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1

INTRODUCTION

Introducing Folk (or Popular) Islam

An article in the Kansas City Star emphasizes the sway popular Islam holds 
over many Muslims today. 

For more than two years, Ali Hussain Sibat of Lebanon has been 
imprisoned in Saudi Arabia, convicted of sorcery and sentenced to 
death. . . . His crimes: manipulating spirits, predicting the future, 
concocting potions and conjuring spells on a call-in TV show called 
“The Hidden” on a Lebanese channel, Scheherazade. It was, in effect 
a Middle Eastern psychic hot line. . . . Sibat was jailed after agreeing 
to give a woman a potion so that her husband would divorce his 
second wife. “Most of my treatments were with honey and seeds,” 
he said. “You would put the charm in the honey and drink from it.”1

This event illustrates how profoundly folk Islam differs from its more ortho-
dox expression. Popular Islam often confronts life’s problems through magic 
while orthodoxy worships Allah in submission, faith, and ritual. 

1 “‘Sorcerer’ Awaits Beheading by Saudi Officials,” Kansas City Star, April 25, 
2010, A26.
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Muslims number slightly more than 1.8 billion persons worldwide, 
making Islam the world’s second-largest religion.2 Folk Islam mixes “pristine 
Islam with the ancient religious traditions and practices of ordinary people.”3 
Estimates indicate that 70 percent of Muslims follow popular Islam.4 Speaking 
about the religious beliefs of the common people, the late Paul Hiebert states, 
“The failure to understand folk religions5 has been a major blind spot in 
missions.”6 A full 40 percent of the world holds to popular religion.7 

Most methods for reaching Muslims have concentrated on one of two 
broad approaches, with a third blending the first two methods. The apolo-
getics approach seeks to establish that Christianity is more valid or reason-
able than Islam. Various contextualized “bridge” approaches seek common 
ground between Christianity and Islam.

Apologetic arguments have not been very effective with folk Muslims 
because arguments fail to answer the “why” questions posed by popular 
Islam. Examples of these questions include, “Why did my child die?” and 
“Why was there no rain for my crops this year?” Popular religion demands 
answers to such inquiries. For instance, when we were missionaries in 

2 See Paul Marshall, Roberta Green, and Lela Gilbert, Islam at the Crossroads: 
Understanding Its Beliefs, History, and Conflicts (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002), 73.

3 William J. Saal, Reaching Muslims for Christ (Chicago: Moody Press, 1991), 51.
4 See Phil Parshall, Bridges to Islam: A Christian Perspective on Folk Islam (Downers 

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 2.
5 The terms popular Islam and folk Islam are similar. The former are the practices and 

beliefs that stand apart from the norms and behavior sanctioned by the “‘ulama’ [religious 
authorities]” (Stewart), while the latter is “a mixture of pristine Islam with the ancient 
religious traditions and practices of ordinary people” (Saal). Musk uses the terms folk, 
popular, low, non-official, and informal to differentiate between traditional forms and the 
high, formal, official, ideal, and theological forms of the faith. See Charles C. Stewart, 
“Introduction: Popular Islam in Twentieth-Century Africa,” in ‘Popular Islam’ South of 
the Sahara, ed. J. D. Y. Peel and Charles C. Stewart (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1985), 365; Saal, Reaching Muslims for Christ, 51; and Bill Musk, “Popular Islam: 
An Investigation into the Phenomenology and Ethnotheological Bases of Popular Islamic 
Belief and Practice” (PhD diss., University of South Africa, 1984), 20–21.

6 Paul G. Hiebert, R. Daniel Shaw, and Tite Tienou, Understanding Folk Religion: A 
Christian Response to Popular Beliefs and Practices (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), 29, 74.

7 See David J. Hesselgrave, Communicating Christ Cross-Culturally, 2nd ed. (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1991), 223.
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Africa, we lost a child at birth. The women from our Kenyan church came 
and sat in silence with my wife. The unspoken question was, How could 
this happen? The opening illustration in this chapter of a woman seeking 
to prevent her husband from remaining married to a second wife serves 
as an example of this. Also, the Muslim religious leaders of the Berti of 
Northern Darfur in Sudan “are known for the efficacy of their medicines 
which consist of Koranic verses written, then washed off slates and drunk 
by their clients.”8 According to Phil Parshall, one of the major felt needs in 
folk Islam is healing: 

The folk Muslims reaction to illness is often of a more mystical 
nature. He will go to his pir [Muslim holy man] so that the pir may 
breathe upon his body. Holy water will be drunk. Amulets with 
Quranic verses of healing potency will be worn. Magical formulas 
will be repeated. Promises of donations to a special saint will be 
made. Fervent prayer will be offered in the name of a departed pir.9

Another reason for the ineffectiveness of apologetic arguments is that 
folk Islam lacks sufficient theological content to participate in an argu-
ment or discussion about doctrine. Popular religionists often have to first 
be taught the beliefs of their own creed in order to be shown it is less viable 
than Christianity.10 Imagine a missionary teaching the doctrine of Islam’s 
five pillars to a Muslim so the Christian worker can refute it.

Most contextualized methods also miss the mark with folk Muslims, 
who rarely attend Islamic worship, observe the five pillars of Islam, or read 
the Quran. Rather than arguing about doctrine, they try to discover com-
mon ground between Islam and Christianity. This may include adaptation 
to dress, custom, and religious terminology.

The more controversial contextualized methods present some unique 
problems. Certain national believers and missionaries, for example, promote 

8 Stewart, “Introduction: Popular Islam in Twentieth-Century Africa,” 365. 
9 Parshall, Bridges to Islam, 114. 
10 See Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, Understanding Folk Religion, 9.



The Muslim Majority4

“insider movements.”11 They encourage national converts from Islam to 
remain Muslims in identity, avoiding the name Christian. Insider movement 
proponent (and my friend) Kevin Higgins describes the phenomenon thusly:

[Insider movements are] a growing number of families, individuals, 
clans, and/or friendship-webs becoming faithful disciples of Jesus 
within the culture of their people group, including their religious 
culture. This faithful discipleship will express itself in culturally 
appropriate communities of believers who will also continue to live 
in as much of their culture, including the religious life of the cul-
ture, as is biblically faithful.12

A few, including me, have proposed a fourth approach for reaching 
Muslims—contextualizing according to worldview. This book explains the 
differences between popular Islam and official Islam and then explores the 
best approaches for evangelizing these folk Muslims. Definitions of popu lar 
and orthodox Islam appear in the glossary and in footnote 5, but Bill Musk 
succinctly summarizes the designations. He writes, “Various terms may be 
used to describe the official aspect of a particular faith. They include the 
ascriptions ‘formal’, ‘high’, ‘ideal’ or ‘theological.’ That formal form contrasts 
with the ‘popular’, ‘informal’, ‘low’, or ‘folk’ aspect of religious expression.”13 
Musk says that official religion deals with the meaning of life, possesses com-
plex institutions, and provides ethical guidance. Popular religion, however, is 
pragmatic, amoral, and deals with the problems of everyday life.14 I advocate 

11 For a better understanding of insider movements from their perspective, see 
Understanding Insider Movements: Disciples of Jesus Within Diverse Religious Communities, 
ed. Harley Talman and John Jay Travis (Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library, 2015), 
7–8, 91. For insights from perspectives both for and against (but largely a critique), see 
Muslim Conversions to Christ: A Critique of Insider Movements in Islamic Contexts, ed. 
Ayman S. Ibrahim and Ant Greenham (New York: Peter Lang, 2018).

12 Kevin Higgins, “The Biblical Basis for Insider Movements: Asking the Right 
Question, in the Right Way,” in Ibrahim and Greenham, Muslim Conversions to Christ, 
212 (italics in the original).

13 Bill Musk, The Unseen Face of Islam: Sharing the Gospel with Ordinary Muslims at 
Street Level, rev. ed. (London: Monarch Books, 2003), 180. 

14 Musk, 180–81. 
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a contextualized approach to popular Islam, addressing its unique character, 
which differs significantly from its orthodox counterpart. 

Two major streams flow into popular Islam: 

1. Some Muslim folk practices originate from within Islam itself, 
as the Quran and the Hadith (ΚϳΪΤϟ) provide rich material for 
the development of nonorthodox beliefs. In addition, the major 
Muslim groups—Sunnis, Shiites, and Sufis—exhibit practices that 
can only be called folk Islam. 

2. Much of popular Islam in the Muslim world is derived from the 
preexisting religions of the peoples who embraced Islam many 
years ago. Rather than abandon their traditional (animistic) prac-
tices, these groups have simply mixed or added Islam to them. For 
instance, a folk Muslim may consult spirits or cast spells in order to 
influence the supernatural.

Generally speaking, most Westerners hold to a guilt/innocence world-
view and craft their gospel presentations accordingly.15 Apologetics-based 
gospel presentations, which rely on propositional truths and guilt/innocence 
reasoning (right/wrong, good/bad), often fall on deaf ears in the Islamic 
world because most Muslims hold a different worldview.16 

Roland Muller says that “in the Muslim cultures of the Middle East, 
which are primarily shame-based, the church has struggled to communicate 
the gospel in an effective manner.”17 Muller points out that all cultures, 
including Islamic ones, are blends of differing kinds of societies.18 That is, 
no culture reflects only one view. A shame/honor society holds relationships, 
reputation, and honor above other values. For example, the shame/honor 
worldview esteems saving face over forthrightness. On the other hand, the 
existential/transcendent worldview exalts religious experience. For instance, 

15 See Roland Muller, Honor & Shame: Unlocking the Door (Bloomington, IN: 
Xlibris, 2000), 36.

16 See Muller, 12–13.
17 Muller, 20.
18 See Muller, 20.
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most Sufis value the religious feelings produced from their ecstatic dances 
or counting the ninety-nine names of God. Sufis consider these activities to 
be more important than praying five times a day. 

In the second stream of folk Islam, the fear/power worldview is the 
most widely held perspective by those from traditional, or animistic, back-
grounds. Fear of evil spirits and dark forces categorizes this worldview. 
Popular religion in general, and popular Islam in particular, uses spells, 
potions, and prayers to prevent misfortune and ward off evil. 

Each group, therefore, requires a different evangelistic approach. This 
book shows how popular Islam differs from orthodox Islam and how such 
differences render these Muslims more reachable for the gospel.

Folk (Popular) Religion

Popular Islam is a subset of popular religion. Hiebert defines folk religion 
as “the religious beliefs of the common people.”19 As might be expected, 
popular religion is not confined only to Islam. There are folk Hindus, folk 
Buddhists, and even folk Christians.20 Whereas high religion ponders the 
questions of eternity and cosmology, the issues of everyday life trouble the 
followers of popular religion.21 Hiebert compares and contrasts the two:

On the formal level, philosophical religions, such as Confucianism, 
Buddhism, Hinduism and Christianity, deal with ultimate ques-
tions and claim ultimate truth. In contrast, the everyday life of 
most villagers is dominated by folk religions that deal with everyday 
questions and rely on local earthbound spirits, ancestors, witchcraft, 
magic, evil eye, and other unseen powers to explain and respond to 
human dilemmas.22 

19 Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, Understanding Folk Religion, 74.
20 See Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, 77.
21 See Musk, “Popular Islam,” 21.
22 Paul G. Hiebert, Transforming Worldviews: An Anthropological Understanding of 

How People Change (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 131. 
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Although both official and folk religions ask “why” questions con-
cerning unexplained events, the latter focus their attention on  ameliorating 
their effects. High religions for the most part accept the unexplainable 
but are more preoccupied with the theoretical and theological doctrines 
of the afterlife. For instance, official religion explains how to attain the 
afterlife. Folk religions focus on life on earth and attempt to influence the 
supernatural. The orthodox versions of religions offer explanations for 
paranormal activity, while their popular religions desire power over the 
spirit world. Hiebert underlines this point, writing, “Folk religions are 
not interested in an academic understanding of metaphysics and truth, 
but in procuring a good, meaningful life and guarding against evils that 
disturb it.”23

Not surprisingly, the popular beliefs and practices of folk religion are 
also present in the West. Many Americans, and American companies, believe 
the number thirteen is unlucky. For example, most buildings in the United 
States lack a thirteenth floor. Numerous airlines in America omit the thir-
teenth row on their aircraft. It is reported that the late United States Senator 
John McCain and his staff routinely “knocked on wood” in order not to 
incur bad fortune during his 2008 United States presidential campaign.24 
Additionally, athletes throughout the world often observe folk practices to 
bring good luck during sporting events. 

Folk religious practices, even by those who claim to belong to a high 
religion, are common occurrences. Often many people in societies char-
acterized by high religions do not actually know much about their faiths. 
Instead, people seem more concerned with their folk practices in order to 
live as comfortably as possible.25 

23 Hiebert, Transforming Worldviews, 84.
24 “Extra, Extra, McCain Staffers Knock KC,” Kansas City Star, April 20, 2008, A2.
25 See Paul G. Hiebert, Anthropological Insights for Missionaries (Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 1985), 222.
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Islamic In!uences upon Folk Islam

Islam seems to be particularly suited for the development of folk religion.26 
One researcher says that in no other religious community is there such a 
difference between orthodoxy and folk beliefs.27 George Braswell depicts 
folk Islam this way:

Quranic Islam follows the formal teachings and letter of the law 
embedded in the Quran. Folk Islam tends to combine Quranic 
Islam with other beliefs and practices of a particular culture . . . 
Folk Islam may include power encounters with the spirit world, 
especially in health and healing and life decision concerns . . . 
Sufism is considered the mystical arm of Islam. It stresses the love of 
God, the closeness of God, and feelings about God.28

Two principal streams feed into popular Islam. These are (1) Islamic 
influences (especially Sufism) from within the religion itself, and (2) tradi-
tional religious practices, which include African Traditional Religion (ATR), 
Arabian traditional religion, American traditional religion, and Asian tra-
ditional religion, which often predates the advent of Islam.29 In speaking 
about the dissimilarities between orthodox and popular Islam, Musk notes 
great differences in almost every facet of their expression.30 The contrasts 
involve the ology, practices, speech, politics, structures, ethics, and emotions. 
He writes:

The two worlds are essentially different in the sense that they cohere 
around alternative views of reality. They may coincide, or co-exist at 

26 See Musk, “Popular Islam,” 229.
27 See Musk, 20.
28 George W. Braswell Jr., Islam: Its Prophet, Peoples, Politics and Power (Nashville: 

B&H, 1996), 286.
29 I have taken the liberty of listing other instances of  traditional religion, such as 

Asian traditional religion, American traditional religion, and Arabian traditional reli-
gion. All three exist but are not commonly referred to as ATR. 

30 Musk, “Popular Islam,” 25.
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various points along the way but the constructs of the universes are 
different, even largely opposed to each other. They are built on dis-
tinct paradigms . . . Their protagonists are traveling different roads.31 

Conclusion

Folk religions receive less attention than their orthodox counterparts for 
several reasons. First, folk religions are difficult to study because they largely 
consist of cultural practices rather than doctrinal declarations. Second, 
folk religions do not seek affirmation from nor attempt to argue with their 
detractors. Instead, they are intent on pursuing rituals to alleviate suffering 
and achieve a better life. 

Folk Islam conforms to the same pattern as other folk religions. 
Although followers of this brand of Islam identify strongly as Muslims, their 
practices indicate otherwise. Folk Islam includes Sufi mysticism and tribal 
beliefs inherited from a pre-Islamic past. 

In this book we will travel down the roads of both orthodoxy and non-
ortho doxy, observing how each kind of Muslim thinks and feels. Along this 
journey we will discover how to reach folk Muslims for Christ. First, we will 
examine Islamic orthodoxy. 

31 Musk, 25. 
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1

Folk Islam AND 
Islamic"Orthodoxy

When my wife and I arrived in Nairobi, Kenya in 1984 to study 
Swahili in preparation for serving as missionaries in Tanzania, part 

of our training included visiting different mosques. I soon learned there 
were Sunni, Shia, Sufi, and Aga Khan mosques represented in our city. 
Furthermore, I noticed that Muslims of Indian descent frequented some of 
the mosques, while others were populated largely by Somalis. I had no idea 
there were so many different sects within Islam. 

Introduction

The subject of Islam is so vast that a complete study of the religion repre-
sents a daunting challenge. One researcher suggests that Muslims fall into 
one of nine classifications. Although not exhaustive, Joshua Massey divides 
Islam into the following categories:

1. Nominal Muslims: Muslims in name only, who only go to the 
mosque on eid (a major Islamic holiday) once or twice a year.1

1 There are two major festivals in Islam: ‘Eid al-fitr (fast-breaking feast) at the con-
clusion of a month’s fasting during Ramadan, and ‘Eid al-adha (festivity of sacrifice) 
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2. Fringe Muslims: These Muslims, often urban youth, are infatuated 
with Western culture . . . Some are disappointed with their religious 
leaders, who, they believe, are living in the past and not taking 
advantage of all that modernity offers. 

3. Liberal left-wing Muslims: These are open-minded Muslims who 
are not intimidated by conservative Islamic fundamentalists. They 
are often well educated and financially well off. 

4. Conservative right-wing Muslims:2 [These tend to support dicta-
torial military rulers as well as strict Islam]. . . .

5. Ultra-orthodox Muslims: Islamic reformist movements, like the 
Wahhabis (called “the Protestants of Islam”), frown on what has 
become of Islam throughout the world today: a mix of Qur’anic 
observance with superstitions, sacred shrines, richly ornamented 
tombs, divination, omens, and excessive reverence of Muhammad. 

6. Modern Muslims: These have successfully integrated Western 
technology with Islamic devotion and are proud to be part of a 
global Islamic community.

7. Mystical3 Muslims: Sufis and folk Muslims who, according to 
Wahhabis and conservative right-wing Muslims, are desperately in 
need of serious reform. 

8. Communistic Muslims: In some parts of Central Asia and other 
former communist lands, Islamic identity has been almost com-
pletely stripped away.

concluding the Hajj. Increasingly, a third ‘eid is being celebrated called Milad al-Nabi 
(birthday of the Prophet) in honor of Muhammad, according to Akbar S. Ahmed in Islam 
Today: A Short Introduction to the Muslim World (London: I. B. Tauris, 1999, 2001), 39–41.

2 Don Petterson calls this category “political Islam” and states, “Neither political 
Islam nor Islamic fundamentalism should be equated with extremism, for although some 
Islamists are extremists, most of course are not.” Whereas conservative right-wing Muslims 
tend to support dictatorial military rulers as well as strict Islam, liberal left-wing Muslims 
often embrace limited democracy and secularism to an extent. Petterson, Inside Sudan: 
Political Islam, Conflict, and Catastrophe (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1999), 191.

3 Arthur J. Arberry defines mysticism as a “constant and underlying phenomenon 
of the universal yearning of the human spirit for personal communion with God.” 
Quoted in Parshall, Bridges to Islam, 10 (see intro., n. 4).



Folk Islam and Islamic !Orthodoxy 13

9. Rice Muslims: Some poor animistic tribes of sub-Saharan Africa 
or low Hindu castes of South Asia convert to Islam for material 
benefit or economic convenience.4

This book concentrates on the folk Islam described in category 7 on 
Massey’s list. Folk Islam represents the beliefs and practices of the majority5 
of Muslims in the world today.6 Massey places both Sufis (Islamic mystics) 
and folk Muslims (those who practice superstitions, divination, etc.) under 
the category of “mystical Muslims.” I suggest that folk Muslims should be 
the broader classification, and Sufis a subset. While many Sufis are folk 
Muslims, not all folk Muslims can be termed mystical. Of course, some 
Sufis are not mystical either but consider themselves Sufis by heritage and 
not by practice. Many folk Muslims have more in common with traditional 
religions than mysticism. Sufism will be examined more closely in chapter 3. 

There are two principle adherents to popular Islam: (1) Sufi folk Mus-
lims and (2) traditional religion folk Muslims.7 Folk Islam and theo logi cal 
(orthodox) Islam differ substantially. Aside from the obvious unortho dox 
practices, folk Muslims appear to possess a totally different mindset from 
their orthodox counterparts. 

Orthodox, Of#cial, or High Islam

A baseline for orthodoxy must be established in order to understand how 
far popular Islam has deviated from the traditional orthodox Muslim 

4 Joshua Massey, “His Ways Are Not Our Ways,” Evangelical Missions Quarterly 
(EMQ) 35, no. 2 (1999): 198, https://missionexus.org/his-ways-are-not-our-ways/. 

5 As noted earlier, Parshall in Bridges to Islam, 2, estimates the number of folk 
Muslims to be about 70 percent of Islam. Almost 100 years ago, Samuel M. Zwemer, in 
The Influence of Animism on Islam (New York: Macmillan, 1920, viii), placed the prac-
titioners of popular Islam at 94 percent of the total. There have been no studies on why 
this percentage is lower than 100 years ago. I believe that higher education and exposure 
to other cultures has changed this percentage. Most likely the number of folk Muslims 
will drop further in coming years. 

6 See Parshall, Bridges to Islam, 2.
7 Parshall, 4. Parshall calls Sufism “a fairly well-defined influence within folk Islam.” 
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religion. As the custodians of the holy cities and places of worship, many 
Muslims believe the Saudi religious authorities reflect the faith’s ortho-
dox form.8 

The Beliefs of Orthodox Islam

The Islamic Affairs Department of the Embassy of Saudi Arabia in 
Washington, DC. published a book that explains the Muslim faith to 
English speakers in North America, titled Understanding Islam and the 
Muslims. The book summarizes Islamic orthodoxy from the official Sunni 
Saudi perspective: 

What do Muslims believe? Muslims believe in One, Unique, 
Incomparable God; in the Angels created by Him; in the  prophets 
through whom His revelations were brought to mankind; in the 
Day of Judgment and individual accountability for actions; in 
God’s complete authority over human destiny and in life after 
death. 

Muslims believe in a chain of prophets starting with Adam 
and including Noah, Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Job, 
Moses, Aaron, David, Solomon, Elias, Jonah, John the Baptist, 
and Jesus, peace be upon them. But God’s final message to man, a 
reconfirmation of the eternal message and a summing-up of all that 
has gone before was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad, peace be 
upon him, through Gabriel. 

How does someone become a Muslim? Simply by saying “there 
is no god apart from God, and Muhammad is the Messenger of 
God.” By this declaration the believer announces his or her faith in 
all God’s messengers, and the scriptures they brought.

8 See Parshall, 3.
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What does “Islam” mean? The Arabic word “Islam” simply 
means “submission,” and derives from a word meaning “peace.” In a 
religious context it means complete submission to the will of God.9 

Muslims believe every person is originally born a Muslim.10 If someone 
is an unbeliever it is because the unbeliever’s parents influenced them to 
leave Islam and embrace a false faith.11 There are many beliefs and practices 
important to Muslims, but Understanding Islam summarizes the core princi-
ples of orthodox Islam as the Five Pillars of Islam: 

What are the “Five Pillars” of Islam? They are the framework of the 
Muslim life: faith, prayer, concern for the needy, self-purification, 
and the pilgrimage to Makkah for those who are able.12

1. FAITH. There is no god worthy of worship except God and 
Muhammad is His messenger. This declaration of faith is called the 
Shahada, a simple formula which all the faithful pronounce. . . . 

2. PRAYER. Salat is the name for the obligatory prayers which are 
performed five times a day, and are a direct link between the wor-
shipper and God. There is no hierarchical authority in Islam, and 
no priests, so the prayers are led by a learned person who knows the 
Quran, chosen by the congregation. . . . 

3. THE “ZAKAT.” . . . The word zakat means both “purification” and 
“growth.”. . .13 

9 Understanding Islam and the Muslims, Islamic Affairs Department (Washington, 
DC: Embassy of Saudi Arabia, 1989), 5–7. 

10 See Hammudah Abdalati Islam in Focus, 2nd ed. (Indianapolis: American Trust 
Publications, n.d.), 14.

11 See Georges Houssney, Engaging Islam (Boulder, CO: Treeline Publications, 
2010), 106. 

12 Due to differences in transliteration schemes, the Saudis spell Mecca, Makkah. 
Transliteration differences also account for the various differences in spelling Quran 
(e.g., Qu’ran and Koran). 

13 Georges Houssney, author of Engaging Islam, says, the first pillar, Faith, is better 
called “Creed.” because Faith is a Christian concept. Furthermore, Houssney, a native 
Arabic speaker, says that zakat means “personal growth” and “purification.” Email to the 
author, January 29, 2021.
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Each Muslim calculates his or her own zakat [offering] indi-
vidually. For most purposes this involves the payment each year of 
two and a half percent of one’s capital. . . . 

4. THE FAST. Every year in the month of Ramadan, all Muslims fast 
from first light until sundown, abstaining from food, drink, and 
sexual relations. . . . 

Although the fast is most beneficial to the health, it is regarded 
primarily as a method of self-purification. . . . 

5. PILGRIMAGE (Hajj). The annual pilgrimage to Makkah—the 
Hajj—is an obligation only for those who are physically and finan-
cially able to perform it. . . . 

The rites of the Hajj, which are of Abrahamic origin, include cir-
cling the Ka’ba seven times, and going seven times between the moun-
tains of Safa and Marwa as did Hagar during her search for water.14

The importance Muslims place upon their writings, particularly the 
Quran, impacts popular Islam. Zwemer comments about folk practices 
related to the Quran: “Not only do we find bibliolatry, i.e., worship of the 
Book, but also bibliomancy, i.e., the use of the Quran for magical or super-
stitious purposes.”15 Muslims believe the Quran represents the exact word of 
God.16 The official Saudi discourse concerning the Quran and the Hadith 
is enlightening:

What is the Quran? The Quran is a record of the exact words revealed 
by God through the Angel Gabriel to the Prophet Muhammad, 
peace be upon him. It was memorized by Muhammad, peace be 
upon him, and then dictated to his Companions, and written down 
by scribes, who cross-checked it during his lifetime. Not one of its 
114 chapters, Suras, has been changed over the centuries, so that 
the Quran is in every detail the unique and miraculous text which 

14 Understanding Islam and the Muslims, 13, 16–17, 20.
15 Zwemer, The Influence of Animism on Islam, 23.
16 See Abdalati, Islam in Focus, 187.
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was revealed to Muhammad, peace be upon him, fourteen centu-
ries ago. 

What is the Quran about? The Quran, the last revealed Word 
of God, is the prime source of every Muslim’s faith and practice. 
It deals with all the subjects which concern us as human beings: 
wisdom, doctrine, worship, and law, but its basic theme is the rela-
tionship between God and His creatures. At the same time it pro-
vides guidelines for a just society, proper human conduct and an 
equitable economic system. 

Are there any other sacred sources? Yes, the sunna, the prac-
tice and example of the Prophet, peace be upon him, is the second 
authority for Muslims. A hadith is a reliably transmitted report of 
what the Prophet, peace be upon him, said, did, or approved. Belief 
in the sunna is part of the Islamic faith.17 

The second most important book for Muslims is the Hadith [ΚϳΪΤϟ.]. 
George Braswell says the Hadith is “a collection of stories about Muhammad 
and sayings attributed to him.”18 Hadith is also the common word for “tale,” 
“narrative,” “story,” or “interview” in Arabic. Hans Wehr’s Arabic-English 
Dictionary says the word can mean “speech; chat, chitchat; small talk; con-
versation, talk, discussion; interview; prattle, gossip; report, account, tale, 
narrative; Prophetic tradition, Hadith, narrative relating deeds and utter-
ances of the Prophet and his Companions.”19 

The topic of Muhammad frequently arises when speaking with 
Muslims, both folk and otherwise. Born in Mecca about the year 570, 
Muhammad was orphaned early in life and was raised by his uncle Abu 
Talib.20 As a young man, his honesty and integrity brought him to the 

17 Understanding Islam and the Muslims, 12.
18 Braswell, Islam, 11 (see intro., n. 28).
19 Hans Wehr, Arabic-English Dictionary: A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, 

3rd ed., J. Milton Cowan, ed. (Ithaca, NY: Spoken Language Services, 1976), 161.
20 See John L. Esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 5th ed., upd. (NewYork: Oxford 

University Press, 2016), 6. 
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attention of an older wealthy widow who operated commercial caravans. 
Muhammad’s marriage to Khadija produced six children, four of whom 
(all girls) attained adulthood. Upon reaching the age of forty, Muhammad 
began receiving visions during retreats to the cave of Hira outside of 
Mecca. These revelations, received over a twenty-two-year period, 
would be written down or memorized in the Quran, the “recitation.”21 
Muslims believe the Quran is “literally the word of God, God’s own 
eternal speech.”22 The significance of the person of Muhammad cannot 
be overemphasized. Islam holds that no person can match the virtue of 
Muhammad.23 Every Muslim attempts to emulate the example of the life 
of Islam’s Prophet.24 

Muslims also believe Muhammad was the last, or “seal” of the prophets 
of Judaism and Christianity.25 

In addition to the five pillars of Islam, orthodox Islam has at least five 
primary beliefs. These include (1) a belief in one God, (2) a belief in the 
existence of angelic messengers (both good and evil), (3) a belief in the 
holy Scriptures (Quran, Torah, Ingil, or Gospel, and Zabur or Psalms), (4) 
a belief in the Prophet-Messengers (Muhammad, Adam, Noah, Abraham, 
Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, David, Solomon, Moses, Aaron, Job, Jonah, 
John the Baptist, and Jesus), and (5) a belief in a hereafter, including a 
divine judgment and heaven and hell.26

21 Esposito, 7–8. 
22 Fred M. Donner, “Muhammad and the Caliphate,” in the Oxford History of 

Islam, ed. John L. Esposito (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 6–7.
23 See Gabriel Said Reynolds, The Emergence of Islam: Classical Traditions in 

Contemporary Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 39.
24 See Andrew Rippin, Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices, 3rd ed. (New 

York: Routledge, 2005), 50.
25 See I. A. Ibrahim, A Brief Illustrated Guide to Understanding Islam, 2nd ed. 

(Houston: Darussalam, 1997), 48.
26 See Faisal Abdul Rauf, What’s Right with Islam: A New Vision for Muslims and the 

West (New York: HarperCollins, 2004), 55–58. 
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Other Islamic In!uences upon Folk Islam 

One area of difficulty involves discerning the scope of the influence of popu-
lar religion upon orthodox Islam. A number of folk practices within Islam 
seem to come from pre-Islamic sources. Bill Musk observes folk religion 
within the pages of the Quran itself: “In many respects, the formal religion 
couches within its own codifications and condoned practices, elements of 
folk Islam.”27 Zwemer also advocates this position, writing, “Even in Arabia 
the stern monotheism of the Wahhabi Reformers was unable to eradicate 
the pagan superstitions of Islam because they are embedded in the Koran 
and were not altogether rejected by Mohammad [sic] himself, much less by 
his companions.”28

One of these practices, worshiping at the Ka’ba, is important in both 
orthodox and folk Islam. Understanding Islam explains its significance: 

What is the Ka’ba? The Ka’ba is the place of worship which God 
commanded Abraham and Ishmael to build over four thousand 
years ago. The building was constructed of stone on what many 
believe was the original site of a sanctuary established by Adam. 
God commanded Abraham to summon all mankind to visit this 
place, and when pilgrims go there today they say, “At Thy Service, 
O Lord,” in response to Abraham’s summons.29 

Muslims today circle the Ka’ba seven times during the Hajj. Muslim 
author Tanja Al-Hariri-Wendel acknowledges the ritual’s pagan origins:

Pagan Arabs regarded the idols Manah, al-Lat and al-Uzza as 
daughters of Allah. The Arabs placed more emphasis on these three 
female divinities than on the five idols given to them by ‘Amer 
Ibn Luhaij in Noah’s time. For example, the Quraysh, the tribe to 
which the Prophet Muhammad belonged, used to circle the Ka’bah 

27 Musk, “Popular Islam: An Investigation,” 229 (see intro., n. 5).
28 Zwemer, The Influence of Animism on Islam, 4. 
29 Understanding Islam and the Muslims, 8.
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saying, “In the name of al-Lat, in the name of al-‘Uzza, and Manah 
the third, the different ones! They are the highest of all swans, and 
one may hope for their intercession with God!” The idols Manah, 
al-Lat, and al-‘Uzza were regarded as mediators with God. They 
were compared to cranes flying high in the sky.30

Al-Manah, al-Lat, and al-‘Uzza reappear in the Quran when 
Muhammad first identifies them as deities. The Prophet’s later rejection of 
his earlier teaching is the subject matter for The Satanic Verses by Salman 
Rushdie, which explores some of these discrepancies.31 The Iranian govern-
ment called for the author’s death even though Rushdie is a Muslim himself. 

The subject of folk Islam’s influence upon orthodox Islam is complex. 
The seamless combining of Quranic, pre-Quranic Arabian, and other 
sources by Muslims over the years increases the difficulty in discovering 
the origin of many customs in Islam. Stewart captures the complexity of 
the problem:

The genius of Islam lies in part in its receptivity and ability to incor-
porate diverse esoteric practices during the process of Islamization. 
This is readily apparent in Sub-Saharan Africa where Islam in this 
century has spread more rapidly than in any comparable time in 
the past. Yet therein also lies an inherent tension that has made the 
problem of defining a Muslim central to the concerns of Islamic 
scholars and reformers throughout the history of Islam. This ten-
sion surfaces in matters as diverse as theology (classically, the uses 
and abuses of Sufism and the Sufi), art and music.32 

I have felt this same tension in attempting to separate the Muslim influ-
ences upon popular Islam from the practices attributable to traditional 

30 Tanja Al-Hariri-Wendel, Symbols of Islam (New York: Sterling, 2002), 43. 
31 See Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses (New York: Viking Penguin, 1988), 123. 
32 Stewart, “Introduction: Popular Islam in Twentieth-Century Africa,” 365 (see 

intro., n. 5).
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religion, which includes African, Arabian, American, and Asian traditional 
religion. Sometimes a distinction is not clear.

Subdivisions and Major Sects in Islam

Orthodoxy deemphasizes the divisions within Islam and portrays Muslims 
as part of a unified family, ummah, or Community of Islam, in the world.33 
Despite this assertion, there are many groups and subgroups within the faith. 
Khalid Duran counts seventy-three different sects within Islam,34 reflecting 
a hadith where Muhammad gives this number. Although it is impossible to 
cover every faction, a description of the major subdivisions is important to 
understanding popular Islam. Marshall, Green, and Gilbert say, “Beyond 
the previously mentioned Five Pillars of Islam and six principles,35 no single 
Islamic belief system is adhered to by all Muslims. Thus, it is impossible to 
state categorically what all Muslims believe.”36 There are two main divisions 
of Islam. In addition to these two branches there are other minor visions that 
have emerged. The next three chapters will look at the subgroups of Islam.

Conclusion

Orthodox Islam presents as the version of the religion most Westerners rec-
ognize. The outside world sees Muslims praying at the mosque daily, cir-
cling the Ka’ba during the Hajj, and fasting during the month of Ramadan. 
They think, This is Islam. There is another Islam, however, hiding in the 
shadows, concealed from most outsiders. It is this Islam we will explore. 

33 See Seyyed H. Nasr, Islam: Religion, History, and Civilization (New York: Harper 
Collins, 2003), 14–15.

34 Khalid Duran in Marshall, Green, and Gilbert, Islam at the Crossroads, 27 (see 
intro., n. 2). 

35 Although not named the “six principles,” these fundamental principles are sum-
marized by the Saudi Arabian officials in the section “What Do Muslims Believe?” of 
Understanding Islam and the Muslims.

36 Marshall, Green, and Gilbert, Islam at the Crossroads, 27.
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