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Islam and Death Penalty
Forgiveness is a Divine Act
Reflections on death penalty

Iftekhar Hai
Article Last Updated: 10/18/2007 06:56:06 AM PDT

MY Catholic friends in the interfaith community have taken a lead in organizing interfaith leaders to think about abolishing death penalty. 

Last month a conference of interfaith leaders was convened in Walnut Creek where Christians, Jews, Buddhists, Muslims and Zoroastrian participated in dialogue on the "ungodliness" in the imposition of the death penalty. 

I believe that the image of God, which resides in all human beings, cannot and should not be killed. 

We are all taught to honor life which is created sacred. How can we people of faith keep silent when death penalty is mandated by our most respectable law enforcement agencies — the courts? 

At the conference, we had speakers from the African-American Baptist congregation who eloquently laid out the injustice inherent in the legal proceedings that has resulted in disproportionate number of African Americans ending up in California prisons. 

Then we have the poor Latino Americans who struggle to survive, risking their lives in migrating to United States for livelihood who also end up in jails — second only in numbers to our African-American citizens. 

If the legal system is steeped in racial overtones then justice cannot prevail. 

The case of six African-American youth in Jena, La., was elaborately brought out. 

Why would there be no punishment for actions that glamorize lynching and murder of Africans during the days of slavery but there would be immediate actions when African youths react to such demeaning reminders of the happenings in the days when slavery was practiced in the deep South? 

A Zoroastrian scholar lectured that Gandhi — the non-violent freedom fighter of India — said, "If we were to follow the law of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth then most of humanity will end up toothless and blind." 

The general conclusion at the conference was that the death penalty imposed by the courts is most barbaric and inhumane. 

I said, "Deterrent and reformation must be taken into consideration when imposing any penalty. That Prophet of Islam gave fully authority to the aggrieved party to decide what punishment should be given to those who have inflicted the crime. 

The state has no authority to impose the death penalty if the aggrieved party takes compensation and forgives the criminal. The state is only subservient to the people and not the other way around. Islam also strongly advocates the aggrieved party to take compensation and forgive the person committing the crime. 

Iftekhar Hai is the president of United Muslims of American Interfaith Alliance in South San Francisco. 

Next week: Michael O'Berg
Comments from readers:
1) Hi Iftekhar: 

Great article.

Out of curiosity why does Islam condone capital punishment where the Catholic Church opposes it in all situations?

Dave  (Whale Center (whale@globalhealing.net) From Utah, USA
HI Iftekhar: 

You are correct that individual Christians have many different perspectives.  However, the Christian Churches are quite united in their opposition to the Death Penalty.

I know of no Christian Denomination that supports it do you?

The Catholic Church alone accounts for half of Christianity's members and they are strongly against it.

I have never heard of a Muslim group against the Death Penalty and was just curious as to why.

The question actually came up in the College Ethics class I teach and they also were curious as to why Islam promotes such out dated forms of punishment such as stoning.

I will share your response with my class and if you have any examples of any Islamic groups against the Death Penalty or the practice of stoning someone to death please let me know.

Thanks,

Dave  (Whale Center (whale@globalhealing.net)
On Oct 18, 2007, at 11:23 PM, Iftekhar Hai wrote:

Dave:
 
There are numerous schools of thought among Muslims - 40 really major ones.  These various sects within Muslim have arisen because of differences in interpretaion of scriptures in relation to events and conditions existant during the olden days.
 
We also have reformists who are professionally involved.  They look at scriptures from the changing situation point of view.  Example: American Muslims living in USA - they strongly profess there is no need to wear the "hijab" or head-covering.  They are also against American Muslims growing a beard.  They say, "Islam does not reside in hijab or beard."
 
Ironically thiese reformists or progressives do not get involved in the administration of religious policies of the mosque.  They have money and will give money to Islamic causes, like building Islamic schools, mosques, etc.  They are more liberal with their money - but they are not interested in  taking leadership role in the interpretation of scriptures.
 
So conservatives take over the day to day running of the mosque.  To them the house of Allah - the mosque must be served, nurtured and used for proselytizing.  There are Wahabi educated idealogy among their activities.
 
So the key is interpretation of Sharia, Islamic law that is derived from the Quran and Hadith (practice of Prophet Mohammad).  There are moderates, conservatives, ultra-conservatives and also secular Muslims.
 
So when you ask me, "why does Islam condone capital punishment" you are mistakenly grouping all Muslims in one school of thought.  Muslims are divided into various schools of thought - just like in Christianity which has over 2 billion people - they are also not a homogeneous minded Christians - they are also divided in various schools of thought.

Iftekhar Hai 
UMA Interfaith Alliance 

Tel: 650-872-2578 www.umaia.net

2) Thanks,iftekhar for the article on death penalty..you are great..I hope you can join us in India for World Religions Conference in 2008.
Fr Albert Nambiaparambil (upasanadr@dataone.in   India
3) My Dear Brother Iftekhar,

 

Greeting of peace and blessing from Ethiopia. Your article is great and thank you for forwarding it to me. Thank you so much for your email. You are always very active on many (fronts) issues and it is a blessing to have you as member of URI family. Keep up the good work and looking forward to working closely with you on our common issue.
 

In Peace

 

Mussie  (mussie hailu (mussiepeace@yahoo.co.uk)   FROM:   Ethiopia
4) Thanks for your good report on the interfaith meeting in Walnut Creek, and your eloquent call for considering the Islamic way of dealing with murders and murderers. The Death penalty is a barbaric, revenge-motivated way of dealing with the tragedy of one murder being "paid for" by an official state murder. Most of the civilized world has stopped using this penalty, and many ancient, simpler cultures never did use it. When will we Americans -- and maybe Chinese and Russians -- join the civilized world? –Bob email: bobforsberg@juno.com – Retired Minister, Oakland, California

5) Dear Iftekhar,

 

I read what you wrote and could not agree more!

 

Not sure what you'd like from me about this--do let me know?  Meanwhile, I found the paragraph pasted below of special interest.  Iftekhar, if the central tenets of Islam, as you see them, could be lifted up more in the public discourse, it would help to defuse the radical stereotype that prevails.

 

Hope I can be helpful!

 

Carol  
 

In a message dated 10/19/2007 11:24:37 AM Pacific Daylight Time, umah.hai@hotmail.com writes:

That Prophet of Islam gave full authority to the aggrieved party to decide what punishment should be given to those who have inflicted the crime. 
 Carol Edgar  ( San Francisco)
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