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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to explore the differences in religious forms and take a closer look at the content they create and breed, both good and bad. When we as people truly understand the how versus merely knowing the what, we have wisdom, insight and awareness, not a watered-down tolerance that erodes in times of crisis. For example, if I know the form in which a coffee machine works, I won’t worry when the coffee is burnt, when the content is not what I expected. I will be able to determine if it is my fault for burning the coffee or if there is a problem with the machine, and I will be less likely to be fearful, angry or upset. 


In a world where Christianity and Islam are constantly clashing in terms of religious, social and political content, it is important to understand the how, the form in which the followers of the religion act. When we can comfortably know the how, the conflict will turn into a partnership of acceptance, in forms that both sides can understand.

For centuries, Islam and Christianity have dominated the religious frontier of human life. Rich histories, intellectual contributions and societal structures flow from the mouths of these two great spiritual rivers with unmatched extent, culminating in a modern global society where more than half the Earth’s populace is either Muslim or Christian. When viewed together, Islam and Christianity even flow on parallel paths, cutting through many of the same obstacles and affecting lives in much the same way. Yet, as is the rule with parallel paths, the courses of Christianity and Islam will never intersect; a steep mountain range rises between them, created by the tectonic conflict between their innate forms – orthodoxy and orthopraxy – that finally climbs into a major contrast in spiritual content.


In human life, the forces of form and content exist in constant interaction. More commonly known as the how and the what, respectively, these two driving concepts naturally find their way into almost everything people do, think and say. Athletes constantly adjust their form in their training and competition to maximize their athleticism, all in hopes of achieving the desired content, such as an Olympic medal or a personal best time. Poets pay huge attention to their poetic form as it particularly affects and relates to their content, even generating the content in some cases. In everyday living, form demonstrates the how of daily chores, specifically the battle of “dishwasher versus sink.”


As a natural entity in human life, religion rightfully finds itself caught in the flux of form and content. Prayer strengthens and influences belief, worship serves to build communities of faith and giving to those less fortunate lifts the human spirit beyond its “me-first” primal attitudes. More specifically, though, it is important to notice the forms at work in the aforementioned list than the contents of the list itself. A closer look shows the actions of prayer, worship and giving doing something to realize belief, communities of faith and exalted human spirits. It’s safe to say that in form, prayer, worship and giving are all active constructions, which can be represented by the grinding tectonic plates that form the Earth’s mountain ranges. On the other hand, the resulting belief, communities of faith and exalted human spirits are passive constructions, literally the mountains we know as tangible. Between these two forces, content seems to solidify naturally from the grinding, stewing mass of form, becoming hardened doctrine that serves to separate the world’s most massive religions.

•   •   •   •   •


While Islam and Christianity both have doctrine that has inevitably risen from the consistent practice of certain forms, Christianity builds itself on orthodoxy, literally right doctrine. In keeping with the mountain metaphor, Christians put their faith into the rocks on which they stand. In theory, this is not a bad practice; the mountain supports them with its strength, and it gives them something tangible in which to believe. When there is a dispute in belief, Christians turn to the doctrinal physicality of the mountain and derive their answer from the centuries worth of collected mass beneath their feet. For example, if a Christian is struggling with spiritual or physical hunger, all he has to do is open the Bible (the not-surprisingly thickest of all divinely-inspired books) and read from Exodus 16:


The whole Israelite community set out from Elim and came to the Desert of Sin, which is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month after they had come out of Egypt. In the desert the whole community grumbled against Moses and Aaron. The Israelites said to them, ‘If only we had died by the LORD's hand in Egypt! There we sat around pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought us out into this desert to starve this entire assembly to death.’

 
Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘I will rain down bread from heaven for you. The people are to go out each day and gather enough for that day. In this way I will test them and see whether they will follow my instructions. On the sixth day they are to prepare what they bring in, and that is to be twice as much as they gather on the other days.’ (Exodus 16: 1-5, New International Version)

In essence, the Christian must only put his faith in God and God will provide by raining bread from heaven; in other words, believe the Word(s) and you shall receive.


The message of the New Testament echoes the same emphasis on doctrine, namely during Jesus’ famous Sermon on the Mount. The following passage is directed toward the worried and fretful:

"Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? (Matthew 6: 25-27)

With this answer, Jesus tells his followers to trust in God to provide entirely in their lives, physically and spiritually. However, both the Old Testament and New Testament passages are lacking in the element of practice, especially in terms of “Christian interpretation.” During the sermon, Jesus is practically explaining the action, the how of trust to his followers; in interpretation, though (especially modern “reinterpretations”, which will be covered later), Christians tend to look at this passage in terms of “what it means to me.” In form, Christians treat the Bible as a guide elucidating what to believe instead of what to do, illustrating the Christian tendency toward orthodoxy versus orthopraxy.


Let me clarify. At a friend’s apartment, I set out to do some field research on the way Christians read Bible passages, curious to see if it matched an orthodox approach. I was not concerned so much about what they said, but how they said it. The results I found were very interesting.


My experiments started in the Bible with an analysis of passage Matthew 15: 1-11. At my Catholic high school, we had often read this passage, and discussed what it meant in terms of our faith. Many times, the answers to our spiritual questionings would come out in the form of “I believe this passage means this” or “This passage is telling me to believe that.” In form, these answers either support doctrinal modes of faith or present a passive construction that matches with Christian tendency toward orthodoxy. I decided to see both what and how other Christians would say when they read the passage. First, I presented one person, the daughter of a pastor, with the verse, asking her to tell me what the passage meant in terms of her:

Then some Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus (B)from Jerusalem and said, ‘Why do Your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they (do not wash their hands when they eat bread.’ And He answered and said to them, ‘Why do you yourselves transgress the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition? For God said, Honor your father and mother,' and, He who speaks evil of father or mother is to be put to death.' But you say, 'Whoever says to his father or mother, ‘Whatever I have that would help you has been given to God,’ he is not to honor his father or his mother.' And by this you invalidated the word of God for the sake of your tradition. 


‘You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you: 'This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far away from me. But in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.


After Jesus called the crowd to Him, He said to them, ‘Hear and understand. It is not what enters into the mouth that defiles the man, but what proceeds out of the mouth, this defiles the man.’ (Matthew 15:1-11)

At first, the answer was slow in coming, a product of confusion and uneasiness trying to pin down a meaning. After a couple minutes discussing the verse, the she responded: “Jesus is saying in these verses that we should be concerned with what is in our hearts first, not with the external ideas or practices of religion” (Andrews). To me, this answer seemed neutral, not supporting doctrinal or practical faith constructions; I decided to ask more questions to see where actions entered into a Christian sensibility. In the interview, I am represented with “I” and the pastor’s daughter with an “A.”


I: “When you read this passage, do you see it telling you what to believe or what to do?”


A: “I think the passage provides the layout for what we are supposed to do. I don’t know about Catholics
, but for non-denominational Christians, actions are very important. Actions are what bring you closer to God and validate the belief.”


I: “I’m not downplaying the idea of actions in Christianity, or doctrine in Islam. Christianity and Islam each have their own doctrines and corresponding sets of actions. From what I’ve explored, I’m just talking about the tendency of Christianity to lead toward orthodoxy and Islam to lead toward orthopraxy.”


A: “I think you have to specify what branch of Christianity you’re talking about if you’re looking for how they treat doctrine versus actions” (Andrews)


Again, I found a neutrality in the content, the what of the answer. Everything the pastor’s daughter told me made complete sense. Yet, without her even realizing it, the form of her answers was telling a much deeper story. The conclusion of her response to my “tendencies of Christianity to reflect orthodoxy” observation was doctrinal in form, telling me that the answer did not lie in Christianity as a whole, but would be specific to certain Christian sects. Not only is her calling to doctrinal differences representative of the emphasis on orthodoxy, but she was the one who prompted the discussion of different Christian sects. This last point is specifically interesting: in form, the she believed the difference in doctrine (the great divider of Christianity’s hundreds of different sects) to be the cause of how each sect treats and teaches actions. It becomes even more fascinating considering the fact that in form, she felt she had to defend her faith against me, as if I were attacking orthodoxy and kneeling before orthopraxy, of which I was doing neither. No matter how she tried to build up Christian use of actions to display faith with the content of her answers, the form of her responses frequently pointed back to her natural emphasis on doctrine.


By now, more people had gathered with the two of us, two of whom were attempting to enter the conversation as well. I again explained my ideas to allow them access into the discussion: in form, Christianity tends to lean toward emphasis on doctrine, while Islam has the propensity to stress action. One of the two, a male nurse, tried to take the conversation a different direction, and I followed, hoping to gain more insight into orthodoxy versus orthopraxy. We delved into ideas of perception influencing belief, and he challenged that everything I was saying was simply my own perception (Burke). The other girl who joined the conversation, an active youth group leader, challenged that idea on an individual level, bringing to the table the fact that the male nurse is also a leader within a Church group (Burke). She also brought up the fact that the male nurse is a known user of alcohol
, despite the fact that the kids he leads in faith endeavors could look at his example and potentially drink as well, thinking the practice acceptable. She called this Biblical passage as evidence:

Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not become a stumbling block to the weak. For if anyone with a weak conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol's temple, won't he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed to idols? So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your knowledge. When you sin against your brothers in this way and wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ. Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause him to fall. (Romans 8: 9-13)

The debate over this point lasted well over half-an-hour, with the male nurse fiercely defending that his actions cannot directly influence the free will of another, and that when he drinks, it is not to excess or against the law. Again, form shows itself reinforcing content in the Christian faith: the conflict between these two is decidedly faith-based and doctrinal. The youth group leader calls upon Bible verses to back her position, and the male nurse uses the Christian notion of free will to back his actions, illustrating with stark clarity the form of orthodoxy in his faith.


To elaborate, if the answer Christians find is unsatisfactory, two courses of action tend to take shape: reinterpretation and heresy. Because Christianity is a religion based on orthodoxy, believers have the propensity to run into walls during their own faith explorations. The male nurse wanted to drink, but there really is no Biblical evidence to support his desire; in actuality, the Bible condemns alcohol consumption much more than it condones it:

Do not gaze at wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup, when it goes down smoothly! In the end it bites like a snake and poisons like a viper. Your eyes will see strange sights and your mind imagine confusing things. You will be like one sleeping on the high seas, lying on top of the rigging. ‘They hit me,’ you will say, ‘but I'm not hurt! They beat me, but I don't feel it! When will I wake up so I can find another drink?’ (Proverbs 23: 31-35)

In this case, the male nurse even uses an action, working to find a doctrine that will reinforce his desire. Not surprisingly, he grabs hold of one of Catholicism’s and non-denominational Christianity’s elastic clauses, the doctrine on free will: “Will viewed as a free power is defined by defenders of free will as the capacity of self-determination. By self is here understood…an abiding rational being which is the subject and cause of these states” (“Catholic encyclopedia: Free Will”). With this doctrine in hand, he argues that whatever he does cannot infringe on the free will of another. By definition, he would be correct, but the ideas of free will in certain Christian faiths is not meant to be used in this fashion; in form, the male nurse has reinterpreted doctrine so that it matches his action, a serious danger when it comes to orthodoxy. 


My grandmother does the same. She is one of the most fervent Catholics that I know; yet, she has her own interpretations of certain beliefs in the Church tradition. In direct contrast to Church teaching, she believes that abortion should be free choice and sees no problem with those who have committed mortal sins receiving communion, seeing it as a practice that brings the person closer to God (Candor). The abortion aspect is especially disturbing on a spiritual level; the Catholic Church has a teaching based on biblical fact
 and as a Catholic, my grandmother simply believes the choice is in the hands of a woman. She does believe that it is a sin, but because Catholicism (as a sect of Christianity) primarily calls to doctrine and not practice, she has the ability to reason beyond the teaching into her own opinion, the guise of a doctrinal reinterpretation. If my grandmother is a more passionate woman and finds others who think that abortion should be considered a spiritual choice, she might join with them and form a new sect of Christianity, one directly heretic to the Catholic Church. In effect, this practice is more common in the early Church, with Christians splitting over major doctrinal issues such as Jesus’ divinity and the concept of Original Sin, but it simultaneously illustrates a reinterpretation of the Christian orthodox. Even the practice of many different sects splitting solely on doctrinal bases shows orthodox tendencies in Christianity.


•   •   •   •   •


In contrast to Christianity’s presiding orthodoxy, Islam as a faith operates on the foundation of orthopraxy, or right practice. For Muslims, religion and faith have their foundation in actions, not doctrine, very different from the presiding Christian belief structure. One look at the form of the Five Pillars of Islam tells the story. The first pillar, Shahadah, deals with belief, the acknowledgement that there is one God and Muhammad is His messenger (Gilchrist 284). The other four pillars all deal with actions one performs to achieve spiritual communion with God: prayer, performed five times per day; almsgiving, where two-and-a-half percent of one’s total assets are given each year to those in need; fasting, performed during the holy month of Ramadan; and pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca, which must be performed once during a follower’s lifetime, if they are healthy and have the means to do so (Gilchrist 284). Not surprisingly, even Shahadah has its founding in practice, as author John Gilchrist points out: 

It is somewhat surprising to find the first pillar among the works of Islam as it is really a testimony of faith, but the recital of this creed has become one of the deliberate acts of piety in Islam, indeed its foremost duty, and anyone wishing to become a Muslim need only recite the creed, known as the Kalimah (the "Word"), or the Shahadah (the "Testimony" of Faith), with an express intention to personally profess what he is reciting (this intention is known as the Muslim's niyyah) to be admitted to the faith. (Gilchrist 284)

The implementation of doctrine into practice is typical of Islam, and the commitment to practice in form serves to reinforce the faith as an orthopraxy. 


In form, Islam also works as an orthopraxy in its doctrinal and social organization. Essentially, the content of the Qur’an “provides Muslims with detailed guidance on their everyday problems,” according to Elsayed M. H. Omran in Al-Serat: A Journal of Islamic Studies (Omran). He continues to analyze the role of Islam’s holy book and contained doctrine in Islam’s orthopraxy:

Together with the sayings, actions, and recommendations of Muhammad
, the Qur'an has been the ultimate source of legal authority for Muslims over the past fourteen centuries. Muslim scholars have painstakingly examined, analyzed and interpreted the various verses of the Holy Book, detailing the requirements the Qur'an imposes on Muslims in order for them to achieve spiritual purity. Thus, in addition to its legislative and theological value, the Qur'an has also served as a source of spiritual guidance for the followers of Islam. (Omran)

In his assertions as both a Muslim and a scholar, Omran describes two important Islamic characteristics in a form representative of Islam’s content. The first is the order in which he lists the Qur’an’s places in Islamic understanding, moving from “legal authority,” to a revelation “painstakingly examined, analyzed and interpreted…to achieve spiritual purity,” before finally settling on “a source of spiritual guidance.” By listing legal authority first, Omran illustrates the Muslim belief the Qur’an is first and foremost and book devoted to showing right practice before doctrine and belief, a reverse order from the Christian sensibility with the Bible. Second, he makes sure to mention the Sunna simultaneously, showing that the practices of Muhammad have a direct correlation to the practical and spiritual revelations found in the Qur’an. Muslim scholar Dan Brown elaborates on the history and the role of the Sunna in Islamic orthopraxy: 

The hadith report was the basic unit of Islamic literature and scholarship and the primary means of preserving information from the past. Considered generically, hadith reports were not necessarily connected with Muhammad; they simply provided a means of transmitting and documenting historical anecdotes….By the time of Ibn Ishaq, however, Muhammad had become the principal focus of hadith collectors. The reasons are obvious. According to the belief of pious Muslims, Muhammad lived a virtually perfect life, the events of his life form the necessary context for understanding the Qur’an, and his words and actions were one of the foundations of Islamic law. (Brown 85)

The fact that the physical practices of Muhammad intertwine directly with the spiritual requirements found in Islam’s primary book of doctrine not only proves that Islam is a religion based on orthopraxy in content, but also illustrates the fact in form. In a much stronger way than Christians, Muslim believers must subscribe to act in Muslim ways, and the way in which they practice their faith shows it
.


Another clear example of Muslim form reinforcing orthopractic tendencies is visible in practical flexibility. If Islam were entrenched in orthodoxy, there would be no flexibility when extenuating circumstances edged their way into the religion. Consider the issue of praying five times a day in a Western culture where work and commute can easily take up ten hours of the average day. If a Muslim man drives home from work around 5:30 to get to his family, but while he is sitting in an expressway traffic jam the time for the third daily prayer comes around, is he supposed to pull off the expressway into a place where he can pray? He certainly has the option to do so, but as an orthopraxy that understands practice in form, Islam gives the man the freedom to pray once he gets home, pray before he gets in the car, or at some other time (Salie). All the faith asks is that he pray and keep Allah first in his life in practice. That in no way means that he must do this at exactly this time to prove his love and devotion to Allah if life interferes in an especially conflicting manner. Yet, if Islam were primarily an orthodoxy, the man’s probable course of action would be to pull off the expressway or wait to drive home to his family in order to pray, both taking time away from his home life and increasing his internal stress, two practices that would probably drive him away from Allah at the expense of doctrinal obedience. In the same way, modern mosques contain soundproof rooms as exits for women whose children cry during group services or prayer. In form, the practice allows everyone in the mosque to keep his or her focus on God in prayer while the woman can attend to child, (at least potentially) free of worry. Again, if doctrine ruled Islam, the woman could be made to stay and finish the prayer while the child distracted everyone from his or her devotion.


It is safe to say that in form, Islam walks the walk instead of talking the talk or adhering unnecessarily fiercely to doctrine. In a class lecture at Oakland University in Rochester, Michigan, Imam Achmat Salie told his class about a man who was interested in Islam, but claimed he could not stop drinking wine (Salie). He asked them how he should approach the man, specifically desiring the opinion of a devout Sunni Muslim, Nadia Khan. In responding to Imam Salie, Nadia did not shout or make her beliefs known in a showy way, instead stating simply that the Qur’an says one should not drink alcohol. She acknowledged the fear that exists in “scaring someone away from Islam,” but stated evenly that in practice, a Muslim who drinks wine to the point where they could not give it up would probably not be as close to God as possible or necessary (Salie). Her emphasis on action and the quiet, confident and trusting form of her response illustrated beyond any scriptural proof the importance of actions in the Islamic faith.


Yet, like the case with the Christian male nurse, the form of orthopraxy also has its downfalls when given a home in religion. In the aforementioned example, the Christian male nurse wrongly reinterpreted doctrine using doctrinal form; his ideas about drinking socially were wrong, but he pressed on with them using free will as an argument and basis. His poor decisions with doctrine wound up hurting him both spiritually and physically through the consumption of alcohol, but in effect, he was only hurting himself with the potential to hurt the kids in the youth group with his influence. Even in extreme cases, re- and misinterpretations of doctrine will only result in heated verbal arguments and spiritual splits, with a new Church forming out of the conflict. This is not to say that Christianity did not and does not have a problem with unjust armed conflict, but in recent world events, extremist Muslims are at the top of many people’s concerns. More troubling is the fact that Muslims have had a long history of extremist sects that employ terrorist tactics, a la the Assassins. Author and scholar Bernard Lewis elaborates: “In 1192 the daggers of the Assassins, which had already struck down a number of Muslim princes and officers, found their first Crusader victim – Conrad of Montferrat, king of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem” (Lewis 4). Lewis goes on to say that the Assassins were considered heretics for their scheming methods of killing major political and military figures in order to gain prominence and spiritual enlightenment, but the fact of the matter is that in form, Islam is prone to extremist terrorism groups (Lewis 113). As an orthopraxy, Islam is so much about doing before believing, and extremist, heretic groups that simply think about doctrine differently in Christianity might become violent under the Muslim notions of practice. Osama Bin Laden’s terrorist group, Al-Qaeda, is absolutely bent on showing their power, might and heretical beliefs through practice, much to the fear of people around the world. While it is still extremists at work, their propensity for action in form is a very dangerous prospect and has the ability to breed militant and terrorist groups that will not listen or discuss differences. 

•   •   •   •   •


In both the Christian and Islamic portions of the paper, I discussed the elements of form and content in the religion, and how the form both reinforces and influences content. In some cases, the form even influences the content away from what the religion says, such as the case with the male nurse and his reinterpretation of Biblical teaching that “enabled” him to drink in good conscience. To be clear, neither way is a correct way; the orthodoxy in Christianity works for most Christians, and the orthopraxy in Islam works for most Muslims. Both methods have their strengths and weaknesses, and both will be around for centuries to come, continuing on in their respective forms. As I stated in the abstract: “When we as people truly understand the how versus merely knowing the what, we have wisdom, insight and awareness, not a watered-down tolerance that erodes in times of crisis.” If our global society is truly to succeed, we need the middle ground, the acceptance that comes from understanding, wisdom, insight and awareness. 
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� We had spoken about this question in terms of Catholics versus Christians earlier in the conversation, as much of my religious background comes from thirteen years spent in Catholic schooling. From my understanding of the pastor’s child’s explanation, Catholics, more than non-denominational or other types of Christians, tend to identify with doctrine more than actions.


� As a 23 year-old male, he can legally consume alcohol.


� “Any discrimination based on the various stages of life is no more justified than any other discrimination. The right to life remains complete in an old person, even one greatly weakened; it is not lost by one who is incurably sick. The right to life is no less to be respected in the small infant just born than in the mature person. In reality, respect for human life is called for from the time that the process of generation begins. From the time that the ovum is fertilized, a life is begun which is neither that of the father nor of the mother, it is rather the life of a new human being with his own growth. It would never be made human if it were not human already.” (“Declaration on Procured Abortion”)


� Here Omran references the Sunna, or the example of the Prophet. The Sunna is contained within the Hadith literature, compiled over centuries before, during and after the Prophet’s life.


� This idea works in reverse; in form, Christians must commit to a more rigorous belief structure than Muslims, one that includes, among other things, confessing that Jesus is both fully divine and fully human, a concept that is exceptionally difficult to grasp. 





