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Islam and Environment

Sheikh/ Khalifa Ezzat

Jumada al-Ula 1430/May 8, 2009
Dear brothers and sisters: Many people express their concern these days about preserving the environment, so much so that this has become a trend worldwide. It is interesting to note that an increasing number of people ask about the position of Islam regarding the environment. Many people have the concept that Islam only deals with acts of worship such as prayer, fasting, Zakah…etc. and does not deal with modern and contemporary issues like the environment, human rights, democracy...etc. In fact, Islam is a comprehensive religion and a universal message for all mankind. It deals with the issues of the world and the issues of the hereafter, issues of religion, issues of the community and individual issues. The possible reason for the spread of this concept is that many Muslims, scholars, academics, and Imams place more emphasis on the side of Islam related to the acts of worship, so people think that this is Islam. 

Dear brothers and sisters: What is the environment? What are its elements? It is the totality of the surrounding conditions and elements of an individual. These surroundings around man are like heaven, earth, mountains, seas, valleys, water, animals, birds, plants…etc. The elements of the environment are of two kinds: Natural elements such as water, air, mountains, the sun, moon…etc. The second type includes living things such as humans, animals, and plants. Islam sets regulations to preserve and protect the environment. The Qur’an says, ‘Do no mischief on the earth, after it hath been set in order…’ [Al-A‘raf: 56] And says, ‘Mischief has appeared on land and sea because of (the meed) that the hands of men have earned…’ [Ar-Rum: 41]  

Dear brothers and sisters: When one contemplates the Qur’an, they will realize that Allah has subjected the universe to man. Thus, man must keep the universe as pure and magnificent as Allah created it. Therefore Islam urges people, and believers in particular to protect the environment and calls for them not to pollute or spoil it. For example, Islam prohibits urinating, defecating, throwing garbage, carcasses, industrial waste, or such things in water, for doing so causes much harm to man, animals, and the environment. The Prophet (pbuh) founded a very important legal rule when he said, “No harm shall be inflicted or reciprocated in Islam.” (Ahmad) 

Dear respected brothers and sisters:  God has created everything in this universe in due proportion and measure, both quantitatively and qualitatively.  God declared in the Qur’an: “Verily, all things have We created by measure.” (54:49) and says, “…Everything to Him is measured.” (13:8) and says, “And We have produced therein everything in balance.” (55 :7) In the universe there is enormous diversity and variety in form and function.  The universe and its various elements fulfil human welfare and are evidence of the Creator’s greatness. It is He who determines and ordains all things, and there is all things He has created celebrate and declare His praise. “Have you not seen that God is glorified by all in the heavens and on the earth - such as the birds with wings outspread?  Each knows its worship and glorification, and God is aware of what they do.” (24:41) Each thing that God has created is a wondrous sign, full of meaning; pointing beyond itself to the glory and greatness of its Creator, His wisdom and His purposes for it. God has not created anything in this universe in vain, without wisdom, value and purpose.  God says: “We have not created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them carelessly.  We have not created them but for truth.” (44:38-39) 

Dear brothers and sisters: Man is part of this universe, the elements of which are complementary to one another in an integrated whole. Indeed, man is a distinct part of the universe and has a special position among its other parts.  The relationship between man and the universe, as defined and clarified in the Glorious Qur’an and the Prophetic teachings, is as follows: A relationship of meditation, consideration, and contemplation of the universe and what it contains. A relationship of sustainable utilization, development, and employment for man’s benefit and for the fulfilment of his interests. A relationship of care and nurture for man’s good work are not limited to the benefit of the human species, but rather extend to the benefit of all created beings; and “there is a reward in doing good to every living thing.” (Al-Bukhari)
Dear brothers and sisters: God’s wisdom has ordained human beings stewardship (khilafa) on the earth.  Therefore, in addition to being part of the earth and part of the universe, man is also the executor of God’s injunctions and commands.  He is only a manager of the earth and not a proprietor; a beneficiary and not a disposer or ordainer.  Heaven and earth and all that they contain belong to God alone. The right to utilize and harness natural resources, which God has granted man, necessarily involves an obligation on man’s part to conserve them both quantitatively and qualitatively.  God has created all sources of life for man and all resources of nature that he requires, so that he may realize objectives such as contemplation and worship, inhabitation and construction, sustainable utilization, and enjoyment and appreciation of beauty.  It follows that man has no right to cause a negative impact on the environment and distort its intrinsic suitability for human life and settlement.  Nor has he the right to exploit or use natural resources unwisely in such a way as to spoil the food resources and other sources of subsistence for living beings, or expose them to destruction and defilement. God says: “…It is He Who has produced you from the earth and settled you therein...” (11:61) The Prophet declared: “If any Muslim plants a tree or sows a field, and a human, bird or animal eats from it, it shall be reckoned as charity from him.” (Al-Bukhari and Muslim) and declares, “If anyone plants a tree, neither human being nor any of God’s creatures will eat from it without its being reckoned as charity from him.”  “If the day of resurrection comes upon anyone of you while he has a seedling in hand, let him plant it.” 

Dear brothers and sisters: Islam, as a way of life and expects human beings to conserve the environment for several reasons which may be summarized as follows:

1- The environment is Allah's creation. The creation of this earth and all its natural resources are a sign of His wisdom, mercy, power and His other attributes and therefore serves to develop human awareness and understanding of this creator. (13: 2-4; 21:79) 

2- Muslims should seek to protect and preserve the environment because by so doing they protect Allah's creatures which pray to Him and praise Him. Humankind might not be able to understand how these creatures praise Allah but this does not mean that they do not do so, Allah says: The seven heavens and the earth, and all beings therein, declare His glory: There is not a thing but celebrates His praise, and yet ye understand not how they declare His Glory! (17: 44)

3- The environment contains Allah's creatures which the Muslim scholars consider also deserve protection.

In Islam, humans are expected to protect the environment since no other creature is able to perform this task. Humans are the only being that Allah has "entrusted" with the responsibility of looking after the earth. This trusteeship is seen by Islam to be so onerous and burdensome that no other creature would 'accept' it. Allah says: Lo! We offered the trust unto the heavens and the earth and the hills, but they shrank from bearing it and were afraid of it and man assumed it Lo! he is a tyrant and fool. (Al-Ahzab 33: 72)

The same is mentioned in the Qur’an about the bees; their home, the various types of honey and its nutritive and medical values in a Surah called An-Nahl (the bees). Likewise, the Qur’an talks about the date-palm, grapes, crops of diverse flavour, the olive and the pomegranate similar and different. Here, the Qur’an stresses on two important aspects: 1. Enjoying its beauty: ‘Look at their fruits thereof when they bear fruit and upon its ripening. (Al-Ma'idah 5: 99) 2. Making use of its substance. Islam even gives insects special attention. It considers them signs and miracles of Allah. That is why insects like flies, spiders and bees, ants, etc. are mentioned in the context of being miracles of Allah in the Qur’an.

Dear brothers and sisters: caring for the environment is a real historical fact in the Muslim world. There were special foundations in some eras for this purpose such as Hisbah foundation which is to enjoin good and prevent evil.  
Before I finish, I would like to pass on some advice given by doctors regarding swine flu. 
Swine flu is an acute respiratory disease caused by type A Influenza virus which infects pigs. It spreads among pigs through direct and indirect contact. Its incidence increases in winter and autumn, although it is present all year round. Swine flu normally infects pigs. However, the virus can cross the species barrier to infect humans.
Pigs can pass mutated viruses back to humans, and these can be passed from human to human. Transmission of the disease among humans is thought to occur in the same way as with seasonal flu -- by touching something contaminated with flu viruses and then touching one's mouth or nose, or hand, and through coughing or sneezing. One of the most effective prevention measures is regular hand washing.

Symptoms of swine flu in people are similar to those of seasonal influenza -- sudden fever, coughing, sore throat, muscle aches and extreme fatigue, difficulty breathing and decreased appetite.. This new strain also appears to cause more diarrhoea and vomiting than normal flu.

To protect yourself, avoid direct contact with sick people. Wash your hands with soap and water, especially after coughing or sneezing. Always use a tissue to cover your nose and mouth when you cough or sneeze, and discard the tissue immediately after that. If you catch the flu, stay at home, and avoid contact with others, please do not come to the mosque. Avoid touching your eyes, nose, and mouth to prevent further spread of infection.
Dear brothers and sisters: Finally, I ask all Allah to protect us and all people.

