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Sunnat and Bid'aat

In Islamic terminology, Sunnah and Bid'ah are
antonyms...Bid'ah means adding or changing articles of
faith or religious practices.

Bid'ah is like fake currency that tries to drive out
the good currency. By design it has the appearance of a
virtuous religious act. But it lies outside the Shariah. So
do its sources, which, in a great number of cases can be
traced to non-Islamic influence from surrounding
communities with which Muslim communities historically
came into contact. Hence the telltale signs that set it
apart from Sunnah. First, bid'ahs normally vary from
region to region --- and over time --- revealing their local,
non-Islamic source. This is unlike the genuine religious
practices that maintain the same form everywhere. No
matter where he comes from, a follower of, say, Hanafi
Figh, will be offering salat in exactly the same way, right
down to the minutest detail - like when to raise the index
finger. In contrast, the bid'ah practices surrounding,
marriage or death in the Indo-Pak subcontinent vary
from those in Arabia or Africa.

Second, the bid’ah practices are largely
transmitted through oral tradition. Many of these have a
pseudo-legal, ritualistic framework of their own, but one
would be hard pressed to find it in the standard legal
texts! Rather it lives in the folklore. Example: consider
the practice of shaking hands after finishing the salat.
Open the chapter on salat in your figh book. It lists all the
steps, in great detail, involved in offering salat. Does it
mention the handshake as well? No. The handshake
comes from folklore, not from an authentic text, a clue
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that it may be a bid’ah, which it is. S|m|larly conS|der the
rituals normally performed upon the death of a person.
Again the figh books describe in great detail how the
funeral and burial should be done. But do they also
mention that on the third day (or the tenth or the fortieth),
a gathering should be arranged where participants
should recite the Qur’an for the benefit of the deceased
and after which they should be served with dinner?
Again the answer is no. Again the reason is that all of
these common practices are not part of the Shariah.
They are an addition or bid’ah.

Bid'ah is like fake currency that tries to drive out
the good currency. By design it has the appearance of a
virtuous religious act. But it lies outside the Shariah.

One factor that helps the propagation of bid’ahs is
the attitude that treats religion as hobby rather than as
the serious business of submitting to the command of
Allah A. Pure submission may be “boring.” It demands
sacrifice. Bid’ahs are fun. On top of that they “promise”
reward in the Hereafter. This makes the bid’ah more
deadly than ordinary sins. From an act we know to be a
sin, we can repent. But how can one repent from a
wrong that he considers to be right?

But in reality bid’ahs are a tremendous burden.
Islamic teachings are simple and easy and life would be
much simpler if all bid’ahs were removed from it. When a
person dies, Islam teaches that others should be
providing food to the bereaved family. Bid’ah requires
the exact opposite, that the bereaved should feed all the
visitors?a widespread practice in the Muslim
communities in Asia. Other bid’ahs are also like that. A
burden. And the burden in the Hereafter will be much
bigger, for “every bid’ah is in the Fire.” = m H
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