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Apostasy and Blasphemy in Islam
By Bishop Michael Nazir Ali

T

he Quran is fierce in its condemnation of apostasy
(ridda) and of the apostate (murtadd). Theirs, according to the Quran, will be a dreadful penalty (adhbun azmun).
This sentiment, which occurs in Sura 16:106, is expressed
again in other ways in other suras (chapters of the Quran).
The interesting point to note is that the various threats of
judgment and punishment seem to relate to the next world
or to life after this earthly one, rather than to this world and
to this life.

Against this, we have the unanimous position of the various schools of Islamic law (fiqh) that sharia lays down the
death penalty for adult male Muslims in possession of their
faculties who apostatize. Some schools also prescribe a sim-

ilar punishment for women, while others hold that a woman
apostate should be imprisoned until she recants and returns
to Islam. In addition to this, should an apostate somehow
escape the ultimate penalty, his property becomes fai, i.e. it
becomes the property of the Muslim community, which may
hand it over to his heirs. His marriage is then automatically
dissolved and he is denied Muslim burial.

How then did such a major difference arise between the
prima facie teaching of the Quran and the provisions of
sharia as codified by the various schools of law? The answer
is that the death penalty for apostasy is to be found in the
hadith, the various collections of traditions about the prophet
of Islam's sayings and doings, and it is also found in the
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How then, can they call on the one they have not
believed in? And how can they believe in the one
of whom they have not heard? – Romans 10:14
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egularly we hear about Muslim converts to
Christianity who have been persecuted or even killed.
Similarly, we hear about non-Muslims, and in some cases
Muslims, who have been jailed or mistreated for blasphemy; usually for insulting the name of Muhammad. In our
lead article, Bishop Michael Nazir-Ali has provided a contemporary and incisive look at the Islamic concepts of
apostasy and blasphemy.

Nazir-Ali says, “Islam is a one-way street. NonMuslims can convert to Islam, but Muslims are not
allowed to convert from Islam. Those who become
Christians, or leave Islam for other reasons are called apostates — and they face serious penalties. All schools of
Islamic law specify the death sentence for an adult male
Muslim who chooses to leave his faith. Most give the same
punishment for women. The law also imposes many other
penalties on apostates, and provokes powerful hostility
towards them among Muslims.”
“Many employers will dismiss converts from their
jobs. Some relatives will try to have an apostate officially
declared insane, as the insane are not held accountable for
their actions. Families exert pressure by coercive measures
such as threats and violence, or by tearful pleading, urging
converts to return to Islam. Some try to ‘wash away’ the
shame of apostasy by casting offenders out of the family,
driving them out of the country or even killing them,
believing that they are doing a holy service to God and to
Islam. The perpetrators are rarely prosecuted by the
authorities and frequently go unpunished. Some Muslim
states worry about the unwelcome attention given by the
Western media to cases of apostasy, so they prefer to let
such cases be handled unofficially by the community.”

Additionally, there is a major problem in many Islamic
states with the concept of blasphemy. Dr. Nazir-Ali points
out that, “In Pakistan the so-called 'Blasphemy Law' has
caused considerable grief for Christians and other nonMuslim minorities since even the expression of their belief
can be construed as insulting Muhammad.”
Many Muslim states have two totally different legal
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systems operating in parallel: the Western secular system
and the Islamic sharia one. The comparative weighting
given to each system varies between different states. Most
states with a mixed system and a written constitution guarantee freedom of religion and equality of treatment to all
citizens, including those belonging to religious minorities,
but in practice the authorities inevitably give Muslims
more rights than non-Muslims. In reality, the application of
human rights issues are severely limited by subordinating
them to Islamic sharia. Islamists defend this stance by
claiming that the Western understanding of human rights is
based on a radically secular worldview and that human
rights must be applied in culture-specific ways, respecting
the “deep religiosity” of the Muslim world.

In fairness, it should be pointed out that there have
been some Muslim calls for a reform of apostasy and blasphemy laws; although it must be said these calls have been
weak and so far ineffective. For those of us who have lived
in and observed Islamic contexts for long periods, the truth
is that not much has changed. The purpose of our lead article is to provide information, to call attention to the need
for reform — and to ask God-fearing believers to pray for
the victims of Islamic apostasy and blasphemy laws.

M u sl im Wo r l d New s
Algeria
Five years for sharing faith
Accusers who say an Algerian
Christian insulted Islam provided no
evidence to a judge hearing the
Christian's appeal of his original sentence. Karim Siaghi, a convert to
Christianity, was sentenced in May
2011 to five years in prison even
though prosecutors had offered no
evidence or witnesses.
More than a year later, in midNovember 2012, Siaghi's appeal hearing was held. It was the first time he
had faced his accuser in court.
Authorities arrested Siaghi in
April 2011 after he purportedly gave a
CD about Christianity to a Muslim.
Siaghi had gone to a phone shop, and
the merchant initiated a conversation
on religion. Unhappy with Siaghi's
non-Muslim answers, the merchant
tried to force him to pay homage to
Muhammad and to recite the Muslim
shahada: “There is no God but Allah
and Muhammad is his Prophet.”
When Siaghi refused and said he
was a Christian, the merchant filed a
complaint that the convert had belittled Muhammad. — Compass

Uzbekistan
Church leader released
Pastor Makset Djabbarbergenov
has been released from prison in
Kazakhstan. He was released Dec. 4
and taken to the Almaty airport, where
border guards told Djabbarbergenov
that he was banned from re-entering
Kazakhstan until 2017.
Makset was arrested in Almaty on
Sept. 5 on the request of his native
Uzbekistan which wanted him to be
returned to face charges that he practiced religion outside state regulation.
Djabbarbergenov became a
Christian in 2000 and soon became an
active church leader in Nukus, the
capital of Karakalpakstan, the
autonomous republic of Uzbekistan.
He was arrested six times and, after a
police raid on his apartment in 2007,
he and his family fled to Tashkent, the
Uzbek capital. He crossed into
Kazakhstan the next month.
Djabbarbergenov applied for asylum in Kazakhstan, but the government ruled against him at several
turns. He was arrested in September
and held in prison, pending deportation. — Open Doors

Pakistan
Masih location still secret
The case against Rimsha Masih,
the teenage Pakistani Christian girl,
has been dropped by the court in the
Pakistani capital Islamabad.
Rimsha, who was arrested in
August 2012 on suspicion of desecrating Islamic texts, was originally
charged in an adult court with blasphemy — there the criminal penalty
was life imprisonment.
The case was subsequently transferred to a juvenile court after
Rimsha’s age was certified, and medical evidence emerged that her mental
capacity was impaired.
Rimsha's lawyer said her case had
been a misuse of law. Akmal Bhatti
said: "The court has quashed the case,
declaring Rimsha innocent."
Khalid Jadoon, imam of a mosque
close to Rimsha's former home, now
faces a false accusation charge.
So far, there's been no response
from Rimsha or her family, who
remain in hiding at an undisclosed
location. Rimsha's attorneys say she
and her family never can return to
their home. — Compass
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sunna of Muhammad and of his closest companions, the
reports about their practice.

may have said. They are also to be rejected if they do not
cohere with other accounts of his behavior or speech.

On the other hand, there are those who take as their
point of departure the Quranic silence on penalties in this
world for apostasy. They either minimize the force of the
traditions that require it or reject them altogether. It is
said, for example, that the traditions that speak of the
death penalty for apostates are weakly attested or from an
unreliable source. If they contradict the Quran they are to
be rejected as an accurate account of what Muhammad

Many scholars claim that the punishment for apostasy in the time of the prophet and his companions arose
because rejection of the Islamic faith was linked to the
rebellion against the nascent Islamic state. So the punishment was not so much for apostasy as for treason. The
well-known scholar, Sheikh Qaradawi, whose opinions
are widely studied and followed, relying on the medieval
jurist and reformer Ibn Tamiyya, distinguishes between
the greater and lesser apostasy. The lesser apostate, while

Commentators on the Quran, both ancient and modern, sensing this tension, have attempted to find passages
that could be interpreted as teaching the death penalty for
apostates. Thus 2:217, which speaks of the barrenness of
an apostate's life and work, in both this world and the
next, is interpreted as meaning that apostates will be punished both in this world and the next. Similarly, passages
such as 4:88-89 are taken as justification for inflicting
capital punishment on apostates.
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Others point to the supposed practice of the second
Caliph Omar, who disliked the extreme penalty for apostasy and was followed by some of the early fuqaha or
lawyers. Recently, this view has gained currency in some
circles close to Al-Azhar As-Sharif, the premier place for
Sunni learning, located in Cairo, Egypt. According to
these scholars, the traditional time given to an apostate to
repent must be extended to the whole of his life.

asphemy in Islam
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being subject to civil penalties, would not be put to death,
but those who proclaim their apostasy, thus destabilizing
Islam and the Muslim umma (or nation), would be. This
may be a useful distinction to make but is hardly a manifesto for freedom of expression.

Although apostasy is punishable by death in only a
few countries, such as Saudi Arabia, Yemen and Sudan
(Iran seems to be drawing back from putting it on the
statute book, at the time of writing), in fact jurists will
sometimes directly invoke the authority of sharia to sentence apostates to death. This has happened in both Iran
and Afghanistan. In addition to judicial process, those
accused of apostasy can be killed in prison, through torture or poisoning, or by mobs attacking their home or
place of work, or even by relatives.

While apostasy and its penalty are applicable to
Muslims, the offence of Sabb, of insulting the Quran or
the prophet of Islam, can also be applied to non-Muslims.
Blasphemy against the prophet is punishable by death,
though the method of execution varies from one authority to another. It is this that led the Federal Sharia Court in
Pakistan to rule out any other penalty but death for blaspheming Muhammad. The so-called “Blasphemy Law”
has caused considerable grief for Christians and other
non-Muslim minorities since even the expression of their
belief can be construed as insulting the prophet. The law
has also become a way of settling personal scores by
accusing one's adversaries of blasphemy. There have been
numerous convictions in the lower courts, though fortunately the higher courts have invariably, so far, overturned
these verdicts. In the meantime, the family is left destitute
and the community from which the accused comes left

vulnerable to harassment and intimidation. The irony is
that Muslims claim that their prophet forgave those who
insulted him and there are a number of stories to this
effect in the sira (life of Muhammad) and in the hadith.
(There are also other stories that describe how those who
insulted him were punished.) Which of these attitudes is
to prevail in contemporary Muslim societies?

A number of administrative and judicial attempts
have been made to ease the lot of those accused of blasphemy and to make it more difficult to file charges of
blasphemy against someone. None of these has been
wholly successful. The law returns again and again to
haunt the political establishment and the judiciary. The
only solution is for a government to have the courage to
repeal it or to abolish or suspend the death penalty altogether, thus leaving other penalties for dealing with
alleged cases of “insulting religion” or blasphemy, as
indeed existed before the current law was promulgated.
Some of the ulama (Islamic scholars) are bound to object
to such steps, if the government takes them, and there may
well be “popular” movements to resist the repeal or
amendment of the law.

Such resistance needs to be faced down and genuine
objections, such as the claim that Islamic law prescribes
qisas or retaliation for murder and that therefore the relatives of the murdered person have the right to seek life for
life, or alternatively compensation, will have to be met. It
is already the case that qisas cannot be carried out by an
individual or group, but must be left to the state. If the
death penalty were to be abolished or suspended for all
serious crime, could not the state order and enable comcontinued on page 6
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pensation to be paid instead of the death penalty as part of
its judicial and executive responsibility? These issues
need further exploration, but it is clear that the present
blasphemy law is neither just nor compassionate and
needs to be dealt with while there is opportunity.

Most Muslim countries have subscribed to international treaties, such as the UN Declaration of Human
Rights, but they subordinate such agreements to the provisions of the sharia, which, in many cases, negates the
effect of these documents. In this connection, it is interesting to compare the UN Declaration with the Cairo
Declaration on Human Rights in Islam. In the latter there
is no equivalent to Article 18 (on freedom of thought, conscience and religion) of the former and all provisions are,
ultimately, subject to sharia. This approach has resulted,
again and again, in important rights under Article 18 of
the UN Declaration being denied in Islamic countries on
the ground that they contravene sharia. This situation has
caused much frustration to human rights activists, constitutional lawyers and even progressive regimes as any provision in law can always be trumped by sharia.
If the impasse created in this way is to be avoided, it

is necessary for leading institutions in the Islamic world to
undertake a major reform of sharia so that the principles
of amelioration and of movement, which exist in at least
some of the madhahib, or schools of law, are not only recognized, but acted upon in religious and other courts.
There is also, of course, the urgent task of ijtihad, i.e. a
fundamental examination as to how the principles of law
to be found in the Quran and other sources of Islamic law
can be brought into a relationship with present-day conditions and requirements. This is the case, for example, in
the areas of finance, family law, penal provisions, jihad
and the treatment of non-Muslims in an Islamic state.

Christians, of course, in the context of dialogue with
Muslims and with Islamic religious and political authorities, will encourage those who are struggling to maximize
fundamental freedoms in Islamic contexts. They will also
be active in advocacy for those who have fallen foul, both
materially and spiritually, of traditional understandings of
laws and customs regarding apostasy and blasphemy. It
remains important to raise awareness of what is happening in so many parts of the world so that people can learn
from, pray for and give to those who have become victims
of these draconian laws and customs.

Prayer Profile:

Tukulor, Pulaar of Senegal

Over 1 million Tukulor live in the West African
nations of Senegal, Gambia, Mauritania, Guinea, and
Mali. Most of them are located in Senegal, where they
number 977,000. There are believers among
Mauritanian Tukulor, but no known believers in
Senegal. Most of the Tukulor live in rural areas, where
they raise livestock, farm, and fish for their livelihood.
Their version of folk Islam involves the use of charms,
amulets, and witchcraft.

1. Ask the Lord to grant wisdom to missions agencies focusing on the Tukulor.
2. Pray that God will reveal Himself to the Tukulor
through dreams and visions.
3. Ask the Lord to call Christian teachers, doctors,
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and humanitarian aid workers to assist in reaching out
to the Tukulor.
4. Ask God to save key Tukulor leaders who can
share Jesus with their own people.
5. Ask God to raise up prayer teams who will break
up the spiritual soil of Senegal.
For information: www.joshuaproject.org.

Jumaa Prayer is now on
Facebook. Please join today.
Friday, January 4, 2013. Please pray
…for the 21 million Muslims of Syria. With destability mounting as 2013 begins, Syria’s political future is an
open question.
…for the Muslims of Mali. As ultraconservative Muslims gain control of northern Mali, the whole country may
be on the path toward extreme Islamization.
…for God to work a miracle in the lives of Albania’s 2.6 million Muslims.
Friday, January 11, 2013. Please pray
…for the country of Egypt. Two years after the removal of President Hosni Mubarak, Egypt is sliding toward
sharia rule at an alarming pace.
…for the 25 million Muslims of China to have opportunities to hear the Good News of Jesus Christ.
…for millions of Muslims attending mosques today. Pray that the Lord would reveal His love to them in miraculous ways.

Friday, January 18, 2013. Please pray
…for “Maryam,” a convert from Saudi Arabia. According to Smyrna Ministries International, Maryam fled to
Sweden to escape the death penalty for apostasy. The Saudi government is negotiating with Sweden for her return.
…for the country of Kyrgyzstan. Governmental restrictions are expanding in regard to Christian worship; and at
the same time, Islamist groups are allowed increasing freedoms to operate.
…for the 500,000 Muslims of Australia to hear witness of Jesus Christ.
Friday, January 25, 2013. Please pray
…for the country of Tanzania, particularly the island of Zanzibar. Anti-Christian persecution is on the rise. Pray
that God would protect the Church in Zanzibar.
…for Muslims living in Western countries. Pray that through conversions and testimonies, the Gospel of Jesus
Christ will spread into the Muslim world.
…for Christian witness to the 75 million Muslims of Turkey.
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Jumaa Prayer is
now on Facebook.
Please join today.
Friday, February 1, 2013. Please pray
…for Eva Abdullah, a 17-year-old from Tanzania. According to Smyrna Ministries International, Eva converted to
Christianity three years ago. She was then falsely charged with Quran desecration and is currently in prison serving a twoyear sentence.
…for the country of Nigeria. In 2012, the terrorist group Boko Haram killed an estimated 660 Christians.
…for the Muslims of Iran. Pray they might receive Christian witness and testimony through social media and Internet outlets. There are 65 million mobile phone users in Iran.
Friday, February 8, 2013. Please pray
…for Uzbeki pastor Makset Djabbarbergenov who has been released from prison in Kazakhstan and flown to Europe. He
had been fighting extradition to Uzbekistan where he is still charged with practicing religion beyond state regulation. Pray
for God’s protection and blessing over Djabbarbergenov, his wife, and three children.
…for God’s protection over the Church in Ethiopia.
…for children in the Islamic world. More than a quarter of the world’s 2 billion children live in Muslim countries.
Friday, February 15, 2013. Please pray
…for MBBs (Muslim Background Believers). Pray they would continue to grow in Christ, despite many not having access
to Christian literature or Christian fellowship.
…for 80 Bangldeshi Christian children taken under false pretenses to Islamic madrassas (schools) for jihad training.
According to Smyrna Ministries International, 11 of the children have been rescued, but 69 are still missing.
…for Mali’s 12 million Muslims to hear the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

Friday, February 22, 2013. Please pray
…for Muslims in Turkmenistan, which is currently the most closed country in Central Asia.
…for Muslims in Russia. By itself, Moscow is home to 3 million Muslims, most without official registration.
…for Muslim youth across Europe. Pray that they would have unprecedented opportunity to learn about the truth and love
of Jesus Christ.
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