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[Abstract])

The Sacred and Ordinary life in Islam

ODA Yoshiko

Kansai University

1. The Sacred and the Profane in Islam
It has been argued that it is difficult to distinguish the sacred and the profane in Islam and also
that it is inappropriate to apply the general theory of the sacred-profane relation to Islam, since
Islam has had no distinction between church and state. Islam no doubt has the sacred, Allah, the
Qur’an, and the Shar’ah. It is worth of examining Islamic relations of the sacred and the profane.

Muslims follow a set of rules called the Shari’ah not only in rituals but also in their social life
such as marriage and business trades. The Shari’ah, the Islamic law, indeed includes several laws
in a strict sense, but also many ritual rules, moral rules, food taboos, and even etiquettes. The
Shari’ah developed based on the Islamic view of man. Man is the integral being of spirit and
body, and is both individual and social. Faith is no doubt spiritual, and any Muslim should solely
face with God. However, at the same time, as a bodily being a Muslim gets married, engaged in
business to live, in a word, has to live in a community. The Ummah is the Islamic spiritual
community as well as the Islamic society where Muslims live their daily life. It has never been
institutionalized. The Ummah has ever existed where the Shari’ah has had control over individual
Muslims in both Islamic and non-Islamic nations.

If everywhere the Shari’ah governs is the sacred space based on the general sacred-profane
theory, Islam has no profane space, for the Shari’ah is in control of Muslims’ ordinary life.
However, the prayer, five times a day, starts with the purification rite so as to interrupt their
ordinary activities. Fasting and pilgrimage similarly are taken place in the sacred time and space
in Islam. In this sense, Islam has the same distinction between the sacred and the profane as

other religions.

2. The Sacred-profane theory and the Secularization
The secularization in developed nations today means non-religious and anti-religious society, but
the profane space was not so in traditional religions. In primitive religions, strictly separating the
profane from the sacred, the profane ordinary life can be maintained and protected by the sacred
divine power the contact with which rituals enable. For this reason, rituals are the most important
religious obligation in them. Thus, the anti-religious secularization today should be distinguished
from the profane society in primitive religions.

There seems to be reasons why the secular and the profane become confused. First, since Rudolf
Otto emphasized, scholars have investigated such the sacred objects clearly separated from the
profane as religious experiences, rituals, temples and divine images, but not deeply examined
the religious significance of the profane society. Secondly, as world religions in general,
particularly early Buddhism and Christianity, denied this-worldly values, the social life was

regarded as the insignificant to religious life. However negative to this-worldly way of life the
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world religions were, they gradually reconciled themselves to this world, for most believers were
necessarily engaged in this worldly life. Islam, also an other-worldly world religion, exceptionally
has been responsible to this world from the beginning. In a sense, the two other world religions,
like Islam, became responsible to the socio-political life in the course of history.

Nevertheless, as mentioned above, the history of religions has not clarified the religious meaning
of ordinary life. We must ask whether or not many secular societies today are completely non-
religious. In order to examine the religious significance of man’s way of life and the modern
secularization, we need to reconsider relationships between the sacred and the ordinary life. Further
Islamic case studies will contribute much to this consideration.



