SPIRITUAL ENCOUNTERS WITH ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE

by Sr. Mahmudah Begum Jaffer *

Approaching a Mosque, one immediately becomes aware of the tranquility that the architecture offers. The polygonal bottom structure of the building represents the material world, while the dome, representing the spiritual world, calls out the possibility of change. 

The Qur’anic calligraphy, which is often placed in between these two architectural structures, claims a unique implication. Sacred text is the ideal means of transition to spiritual freedom. 

The Minaret stands tall, now due to modern sound technology, more a landmark than serving the purpose of calling devotees to prayer five times a day. Together with the dome it seems to remind one of man – man who really stands alone amongst many apparent changes. A spiral staircase reminds one that a search inward could ultimately be a spiritually uplifting experience.

When taking off your shoes to enter the mosque, you immediately realise the sanctity of the floor.  Prophet Muhammad’s (Sallalahu Alayhi Wa Sallam’s) sajdah (prostration during prayer) is a physical act of total submission. By placing his forehead on the floor he instantly raised its status.  The floor stretches to the front of the mosque, towards the mehrab and the mimbar, creating sacred space. This apparent barrenness is where one can experience simultaneously, purposeful emptiness and comforting fullness.

The Mehrab is a niche in the wall facing Mecca. All mehrabs are aligned with the Ka’aba in Mecca, so it is not the mehrab itself, but the direction it faces, that is sacred. The Ka’aba, being the spiritual centre of the Muslim world, offers the focal point for prayer.  Still and stable, appearing static and unchanging, it is ever-changing in the realisation of the possibilities it offers.

The Mimbar (usually to the right of the mehrab), is a raised platform reached by steps. The Imaam delivers the Khutbah (sermon) from there. His words fill the entire space aiming to stir the heart.

Muqarnas (carved out miniature archways) decorate walls giving them the appearance of softly hanging curtains. They allow a play between light and shadow, a dialogue between awareness and veils. 

Where decorations of infinite patterns or seemingly unending archways fill the entire space, one is reminded that Allah Almighty can repeatedly, infinitely forgive us, repeatedly, infinitely heal us. When His absolute attention is what we seek, we can find it absolutely everywhere.

The courtyard, symbolizing the heart; the heart having aspirations of tranquility and serenity, often has at its centre, a fountain. Water, associated with life, also symbolizes purification, and movement; the best of which is towards spiritual enlightenment. 

In Islamic Architecture, one finds that the outer walls do not normally reveal what is inside. They offer privacy, protection and security, facilitating a retreat for reflection.

The prayer mat at home is your private place of worship - alone. 

The mosque is your private place of worship - in your community. 

The Ka’aba is your private place of worship - in the world. 

It is at all of these places that you are the guest of ALLAH (Subhanahu Wa Ta'ala), the Almighty in sacred places and at sacred times.

*This article was first published in the Renaissance Magazine in September 2005. Sr. Mahmudah Begum Jaffer is the author of “Doorways to Islamic Art” and also conducts regular workshops at the Centre for Extra-Mural studies at the University of Cape Town, South Africa.
‘SONJA DAVIES PEACE’ AWARDED TO MUSLIMS
by Gulnaz Bassam Tabar

Auckland Muslim Girls Association (AMGA) is delighted to have received the Sonja Davies Peace Award for its 'Mission of Peace' camp proposal. On Thursday 10th of November, AMGA president Tayyaba Khan and Camp Co-ordinator Azoora Ali, flew to Wellington to accept the award and its $2,500 award in funds to develop AMGA's upcoming camp project.

The camp is scheduled for 1 - 3 of July 2006 and aims to bring young women together from different Muslim and Non-Muslim communities to discuss, learn and actively participate in issues concerning peace. AMGA is in the process of approaching organisations such as the Peace Foundation, Global Peace and Justice Auckland and Amnesty International for their support in this project.

AMGA believes that as the fabric of society, it is imperative to educate, assist and provide skills for young women in our communities in dealing with issues of peace, tolerance and coexistence leading to a better world for our children of tomorrow.

"We are honoured to receive this award, and hope we can live up to the expectations", expresses AMGA President and founder, Sr. Tayyaba Khan. Sonja Davies will always be a role model for AMGA's staff and members. Her tireless effort in promoting a peaceful world as well as undertaking activities to encourage women to become socially conscious of their environment, serves as a great inspiration to men and woman of this country.

AMGA would like to thank its staff, members and everyone else who have contributed to the organisation and its success.

For more information about the camp contact Sr. Azoora Ali on 021 035 9181 or email azoora@gmail.com.
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