of 

superstitions, and all kinds of misinterpretations.  

 

As an example, the Taliban are heretical, crazy people who actually believe that is Islam. 

Those exaggerations, those iterations are not just deviations.  They are a dark shadow on 

Islam. The truth is, probably a lot of you in this room don’t give a darn about that. The 

harsh truth is, I’m not sure how many Muslims I’m sitting with.  And you’re not sure. The 

issue with Islam today is that it is limited by the limited understanding of Muslims of 

Islam itself, and the lack of capacity and capability of dealing with the realities of day to 

day life of being a Muslim.  It may be very true in every religion that only a very few 

people can attain the highest level of that religion.  But that doesn’t mean that everybody 

else doesn’t have to attain ANY level.  That doesn’t mean that excuses you from being a 

Muslim, because you are not the “perfect” Muslim.   This is an illness of the 70's 

mentality that we have passed on to our children.   “If I can’t be perfect, then I can’t be 

it.”  That’s not true. Nobody learned anything without practicing; hence my emphasis on 

practices.   

 

If you knew what you were dealing with, if you really understood the flexibility, the 
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applicability, the modernity, the globalized view, the depth of knowledge, the depth of 

wisdom, the depth of potential, the comprehensiveness of Islam, you’d be humbled and 

you’d be more pious. Many Muslims, including the noble people in this room who have 

been “at this” for many years – and I’m not quite sure what the “this” is sometimes – but I 

want to tell you that the word “community” is not a synonym for Islam.  You need to 

remember that. “I’m accepting Islam because I love the community.”  There are people in 

this room who I believe, believe that.  That’s a first step. But at some point, it has to be 

left behind and you have to understand the incredible comprehensiveness of Islam, which 

is made even more incredible under the magnifying glass of Tasawwuf.   

 

There is nothing that can’t be solved; nothing that is not addressed; nothing that cannot be 

utilized for your benefit, your children’s benefit, your brother’s and sister’s benefit that is 

not to be found in Islam.  And I’m not saying that because I’m a profound religionist.  As 

you well know, I spent a lot of my life anti-religion.  This has nothing to do with religion. 

The Prophet (sal) did not come to create a new religion.  So I don’t treat it like it is a 

religion.   I treat it like it is a reality, a way of life, and very much tajdīd.  It’s a means.   

Of course, it is a religion and we belong to it because we said, “La illaha illa’lah, 

Mohammedan abduhu Rasūlallah”   That’s a contract. Your consideration for that 

contract is your sincerity.  The result of that contract is endless bounty that comes to you. 

A lot of Muslims don’t understand that, either.  

 

You can’t just pick and choose and have partial aspects of the religion or dīn that you 

like, then as some people do, impose some other theoretical, doctrinal, or orthodoxical 

point of view on the rest of it so it serves whatever their selfish purpose is.  We are 

dealing with a law that is inviolable in the universe. You can call it the law of change or 

the law of renewal. A scientist can study more about astrophysics and realize that the 

universe is not shrinking but expanding, and that is another metaphor for renewal.  It’s 
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also a testimony to the universal realities of Islam, the validity of Shar’īah, the validity of 

the Sunnah and Sīrah of Rasūlallah (sal) for any circumstance, at any time and in any 

place.  It’s a template.  The question comes—because doctrinally there is some 

controversy about tajdīd, especially among some of the religious scholars—how do you 

create a real, specific, scientific mentality that’s able to transform tajdīd into a practical 

reality out of the theoretical thinking?  The answer is you do what we do. You do what I 

do, and what I ask you to do.  You address the realities of the world you live in from a 

very Islamic/Sufic point of view.  That’s how you play your role in the renewal.  

 

Is it the renewal of Islam?  A lot of people would say that.  It’s just renewal. Islam is 

renewal.  I guess you could say it is renewal of Islam, but it is renewal. It is the law of 

renewal.  The question is what do you really believe?  If you really believe in renewal, if 

you really believe in change, if you really believe that time and place requires adjustment 

and renewal, then why would you choose to work against it by holding yourself in 

abeyance of that current?  Why would you build a wall against the current of the river?  If 

you really believe in change, if you don’t believe in orthodoxy, in rigidity, and if you 

don’t believe in close-mindedness, if you are really a “free spirit” of the sixties and 

seventies, why in the name of any of the Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names of Allah would 

you work against it? Do you understand the subtlety of the question I’m asking?  Why 

would you work against what supports your belief?  

 

[You tell] yourself, “I can’t buy into this whole thing fully,” for whatever the reasons 

are—“I’m lazy.” “I don’t like organized religion.” “I accept it because it’s the religion of 

the community.” “It’s what the Shaykh tells me.”—because, “I don’t want to be put into a 

box.”  Why do you put yourself into a box?  Why wouldn’t you buy into the thing that 

frees you, that is a testimony to exactly what it is you say you want? Remember that 

improvisation takes place within the maqam; otherwise, it’s anarchy.  Let’s sing a song... 
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ahh, oo, ee. That’s not a song; it’s a bunch of sounds. But if you sing a song... you can 

improvise.  There is improvisation within a maqam.  Consider an 8 beat maqam as 

Shar’īah, but you can improvise within that.  Catch the point here, please. It is not 

freedom to put yourself in a chain, whether golden or iron and say, “I’m free,” [at the 

same time] resisting a “form” which allows you to be free.  Instead [of being free], you 

put yourself in a chain that allows you to go only this far or that far. That’s what many of 

you do, and you don’t see it.  

 

Some people find all their comfort in ulūm or hudud or fiqh.  That’s fine. Study it, but 

don’t be chained by it.  “I’m afraid to go out of the world of the fiqh of my madad.  If I 

do, I’m going to be a kafir.”  That’s not the point of fiqh. The point of fiqh is to give you a 

tool to understand how to be free.   There are people who just want to be the “goofy 

Soofis.”  They want to sing on the bus, “Lawh illawh hawh...”  They have been Sufis for 

30 years and they can’t say la illaha illa’lah [correctly].  We all know what it means, so 

really it doesn’t matter if you say it correctly or not.  It doesn’t matter if you even try to 

say it correctly.  Some of us can’t pronounce certain Arabic sounds, because we don’t 

speak the language.  But at least we try....  “Oh, I don’t want to try because that’s the 

realm of rules and regulations.”   Some people in this community have part of that 

mentality. You have to examine that.   

 

Ijtihad has to confront the reality of the day and age with open-mindedness, with a view 

that should include objectives, practical ideas, practical conceptions, and means to 

address real issues to make the world a better place, to end poverty, food insecurity and 

injustice in the world. If ijtihad has to do that, will ijtihad please stand up?  Ijtihad is a 

means. It has to come through people.  It has to come through you and me.  If it’s about 

addressing global issues, isn’t it also about addressing personal renewal?  A lot of us can 

be very happy addressing food issues, HIV-AIDS, whatever it is, and use that as a means 
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of doing good, but never addressing ourselves, never turning that same view on ourselves. 

The truth is if I’m a better Muslim, I will be better able to deal with those things. Why? 

You will find in Islam, especially in the HOV lane of Tariqah and Tasawwuf, the best 

creative means to address these issues.   

 

If you do the practice, it wakens things in your brain and heart that wouldn’t be awakened 

in any other way. It’s like me saying, this drug will knock you out, and this drug will 

bring you back. It does work.  If I say to you, you have the opportunity to activate 85% of 

your brain cells over you life, would you choose to only activate 55%?  You’d say no.  

But your life is saying yes.  You are saying yes, many of you—everybody in some way, 

and many of you in a big way.  Why would you choose not to maximize your potential 

and knowledge?  “Are you saying this is the only way?”   Yes, in a way I am, but not in a 

narrow way. I’m saying it in a very broad way. 

 

If ijtihad is the core of Islam, then the duty of tajdīd is a collective duty. It is one that 

Shar’īah necessitates upon a Muslim so that Islam can continue to be preserved and 

passed down in a pure form, generation to generation, and not in these degenerate forms 

we find being passed on.  We all suffer from some degeneration. We don’t want to wake 

our beautiful, sleeping children up at 5:00 in the morning to pray. We’ll wait until they’re 

a little older.  But the ones who are awakened early in life to pray and get a little lesson, 

and go back to sleep turn out to be really good adults most of the time.  Not all the time, 

but most of the time. Why? Because there’s love and a sharing of something in the home. 

 This is a testimony to belief and faith and all those kinds of things superficially, but it 

also sets a kind of rhythm.   

 

Resistance to the dīn is not tajdīd.  This to me stands out sorely.  If you resist the essential 

goodness, then you can’t be an advocate of renewal and addressing modern, real  issues.  
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An immoveable attitude about anything is the same as orthodoxy.  If you disdain religious 

orthodoxy that you see causes all kinds of confusion if not destruction of human and other 

life, know that is exactly the same as your own immoveable attitude toward practices.  

You are being orthodoxical, not heterodoxical. I want you to understand this very much. 

It’s not freedom. It’s imprisonment. In a strange way, a person who resists the things that 

free them, who resists renewal/tajdīd is an extremist.  We used to call it just being a “bad 

boy.”   

 

I was a bad boy with a purpose.  That’s different than being a bad boy without a purpose. 

 I rebelled, and I marched for civil rights. I rebelled and marched against nuclear 

weapons. I rebelled for those reasons. There was a purpose to that rebellion, because I 

was committed to change. Just to rebel for the sake of rebellion is being an extremist.  

Resistant is a form of extremism.  You resist what is good, and what is inherently hard 

wired in you.  My talk at the conference was on tajdīd.  I told them that we are hard wired 

to compassion.   We are hard wired to love. We are hard wired to mercy.  We are hard 

wired to peace, to all these Beautiful Names of Allah. That’s us; that’s how we are made. 

 Then all the veils are put over it: the veils of fear, desire, preference.  Then we start 

defining it by what all the accretions are.  We don’t define it by what is really is.    

 

If we accept that the Shar’īah and the Ummah should be reflective of the time and the 

place, that the voice behind the Shar’īah and Sunnah is the voice of reason, wisdom, and 

guidance that must resist those things that are false, that harm the dīn, that harm the 

people, that harm the world (because we see the result of ill-informed people who misuse 

religion, who misuse the Sunnah and the Shar’īah [which] only results in prejudice, 

bigotry, and bias, misery, death and destruction, destruction of the world, not just of 

human beings); if we see that, and the environment testifies to it, the wars being fought 

testify to it, and the illnesses on this planet testify to it; if with all this testimony we hold 
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to anti-Sufic attitudes, there is no adab.  True Islamic attitude dies.   

 

Believe me, when we were in Marrakech with the shuyukh, everybody was under a 

magnifying glass. I saw some of the best adab, and some of the worst adab I’ve ever seen 

in a group like that. But if it serves as a reminder to yourself, and how you should be, then 

you know you are in the HOV lane. Sometimes there is traffic in the HOV lane.  There 

could even be an accident that makes it slower than the other lane.   

 

So my dear ones, I’ll come to an end.  Silence and resistance to change in any form—in 

yourself, in the world, in the community, in the Tariqah, among our people—is a spiritual 

illness that is passed on generation to generation.  If you refuse to speak to one another, 

and you encourage one another or your children, or your neighbor’s children, your 

grandchildren, your nieces and nephews to trust in the Shar’īah and Islam, to trust in 

Tasawwuf and in Allah, you are passing on generation to generation a disease, which is 

exactly the opposite of what your intention is.  You have the intention to live in a 

community that is freeing and reflective of a very progressive attitude toward life and the 

world in which we live. It is a testimony to what Islam can be and to what Tariqah is. To 

serve the world, like we serve the world on five continents, three quarters of a million 

people being served by us over the years, and then on the other hand, live your life with 

resistance to exactly the thing you are committed to—wa’alahi—if this doesn’t cause you 

to be a little crazy and bipolar, it should at least cause you to be embarrassed. Not 

embarrassed to the point where you say, “Oh, the heck with it,” and leave to be a “free 

spirit,” no. Embrace where you are and what you have. We have to activate the reality of 

tajdīd in ourselves.  

 

Look at your own resistances.  Take some time.  Realize that you are resisting exactly the 

thing you said you would never resist, that caused you to make the decisions you made to 
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be a Sufi, to be a community, to be people of nobility, to take responsibility.  Understand 

that you can’t take responsibility without a context for responsibility—only to a certain 

point. You can be out serving people all day long, and go home and scream and yell at 

your kids. You can be open and liberal to everyone, and go home and be rigid like steel.  

How can that happen?  Because, superficially, you buy into the concept tajdīd, but 

internally you don’t allow yourself to change, because there’s fear of change. If you 

embrace the things that may change automatically, then you are in automatic. You are in 

to the reality of what tajdīd is. You are renewing yourself all the time. You will live 

longer and will be healthier.   No one is taking anything away from anyone.  Add yourself 

to the mix and flow in it.  Asalām Aleikum!   


