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Introduction


My religious conversion from Christianity to Islam represented a major transformative learning experience in my life. It is one that did not only involve social, symbolic, belief-laden and practice-based changes, but was marked by a fundamental shift in my religious or life worldview. That worldview is the fundamental understanding of reality, which was – prior to my transformative learning experience – colored by my upbringing, culture, and previous experiences and knowledge. When one undergoes a powerful learning experience that facilitates changes in how we view reality as a whole, a major transformation in meaning has certainly occurred. As such, my application of Islamic knowledge – the moderation of my Islamic worldview – is a product of the transformative learning I underwent. This application of knowledge is greatly colored by the meaning that my new worldview has for me, for through it, meaning can be attributed to that did not have any before.  

Pre-Islamic Worldview

Looking retrospectively to understand one’s past worldview is a difficult process. For one, it requires not only critical thought, but the task of remembering how one made sense of and interpreted daily life events, a process with unavoidable limitations. It is a process of critical reflection, requiring a replay or review of the entire transformative learning experience. Nevertheless, it is an important exercise and one that can help to understand ourselves on a deeper level. 


Who or what is God?  Prior to Islam this question was not so much a direct concern, but indirectly reflected my understanding of divine, or divinity. My pre-Islamic worldview was one that contained an awareness of God, or the Divine, but was mostly shrouded in mystery and questions assumed to be unanswerable. This is, I believe, much in line with traditional Christian thought – the mystery component of religion and divinity. The important thing about this question as it pertains to my transformative learning experience is not the answer to it as much as it is that this question was not central to my life. Who and what was God was less important to me than my relationship to Him, and His relationship to all of Creation, and what our relationship is supposed to be with Him.

 
Who am I and how do I operate in my world?  This question was central in my pre-Islamic worldview. Much of my time in reflection was not on the “other-wordly”, but on myself. Who was I, what was I supposed to be doing with my life, what is the best way to ‘be’ in the world, who makes me happy, etc. These were some of the important questions that I was consumed with that brought most of the focus on myself. As such, I would translate and interpret my experiences from this perspective – always trying to understand my behavior and thoughts in different situations, what makes me uncomfortable, in what do I find contentment, etc. In effect, it was driven by an unease, or some kind of missing element deep within myself, that kept leading to more self-observation, more questions and a more intense focus on myself. These concerns led me toward the exploration of a number of pseudo-religious, new-age books and studies that, although some may have provided some level of intellectual and psychological assistance, did not change my focus in any significant way.


How can I tell right from wrong?  Right and wrong, growing up in post-modern America, was an evolutionary process for me. As a youth growing up in a conservative suburb of New York, there was always a fairly clear understanding of right and wrong. It started in my home, with the beliefs and lifestyle of my parents and family and their teachings, and was reinforced in my schooling and community that were all pretty consistent in communicating right and wrong and the values that were considered important. These were the values of traditional America – hard work, family, honesty, patriotism, etc. So telling right from wrong was never too difficult, that was until I became older. At some point, right and wrong became more blurred, brought on probably by the reality of life outside of my little hometown. 


Despite the relative clarity of knowing right from wrong in my upbringing, it was never really clear as to where or how these values developed. My family, being moderately religious Christians, clearly reflected traditional Judeo-Christian values, however, there was very little discussion as to how our religion translated and defined the values we lived by.  When I became older and moved away from conventional religion, values became liberalized and blurred. Right and wrong became much more of a matter of personal choice and interpretation, in line with the progression of American society as a whole towards post-modernism. My generation, the infamous X-generation, [or maybe it was the generation right behind me], at least partially earned its label due to the identity and values crises. In fact, up to the point where I began to learn about and eventually embrace Islam, right and wrong was a very nebulous concept for me, to the extent that I considered just about everything to be ‘open for debate’. The expression that is often used in conjunction with this reality is “to each their own,” meaning, to each person, right and wrong may mean something different, albeit minus the obvious “non-negotiables” like murdering someone. 


When it's all over, where do I go? The answer to this question in my pre-Islamic days was always based on the assumption that most westerners have, i.e., we all go to heaven (excluding of course fundamentalist Christians and certain orthodox Jews who believe that everyone – except their own of course – is headed for hell)! This stems from the Christian belief that we have all been redeemed by Christ who gave his life for the sins of humanity, and only by believing in him will we saved. As a Christian, I, like most, assumed that I would be headed there too. Although in my old worldview, there was very little thought of death and what would come after it. It is a worldview that emphasizes the here and now – carpe diem – seize the day. My worldview thus really didn’t have a place for thinking about death and afterlife. It was something, in fact, that was to be avoided at all costs because of the neurosis and psychological paralysis it can cause. Most people in the west when they think of death become very depressed because in that worldview, although the churches talk about heaven, the culture with its worldview teaches that life on earth is as good as it gets. Essentially they have succeeded at making earthly life the goal – to create paradise here. Thus, go for broke is the way to go, do whatever we can to build our heaven here. On the one hand, while we go to church on Sundays and are preached to about heaven when we die, when we step outside the church, the entire culture is geared towards creating ‘heaven’ on earth at all costs. There is nothing wrong with, nay, our goal should be, to try to make the world a ‘heavenly’ place, however, the worldview I had was one of great confusion, which often lead to anxiety and emptiness due to its material limitations. Our worldview should guide us, it should paint a picture of reality and provide us with certainty of basic things like who we are, what life is, who really has the power to change things, etc. If we are not certain of these basics, it can create psychological and emotional turmoil. I think this is the reality for many people in the west, and increasingly many in the east, who are confused and without certainty in terms of their basic worldview. But having a clear picture of the purpose of this life and what it is, and the purpose of the life-to-come and what it is, is an important aspect of this basic worldview that I did not have in my pre-Islamic worldview.


How can I know the truth; for that matter, how can I be sure that I know anything?  This question is directly related to the previous one that dealt with right and wrong. In my old worldview, the issue of truth was a sticky one. It is a word that is not used much outside of when we were taught to tell the truth by our teachers and parents. Absolute truth was something that I avoided thinking about because the power of the culture I was living in, and the lack of strong belief in my religion, and the way I was interpreting worldly events which was through the lens of a worldview that was also grounded in a constructivist “truth is what you make of it” frame of reference, all taught me that absolute truth does not exist. As such, I used to scoff at people that believed in such a premise, unless of course I liked what they were saying! My old worldview, although confused, still included a belief in the spiritual and unseen realms, yet they were constantly evolving and never permanent. I never stopped believing in God and yearning to know Him. However, who He was and what was His relationship to His creation was vague to me and not grounded. This is why I continued searching for Him. However, I never saw a problem with believing in God on the one hand, and not believing in absolute truth on the other. I mean, I believed in certain truths, but, for example, the assertion by different religions to have a monopoly on truth I could never swallow. So, like most from the west, my notion of truth was based very much on the post-modernist worldview and culture that I lived and was brought up in. The fact that I wasn’t sure about anything was also a huge problem for me, because as human beings we yearn for certainty. The lack of it is the cause of so many psychological and emotional problems. This is what also drove me to continue searching for God and anything that could bring me closer to Him.


What does my life mean – what is the purpose of life? This is perhaps the ultimate question that any worldview must address. In my pre-Islamic days, this question was one that I avoided at all costs. Most westerners do in fact because western culture does not provide an answer for this question! Unless one is strongly religious, this question will be just that – a question. It will not have an answer for many. Yet, this is the question that frames our entire existence! Our entire worldview is built around this question of what is our purpose here and what does life mean. Prior to Islam I thought and pondered on this question subconsciously, but rarely consciously. Meaning, it was always underlying everything I did, but I hardly ever verbalized it. Because I was searching to fill that hole inside of me, this question was always there. Maybe it was fitra, or our natural inclination that will always yearn for God, that was driving me to find an answer to this question. I thought many a time that I had found an answer, but after a while, something inside of me would tell me that the question had not been answered. As such, pre-Islamically I really did not know what my life meant and what our purpose was. Even though I had heard some religious people say in passing that the purpose of life was to worship God, I never really paid it much heed because their notion of worship was not complete, or at least they never did a very good job of explaining what that meant. So that line of belief never really entered my heart. 

Meaning-Making According to a Pre-Islamic Worldview


As schemas influence how people understand what they perceive from an experience (McIntosh, 1995), a schema can also shape the individual’s reality to be in line with the schema, even without an objective foundation (Taylor and Crocker, 1981 in McIntosh, 1995). In my pre-Islamic worldview, events in my life that occurred, particularly traumatic or major events such as the death of my grandmother, were perceived according to a worldview that did not contain a clear understanding about the death experience due, most probably, to the constant effort to avoid remembering death at all costs. Although it was a worldview that supposedly believed in heaven and afterlife, the issue of death was virtually never addressed. Thus, when it would occur, the existing schema that I had for it would be greatly tested, resulting either in an alteration to my worldview – known as restructuring – or the worldview would have to be altered to make sense of the death experience – known as tuning. 


Often, however, when people face a crisis in their worldview, when information is acquired that does not fit into their schema, they will simply ignore it. They are unable to make whatever changes are necessary to cope with or accept the information. In such a case, schema restructuring takes time. This will happen frequently if a worldview is not sufficient to accept the information – if no schema exists to make sense of the information. In such cases, crises in meaning can develop. This can result in a variety of reactions leading to eventual restructuring of one’s schema, or, at the other extreme, completely ignoring the new information acquired. In the latter case, people are accused of being in denial. 


This was a frequent occurrence in my pre-Islamic worldview. The lack of a well-grounded, systematic, metaphysical and hierarchical understanding of the world often made the interpretation of life events difficult. Often, information that was difficult for me to make sense or ‘fit’ into my schema was my own personal feelings or thoughts about myself. Thus my worldview was greatly defined by own self-understanding. As such, whenever new information would come to me, my schema would often undergo tuning in an effort to accommodate the new information. In general, although people’s schemas constantly change due to a barrage of incoming data of all kinds, it is usually through small modifications (Bowlby, 1969; Horowitz, 1976 in McIntosh, 1995). 


This self-focused schema had major implications on how I made meaning of experiences and life events. Meaning was essentially arrived at by how experiences, events, people, objects, etc. resonated with me. What feelings did they evoke, how did they make me feel, what was their overall impact me emotionally, psychologically, physically, etc.? Since my pre-Islamic schema was not guided by religion, outside of some very loosely constructed and ambiguous spiritual values, meaning making was essentially a stimulus-response activity for me. Schemas tend to influence what is perceived. Only when a schema is well developed and grounded in experiential and other knowledge will people embrace data that does not fit ‘nicely’ – into their schema, meaning, some accommodation or tuning must occur. Often, people who do not know how to react to information that does not fit into their existing schema will ignore or deny the information, knowing that such knowledge may make their existing schema completely false and unfounded (McIntosh, 1995). This was less of an issue for me in my pre-Islamic worldview. I rarely ignored stimuli or information that was not in agreement with my worldview. I was always proactive in the search for knowledge and understanding. Rather, I would address the schema and tune it where necessary, usually after long periods of self-reflection and sense making. Because the schema was not grounded in anything ‘foundational’ such as knowledge stemming from a metaphysical or doctrinal framework, it was constantly changing, making my entire worldview one based almost exclusively on past experiences.


This state of constant flux and little certainty in terms of overall worldview schema greatly defined my pre-Islamic existence. There was a lack of certainty imbedded in my worldview. There was nothing within the worldview itself, in fact, to be certain of. It was not a worldview based on answers to fundamental or “ultimate” questions. It avoided them. Rather, it was based solely on what made me feel good – emotionally, physically, psychologically, etc., at a given time. For example, I sought knowledge as I do today, but for different reasons. Not as a means of acquiring knowledge about my Creator, to please Him, and thus to serve humanity, but because I found it enjoyable or because I wanted to advance in my personal career. Whereas the former is God-centered, the latter, my pre-Islamic worldview, could be labeled self or man-centered. 


I found that many people, particularly from the West, tend to be highly susceptible to life events because their worldviews or worldview schemas are not well-grounded. Especially those who do not practice religion, they can live very fragile lives. That is the experience I had. The schema-in-flux way of life impacts everything. It is not as if people with more developed or well-grounded schemas do not go through the same ongoing schema revisions. Everybody does because every experience we have in life must be filtered through many different schemas all operating on different levels. However, the less developed, the less experienced, tested and grounded in knowledge the schema is, the more major and more frequent the revisions will be. 

Transformative Learning Experience


Meaning of the experience. My transformative learning experience was nothing more than learning the religion of Islam, and embracing it as my way of life. As a learning experience, it was one that produced what Mezirow calls a perspective transformation, or a transformation to my overall meaning perspective. Meaning perspective is a general frame of reference, worldview, or personal paradigm involving “a collection of meaning schemes made up of higher-order schemata, theories, propositions, beliefs, prototypes, goal orientations and evaluations” (Mezirow 1990, p. 2) and “they provide us criteria for judging or evaluating right and wrong, bad and good, beautiful and ugly, true and false, appropriate and inappropriate” (Mezirow 1991a, p. 44).  Such a transformation also resulted in a change to my worldview schema, or my overall cognitive framework of beliefs and knowledge that allow us to make sense of and meaning of events. My experience of learning Islam and embracing it as a way of life was thus a truly dynamic transformative learning experience that resulted in a deeper, more refined and hierarchical meaning perspective. 



How learning Islam resulted in such a major transformation has much to do with the meaning that experience had for me. As a transformative learning experience, learning Islam started not with what Mezirow calls a disorienting dilemma, but a more gradual process of questioning and challenging existing beliefs. The way I learned Islam was through the traditional Islamic method of a close student-teacher relationship. As such, I not only acquired knowledge but had a model and a way of life to witness and refer the knowledge back to. Further, it was a gradual process that took place over time. Thus, ample time and opportunity was afforded to challenge my existing schema, tune it, acquire new knowledge and experience, and eventually completely restructure it. This contributed to the meaning making aspect of the experience.  Over time, meaning was made through the relationships built, the application of acquired knowledge, the understanding of the application of the knowledge via the new relationships, critical reflection on the application of knowledge, and the opportunity to query the teacher about the knowledge as well as the experiences. In addition, the time and support allotted by the learning method and environment allowed me to “test” the new knowledge and reflect on it without any constraints. This experiential aspect to the meaning making process was integral to the meaning making that resulted from the transformative learning experience. 



Religious changes are intended to be foundational. People have needs for meaning, belonging, identity, and definition, and commitment to a religion is a way to meet them. Therefore, because of the sweeping nature of religion’s claim on a person’s life, one would be tempted to predict that it would affect all areas of the believer’s life (Paloutzian et al., 1999). My transformative learning experience of learning Islam created meaning in such a way. The transformation of going from a worldview schema that could be considered transitory, to one based on a firm knowledge foundation was a major element in the meaning making process. The fixed Islamic worldview schema that resulted was based on knowledge that encompassed everything from the physical to the metaphysical, thus, it formed a well-developed schema that was also tested with experience. It provided criteria, guidelines, a hierarchical and ordered worldview to make sense of experiences, as opposed to the previous way that was more or less orderless, and based on nothing more than personal feelings and emotions. Further, as many authors have stated, the central psychological ingredient of a religious conversion may be characterized as a change in the self-system due to commitment to that which the person believes to be sacred (Pargament, 1997 in Paloutzian et al., 1999). As such, the transformation of the self including the change in worldview and beliefs resulting from the Islamic learning experience, will greatly impact the meaning making process. Everything is given new meaning -- everything experienced is measured differently, with more attention and care, according to new criteria that matter. No event in life is seen as mundane or unimportant, in sum, everything becomes meaningful. This was the experience of transformation that I underwent. 



How my Worldview was Restructured.  In the religious conversion literature, the self has been described as initially divided and then unified after conversion (James, 1902 in Paloutzian, 1999).  In my transformative learning experience, I would take this assertion one step further by saying the unification of the self is coupled by a unification or consolidation of worldview. The worldview schema became ordered hierarchically, which is reflective of the knowledge content contained within the Islamic worldview acquired. For example, Islam is very detailed and explicit in its portrayal of the hierarchy of life – from the Creator down to the different forms of creation. This hierarchy is encapsulated within the Islamic notion of unity – tawhid – which begins with the unity or oneness of the Creator, and follows through with the unity of creation. Because the Islamic worldview is a tawhidic worldview, patterned on the multiplicity of existence within the unity of creation, the adoption of an Islamic worldview or schema also brings unity to the self. This is what I experienced in transforming learning. Learning to see the world through the lens of unity, tawhid. Although this is an ongoing process throughout life for every Muslim, I first began to experience in the course of my experience learning Islam. Thus, the worldview transformation began at this point. 



The schema from old to new therefore changed in such a way. From a disjointed, secularized schema that was constantly changing and not grounded hierarchically, philosophically, or metaphysically to a unified schema that although always evolving, not susceptible to restructuring of the foundational beliefs and premises. It is a schema that begins with knowledge of ultimate reality and contains knowledge down to even the most mundane of experiences. Thus, as new information and knowledge continues to come in, maturation and development of the schema occurs as opposed to major tuning or restructuring. This, to me, is one of the many important functions of the command for Muslims to “seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave.” We must be constantly developing our worldview schema to deepen and broaden it through the acquisition of knowledge capable of doing so. 


In this way, my conversion or transformative learning experience of learning Islam occurred on many different levels. This is another element of meaning making that is unique to religious conversion as transformative learning experience. As all transformative learning is supposed to include major changes to our meaning structures (meaning perspectives and meaning schemes), perhaps only in religious conversion does transformation occur on so many levels. Often, religious conversion begins with a change in questions dealing with “ultimate reality,” or the nature and purpose of life itself. Any changes occurring in this area will undoubtedly impact everything that flows from it. Likewise, changes in the God-concept, the role of God in everyday life, the relationship between God and man, etc., are questions of ultimate reality. Other important changes include the social aspect of religion -- how we are to relate to our fellow man, our role in the community and the function of the community, and others.

Islamic Worldview


As mentioned previously, the worldview change resulting from the transformative learning experience of Islamic conversion was essentially one of unification. The Islamic worldview I adopted, or developed, was grounded in the Islamic notion of tawhid, or, the oneness of God from which flows the understanding of the interconnectedness and unity of all life. For if one believes that God is one, and that he is the Creator of all things, then it must necessarily be understood that all of existence is defined by the tawhidic paradigm of unity. My learning of Islam and this worldview of tawhid was not only developed through the acquisition of “book knowledge.” The nature of my transformative experience was heavily realized through the application and experiential element, of which includes the experience of learning the traditional Malay art of war, Silat Seni Gayong.


Silat Seni Gayong is a traditional Malay art of war that has existed in the Malay archipelago for centuries. It was brought to the Malaysian peninsula by the Bugis warrior Daeing Kuning, and later systematized and disseminated to the masses by the late Dato’ Meor Abdul Rahman in the 1950s. 


The words Silat Seni Gayong comprise three concepts: 1) SILAT – which is the technical skill employed in the art of self-defense. It is a reflex action based on physical training, self-control and discipline. 2) SENI – is the esoteric focus or the spiritual aspect of the art. Its focus is to rid the self of the negative and at the same time bring out the positive elements of the student. This stage is well connected to Islam and grounded in its beliefs and practices. Through it the student will plant the seed of faith and care for the tree until it bears the fruits of excellence. The master or teacher’s role is to show him the right path in the journey toward self and God realization. 3) GAYONG – is self and God-realization that is achieved by the student through the practices of the art of Silat. With the knowledge and practices of Silat, the student will develop a strong understanding of himself and his Creator. This will eventually lead to the practice of Islam, the acquisition of faith, and spiritual excellence (Islam, iman, and ehsan).


The art of Seni Silat Gayong, an art grounded in Islamic teachings and spiritual practices, was my original vehicle for learning and experiencing Islam. Not only the art of Silat Gayong, but the method of learning and the learning setting also played a major role in the acquisition of Islamic knowledge leading to the development of my ‘Islamic worldview’. The experiential lessons I learned in my Islamic indoctrination via Silat Gayong helped me to understand tawhid because it allowed me to live tawhid. 

For me, the power in learning about Islam was not only in the content of the knowledge I acquired, but in how I acquired it – by learning directly from a knowledgeable person who taught primarily through the examples of his own life. Being 27 years old at the time, I was not at the point where words and preaching could have convinced me to change my way of life. By showing me first hand a different way of life, the Islamic way of life, and in learning Gayong according to very traditional methods, my teacher motivated – both directly at times and indirectly at othrs - to learn about myself. It was through this, the knowledge he passed on and the dynamic example he set for me that forced me to question even my most basic beliefs about life. Who was I? What was I? What did I ultimately want in life? How was I spending my time in this world? What is my culture really about? These were some of the questions I asked and eventually answered while learning Islam and witnessing it firsthand. My personal process of ‘conversion’ to Islam, therefore, was really a review of my most basic and fundamental beliefs – beliefs greatly shaped by my culture and society. 

How this occurred is through a dynamic process that included the following key elements: close teacher-student relationship; consistent ‘Islamic’ environment; sense of purpose and mission; educational atmosphere; close group of fellow students; application of knowledge – experiential learning; consistent and strong spiritual/religious element; holistic learning experience – ‘body, mind and soul’; and personal dedication and openness to learning. This list is probably not exhaustive. This is my own perspective, my own understanding of the important elements in this transformative learning experience. 

One of the outcomes of these elements that comprised an overall learning experience was the process of challenging my existing fundamental values and beliefs. I found that the answers to the questions I could not answer up to that point lied in the knowledge and experience of Islam. As such, I was drawn – from the deepest levels of my self – to embrace the Islamic way of life. The learning process was guided by someone helping me along and providing me with knowledge, allowing me to face myself and provide answers to the difficult questions I was asking. Ultimately, the self-examination I underwent to arrive at Islam could never have happened had I not intimately learned about myself and the assumptions I had about life as a whole. Many of which were found in my lack of spiritual conviction, stemming from my experience with my former religion.

Much of my frustration with my former faith stemmed from the seeming lack of, and obscurity in knowledge and guidance about God, and my relationship to Him. To me, Christian philosophy depended on a contradictory intermediary relationship that we were supposed to have with Jesus, who on one hand was a man, but was also God. For me, however, this difficult and vague relationship with our Creator left me confused and quite frankly, uninterested. I found myself always searching for some kind of knowledge or philosophy that could provide me with an explanation as to why I had such an inner desire to worship God without any need for intermediaries, trinities or difficult philosophies. Simply put, I could not ‘feel’ spirituality in my former religion, I could not feel closeness to God, I could not feel anything inside of me because I was with so much doubt and spiritual morose.  Why couldn’t I just pray directly to God? Why did I have to begin and end every prayer with “in the name of Jesus Christ?” How can an eternal, omnipotent Creator and Sustainer also take the form of a man? Why would He need to? 

I had a natural inclination from very early on in my life to feel close to God, but religion never seemed the vehicle to achieve it, oddly enough. My transformative learning experience, and the life experiences leading up to it, helped me to understand why. Although I blamed “religion” as a whole for the problem, it was not religion per se, but the particular doctrine I was following through which my spiritual hunger remained unfulfilled. Transformative learning in the form of conversion to Islam allowed me to see this by taking me inward via a dynamic, experiential spiritual journey, and finally coming to grips with my most fundamental questions – most of which led back to myself and understanding who I was and what I most needed. As a result, I truly believed I needed Islam and that through it alone could my questions be answered and my self be satisfied.

Learning Islam as al-din, a complete way of life, and learning about the nature of God through tauhid, changed the way I ultimately viewed reality. Coming from the West, I had always looked upon the world with materialistic and secular eyes. I was never able to attach meaning and purpose to life’s most fundamental features, nor could I see the interconnectedness in life. Although wealth and power were never two of my personal aspirations, my values were nevertheless worldly in nature, because I never knew that the so-called ‘mundane’ aspects of life could actually be spiritually meaningful. Yet, my desire to search and my innermost yearning for meaning led me to many different philosophies and pseudo-religions, all with the goal of providing me with meaning, understanding, and a spiritual connection. It was my worldview, or how I viewed reality in general, that literally painted the way I valued and approached everything, and it was a worldview, ultimately, of confusion. Not only was that worldview influenced by the world around me, but also the way I viewed events in my life reinforced the worldview that I had. Thus, I was in a vicious cycle of confusion and meaningless due to a lack of purpose and understanding of the interconnected nature of reality.

Meaning Making According to an Islamic Worldview


As a convert to Islam, meaning and how meaning is constructed represents perhaps the greatest difference between my pre-Islamic worldview and my post-conversion Islamic worldview. My Islamic worldview facilitates meaning through the tawhidic paradigm by connecting everything in life – every word, act, thought, and event – to the highest source of all, the ultimate reality, God. This means that everything that happens in life is to be responded to according to that which is pleasing to God and in line with his revealed laws. We do not make decisions solely based on feelings, desires and appetites. Rather, we employ the intellect, which if grounded in knowledge of religion and God, will guide us to decide that which is pleasing and acceptable to the Creator, and, as such, optimal for us on all levels. The goal, the ultimate success, the ultimate happiness and contentment is transformed into a spiritual one and is manifested in a life of closeness and intimacy with the Divine, detailed by God-consciousness in every act and thought. 


How this differs from my pre-Islamic worldview is that it removes the lower self (ideally) as a guide so decisions are not made according to appetites and selfish desires, but according to that which we believe is best for us, for our lives both here and hereafter. We cease following the direction of the lower self and instead open our hearts to the advice of our higher self, the one in tuned to the divine will. For that which is best for us cannot be left to the lower self to decide, for that self can only lead us to spiritual destruction. Thus, all of our trust and hope is placed in God and our conviction that He is the best one to guide us being the Creator of all things, the Loving, the Merciful, and the one who wants the best outcome for us which is closeness to Him in this world and direct vision of him in life after death. 


Meaning making, therefore, takes on a whole new form from this worldview. The lens – our cognitive schema – of how we see the world changes. We begin to see with the eyes of the spirit, the eyes of the heart. We judge not according to what we find pleasing or desirable, but according to the knowledge of what God finds pleasing and desirable. As such, we begin the striving, the journey toward the acquisition of the divine names and attributes of God. We live a life in effort to reform our own personalities to reflect the attributes of God. As a real-life example, the one who most perfectly manifested these attributes, we follow the way and life of the Prophet Muhammad (SAW) and his companions and successors. In so doing life becomes one of ongoing self-purification, self-perfection and self-improvement. Meaning making, therefore, is spiritualized. We become highly tuned to everything happening around us. 


We find meaning and make meaning of every experience through self-examination. We start by looking at ourselves and our actions in everything we do. We even examine our thoughts and beliefs and how we behave around other people. We examine our minds and look at what we spend time thinking about. We constantly look for ways to improve ourselves according to the example of our Prophet. In sum, everything means something because according to our worldview, God sees everything, knows everything, and everything we do is counted either for us or against us. Each can contribute to our success or to our ultimate failure. 


Islam helps us to derive meaning on the premise that everything is purposeful because it directly determines our fate both in this world, and the eternal world after death. We approach every moment of life as an opportunity for rich meaning because of the knowledge that each moment will either help us or hurt us, depending on what we choose to do with it. In this way, the Islamic worldview puts the meaning making process in our own hands, so to speak, through the notion of free will, and links the process with the development and refinement of the self.  


The spiritualized Islamic worldview brings energy to life and a balance that I did not previously have. The key to it is consciousness and remembrance of God. When we are conscious of God, of his omnipotence and omniscience, we are always aware of ourselves because of belief in His judgment and our personal yearning to please Him and be close to Him. We are also aware, however, that God’s mercy will always help us along on our path when we make a sincere effort to dedicate ourselves to self-improvement. This awareness also includes the belief that heaven is not only the goal for the afterlife, but for this life as well and achieved by closeness to God. Such a life is the best, most fulfilling state of existence available to us. As such, by remaining conscious of God, we invite and invoke goodness from both the earthly and spiritual realms, and light a way for ourselves to engage in continuous self-refinement. 


An example of meaning making from the Islamic worldview was my first understanding of how a Muslim is to approach something as mundane as eating. According to my pre-Islamic worldview, eating was an activity undertaken to satisfy hunger. It was never much more than that. Although I understood food as a blessing, I did not approach eating as a spiritual act. How could I? The only knowledge I had of it was that it was an activity undertaken to satisfy a physiological need. When I came to Islam, however, I learned that even eating can be a spiritual activity when undertaken with such an intention and consciousness of God. 


According to the Islamic worldview, every morsel of food is a blessing, a gift, sustenance that comes from God. The food we eat is also a blessing for those who grow it, manufacture it, process it and sell it – those who derive their livelihood from it. Food, when consumed with consciousness of God can be a source of barakah – or blessings and divine grace. Therefore, we are more inclined to be less wasteful in our eating, to take less and think of others who also want to eat. Through the spiritual practice of fasting, Islamic worldview also teaches us what it is like to not be able to eat. This alone is enough to make most people appreciate food even more, and increase their gratitude to God when they eat. In addition, there are so many etiquettes (adab) of the Prophet on how to approach and eat food that helps us to understand its spiritual role in our lives such as the sunnah way of sitting when eating, chewing, handling food, passing it to others, the prayers to recite before eating it, while eating it, after eating it, the way to conduct oneself while eating, the way to wash ourselves after eating, etc. Thus, something as fundamental to our lives such as food, or eating, when approached from the Islamic worldview becomes a highly meaningful activity. 


Islam facilitates meaning making in such a way – through the spiritualization of everyday life. Spiritualizing everyday life means linking every moment of our earthly life to a higher spiritual outcome. It means that everything we do has consequences. It is meaningful because of the belief in God as an active participant in life – as cherisher and sustainer of all things – unlike the typical Judeo-Christian notion of God as more passive and distant to the everyday life of man. The Qur’an tells us that God is “closer to us than our own jugular vein (50:16),” meaning that he is ever-aware of everything we think and do. It is consciousness of this, therefore, that gives meaning to the everyday – the awareness of God as present, aware and the ultimate judge of our lives. Meaning, therefore, is directly linked to our ultimate fate – both here and in the life to come and is driven by the belief that closeness to God as defined by obedience and remembrance of Him brings success, contentment and peace. Belief in God as the All-Merciful also motivates us to desire his closeness, not just fear his punishment. It is His mercy that we desire more than anything. As such, it is not being close to Him that we fear, as opposed to disobeying His commands. Thus, the Islamic worldview creates meaning at a very high level through the notion of ‘ultimates’, or ‘ultimate concerns’ as coined by scholars of religious psychology, and the reality that everything we do in life has consequences due to God’s awareness of them. 

Islamic Worldview and its Moderating Influence

Understanding how we make meaning of knowledge greatly influences the application – or moderation – of it in our lives. In understanding how I apply my newly learned Islamic knowledge, I must look back to my former worldview, the experience of learning Islam through the transformative learning experience of conversion, and look at how I derive meaning of that knowledge in my ‘new’ life as Muslim. As such, there are many factors involved in this process that must be accounted for. 


The issue of religious extremism and religious practice in general is of great interest today. Due to the attacks on the U.S. on September 11, 2001, religious extremism, particularly as it relates to the Muslim world, has become an issue of great concern. Even within the social science world, religion and religious practice has become an important topic of research and inquiry. To understand how religion influences the actions and behaviors of people is therefore a topical and important issue. The existing scant literature and efforts to understand Muslim religious practice, however, provide little in the way of understanding the religious behavior of Muslims. Most studies pertaining to Islam and Muslims from a social science perspective focus on the political, economic and sociological realities of Muslim populations. Little, if any, however, look into the factors influencing individual practice, and even less take into consideration the all-important factor of meaning and meaning making in religious practice. As such, we must try and understand Muslims not as part of any stereotyped category – extremist, fundamentalist, moderate, liberal, etc. – but rather as individuals that make meaning of their religion according to a variety of constructs that varies depending on the individual practitioner. Thus, what is needed is an understanding of not how people become ‘moderates’, but how people ‘moderate’ whatever knowledge they have, and why they moderate it the way they do. This will allow a deeper understanding of what lies beneath peoples’ knowledge, the determining factors for what people actually do with the knowledge they have.


For me, the moderation of religion and religious knowledge begins with worldview. Moderation of religion greatly depends on my worldview, for it is the lens through which I understand all of life – the big picture. As a lens for understanding life, whatever specific knowledge I have, the application of it will be moderated according to that worldview. The specific knowledge on how to do carry out a specific act must ‘fit’ into the big picture of worldview. In this way, everything has a proper place from which to derive meaning. An Islamic worldview is one that facilitates meaning making precisely in this way -- through a holistic understanding of life that is God-centered. Thus, the way I moderate the specifics in terms of Islamic knowledge is very much based on my understanding of Islam as a worldview, or to use a more functional term – schema. 


The following are constructs (theoretical entities or concepts) resulting from the transformative learning experience of conversion to Islam that I underwent. These constructs, as a product of transformative learning, greatly influence how I moderate my knowledge of Islam in everyday life. 

1. Balance in life. I strive to achieve moderation as defined by the ahl sunnah wal jama’at – as the representative ‘middle’, or moderate Muslim majority. As such, I strive to apply Islamic knowledge in a balanced and moderate way. This also impacts how I live my life as a whole, always seeking balance in my affairs – apportioning my time for God, my worldly duties and my self and family. I learned the importance of balance in life through the Islamic learning process. Balance had always been important in my life. I always had a natural urge to live a balanced life, but never knew exactly how to achieve it, and what comprised balance. Islam, in the way I learned it and through my experience, showed me how to balance my life according to our composition as human beings – mind, body and spirit. As such, the daily life of a Muslim should be balanced according to these lines. Each day should set aside time for physical, mental and spiritual activities. Islam does this through the compulsory spiritual practices such as the five daily prayers, and urges us to do good deeds, as well as ponder God and His creation regularly. This lifestyle I learned through my experience of learning Islam in an environment that pro-actively promoted balance, thus, the experiential component of it was very influential for me.

2. God-consciousness/awareness. God-centeredness leads to awareness of God at all times. Part of the self-transformation I underwent in converting to Islam was this realization – that God is ever-present and knowledgeable of all things. As such, I developed a worldview of wholeness – one that is not secularized into religious and non-religious. My experience allowed me to understand that everything in life is religious if we life with taqwa, or God-consciousness followed by practices and deeds aimed at achieving God’s pleasure and reward. Self-transformation to an Islamic worldview spiritualized my entire world. To obtain a level of spiritual perfection such as that of “ihsan”, we must be conscious of God at every moment. Thus, there is always room for improvement toward that goal. As such, self-transformation allowed me to redefine my understanding of life as a whole. 

3. Universality. Through transformative learning in the way of conversion and learning Islam, the concept of universality resonated. Islam as religion was not a culture or an ethnicity, it was a metaphysical concept of Ultimate Reality itself. That Reality being the One God, the religion follows through as a universal religion for all people, all times and all places. The way I learned Islam was according to the understanding that Islam is by nature flexible because it is a universal religion. As such, it does not require imitation of a specific group of people, race or ethnicity, but purports general human principles to live by and adhere to, that can accommodate and perfect any culture. Self-transformation, therefore, took place in that my understanding of life became universalized according to the tawhidic principle. Differences such as race and class, which were ingrained in me through my upbringing and society were directly challenged along the lines of a spiritual and therefore higher reality. This dramatically impacts how I understand and view other people who are different than me, and how people should relate to one another. 

4. Inner struggle with the lower self. To me, the moderation of a new Islamic worldview has meant a deep struggle within – the greater jihad – between the lower self and the self guided by knowledge. It was through transformative learning that awareness was achieved of this reality existing within the self, and how and why internal struggle takes place. Transformative learning increased my self-awareness in this way, through the knowledge of the makeup of the human self according to the Islamic worldview. Moderation of knowledge is greatly influenced by this self-awareness and inner struggle, as we are always struggling to obey God according to Islamic guidance despite those worldly desires that are prohibited to us.  The struggle to apply Islam, therefore, is the struggle to purify and perfect ourselves. As we do so, we move closer to God and farther away from that which destroys us. This is a critical component of my new worldview, and greatly influences how I behave in the world – literally moment to moment if I am conscious of God. The struggle with the self encompasses every aspect of Islam and life itself, and is as much a component of the other constructs mentioned as it encompasses them.

5. Servanthood. Conversion to Islam for me taught me how to be a source of goodness to others. We are here to serve God and one way He wants us to do that is by serving others. This is an important factor in knowledge moderation in that it sets an underlying purpose behind how we are to be in any situation. Muslims are supposed to be the followers of the Prophet (SAW) in that we are given the task of being bringers of mercy to the world. This is done through service to others, to all of creation in fact, for God’s sake. It does not mean that the same course of action is always assumed, yet, the sense of mission that my Islamic worldview provides acts as a tremendous source of grounding and perspective for the application of knowledge in any situation. 

6. The struggle to be truthful with oneself.  Striving for truth in everything starts with struggling to be honest at all times. Truthfulness is fundamental to Islam, starting with the attribute of God himself as Al-Haqq, or The Truth. Moderation of knowledge always requires honesty and truthfulness, which can be a struggle at times to adhere to. Awareness and God-consciousness, however, helps us to remember the importance and need for honesty. 

7. Importance of adab. Justice in Islam begins with adab. Much of my applied learning about Islam stressed the importance of adab, or proper behavior and etiquette. It is through adab that we acquire the characteristic of justice, and through it we achieve balance and harmony in life. Much of what I learned in my transformative learning experience dealt with the importance of adab. The Prophet (SAW), through his Sunnah, modeled correct adab for all to follow. Through appropriate adab, justice is achieved in that everything is acting according to its station or place in Creation. As such, adab produces justice, both within the individual human self and the social environment. As such, the foundation for peace is created through adab. Moderation of knowledge, according to my understanding of Islam, must occur through proper adab in order to achieve just and desired results, and to attain God’s support and assistance.

8. Understanding that everything in life comes from God. Possibly the most fundamental construct or factor in the moderation of knowledge according to a new Islamic worldview is the conviction or faith that everything in life comes from the Creator. This is a fundamental aspect of a tawhidic worldview, in that all of life is sustained by God, and he is not only active in the world but the creator of everything at every minute. As such, all things – good, bad, indifferent – come from Him. Surrender in Islam at a higher spiritual level thus means not only surrendering to the dictates of religion, but to the understanding that everything in life is His work and He has perfect knowledge of all that occurs. Although something may not be understood by us as being “good,” surely it must be with the knowledge that it comes from God. There is wisdom in everything that we may not be able to recognize or see due to our limited knowledge as opposed to the unlimited and all-encompassing knowledge of God. Moderation of knowledge with this worldview is the most fundamental aspect of surrender, as such, it is a state of spiritual perfection that we must always strive to achieve if we are to attain to the level of truly God-conscious or ihsan. 
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