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Abstract: A whirlwind of developments have unfolded in the UK since the emergence of the COVID-
19 pandemic, which has subsequently instigated an intensely animated debate among British Muslim
religious leaders about the contentious and sensitive topic of mosque closure, producing a rich
and sophisticated spectrum of responses. These responses emerged within the dramatic global
background of an imminent closure of Islam’s most cherished mosque to international pilgrims,
namely the sacred precinct in Mekkah. The stakes were, therefore, high for British Muslim religious
leaders considering mosque closure, facing the stark dilemma of compromising the sacrosanct status
of the mosque and congregational worship in Islam or putting the lives of British Muslims in their
hundreds of thousands at risk. This paper seeks to analyze the role of religious authority within the
British Muslim community through the lens of the responses of the community’s religious leaders
to the COVID-19 closure of mosques. It builds upon a Special Issue published by this journal on
leadership, authority and representation in British Muslim communities. The issue of COVID-19
mosque closure in the UK presented an excellent case study for this paper’s analysis, manifesting as
it does the dynamic way in which religious authority in the British Muslim community continues to
evolve. This paper thus seeks to use this case-study to further enrich the literature on this topic.

Keywords: COVID-19; British Muslim Community; British mosques; religious authority; religious
leadership; Islamic law

1. Introduction

At the time of writing, England has just entered its second COVID-19 lockdown. To the
deep dismay of Muslim religious leaders, this lockdown has included the closure of places
of worship, as was the case with the first lockdown. In response, over 500 mosques under
the leadership of the prominent national council of Muslim scholars “Wifaqul Ulama” have
signed a letter addressed to Prime Minister Boris Johnson requesting that congregational
prayers in mosques are allowed to continue during the lockdown.1 This development epit-
omizes the whirlwind of developments that have unfolded in the UK since the emergence
of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has subsequently instigated an intensely animated
debate among British Muslim religious leaders about the contentious and sensitive topic
of mosque closure, producing a rich and sophisticated spectrum of responses. These re-
sponses emerged within the dramatic global background of an imminent closure of Islam’s
most cherished mosque to international pilgrims, namely the sacred precinct in Mekkah.2

The stakes were, therefore, high for British Muslim religious leaders considering mosque
closure, facing the stark dilemma of compromising the sacrosanct status of the mosque and
congregational worship in Islam or putting the lives of British Muslims in their hundreds
of thousands at risk.

1 See (5Pillars 2020a).
2 See (Chitwood 2020).

Religions 2021, 12, 11. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel12010011 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0435-620X
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel12010011
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel12010011
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel12010011
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions
https://www.mdpi.com/2077-1444/12/1/11?type=check_update&version=3


Religions 2021, 12, 11 2 of 26

The history of mosques in the UK is inextricably interwoven with Muslim migration
to the UK. Following a major migration wave after the Second World War, the 2nd half
of the 20th-century witnessed a sudden rise in the number of British Muslims as well as
their concentrated efforts to institutionalize their religion at a community level, having
settled permanently since their migration (Asad 1990; Ansari 2004; Bowen 2013). Indeed,
there were only 13 mosques registered with the registrar as places of worship in 1963.
This had increased to 338 registered mosques by 1985 (Nielsen 1992). Since 1985, this num-
ber has continued to increase: in 2009, there was a reported 870 registered mosques in
England and Wales (Littler 2011). The Muslim practice of establishing mosques in any
new place of settlement is inspired by the prophetic legal precedent, with the Prophet’s
mosque in Madinah being established almost immediately after the first Muslims migrated
to Madinah to form an Islamic community (Al-Buti 2006). The Prophet’s mosque went
on to become the spiritual hub of the new Islamic community, and mosques ever since
have enjoyed a sacrosanct status at the social epicenter of Islamic communities and played
the fundamental role of delivering the community’s most important religious services
(McLoughlin 1998; Zaimeche 2002). The increase in the number of British mosques has,
therefore, understandably correlated with the growing size of the British Muslim commu-
nity. According to the 2011 census, Muslims now form 4.8% of the population in England
and Wales. Their number had increased from 1.55 million in 2001 to 2.71 million in 2011.
The Muslim population is significantly larger than all other non-Christian denominations
put together. 68% of this Muslim population is Asian, 47% are UK-born, and 73% state
their only national identity is British (Ali 2015).

This paper seeks to analyze the role of religious authority within the British Muslim
community through the lens of the responses of the community’s religious leaders to the
COVID-19 closure of mosques. It builds upon a Special Issue published by this journal
on leadership, authority and representation in British Muslim communities, to which the
author contributed with a paper on the quasi-judicial authority of British Shariah tribunals
(Al-Astewani 2019). This special issue emerged from a momentous conference in 2019
hosted by Cardiff University’s Center for the Study of Islam, which gathered together key
religious figures from the Muslim community along with academics to critically assess
the phenomenon of religious authority within the British Muslim community. The issue
of COVID-19 mosque closure in the UK thus presented an excellent case study for this
paper’s analysis, manifesting as it does the dynamic way in which religious authority in the
British Muslim community continues to evolve. Writing after the emergence of COVID-19,
the Special Issue’s chief editors stated in this regard: “the debates it sparked in Muslim
communities across the UK, particularly on the question of voluntary mosque closures,
brought into sharp relief many of the issues of leadership, authority, and representation
addressed herein” (Gilliat-Ray and Timol 2020).

This paper is among the first substantive attempts to assess the implications of COVID-
19 on religious authority within the British Muslim community. One of the only other such
attempts was a valuable blog-post published in April 2019 by the Journal of British Muslim
Studies and written by Timol, another author who contributed to this journal’s Special
Issue with an article on the Tablighi Jama’at in Britain (Timol 2020b). The paper thus hopes
to further enrich the developing literature on this topic. In terms of methodology, the
paper has adopted a socio-legal approach in its analysis. The socio-legal research method
enhances and expands upon the traditional black-letter analysis of legal phenomena by
placing such phenomena within their theological, historical, social, political and economic
contexts (Twining 1997; Tamanaha 2001; Cownie et al. 2003; Peterson 2003). By viewing
and analyzing such phenomena from a variety of perspectives, the socio-legal research
method helps to shed new light and bring fresh perspectives to bear on the nature and
function of such phenomena. After critiquing the methodological approaches traditionally
adopted by academics in the field of law, Harris expounds on the value of the socio-legal
approach in the following words:
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We have seen that there is no one way of undertaking legal study: whilst all the
various approaches may have something useful to offer, none has yet managed
to produce an analysis of law and legal systems which answers all the many and
varied questions which students and researchers might want to ask about this
fascinating subject. The perspective taken in this present book is that an under-
standing of the law cannot be acquired unless the subject matter is examined
in close relationship to the social, economic and political contexts in which it is
created, implemented and maintained. (Harris 2007)

This particular research method has been adopted for this paper out of recognition
of the fact that religious leaders within the British Muslim community engage with both
Islamic law and English law within social spaces that have been directly shaped and
influenced by a variety of sociological factors such as religion, culture, demography and
politics. Such factors must be studied and taken into account in order to ensure that a
traditional black-letter analysis of law is placed within the correct context and perspective.
In order to further enhance the analysis, an attempt was made whenever possible to engage
in a comparative analysis of parallels that exist between Islamic law and English law in
relation to the paper’s discourse on religious authority.

2. A Colorful Crescent: COVID-19, Mosques and the Spectrum of Responses within
the British Muslim Community

The spectrum of responses to the COVID-19 crisis from the British Muslim community
may be classified into two broad categories for the purpose of analysis. The first category
may be labeled the “activist” response and encompasses what may be generally termed
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) such as the Muslim Council of Britain, the
British Islamic Medical Association and the Islamic Human Rights Commission. The use of
the term NGO in this context is justified by the fact that such organizations, while bearing
distinctively religious affiliations, are nevertheless nonprofit civil societies that serve social
and political goals like any other NGO (as shall be highlighted below). The second category
may be labeled the “academic” response and encompasses organizations as well as other
social networks that are primarily characterized by their scholarly or clerical credentials.
As shall be seen, each set of responses bears distinguishing hallmarks, which thereby
portrays the dynamic and diverse ways in which religious authority is manifested in the
British Muslim community.

2.1. The Activists

Three institutions were chosen to illustrate the “activist” spectrum of responses.
Alongside the fact that these were among the most prominent and widely publicized of such
responses on media platforms, each institution also represents an important segment of the
British Muslim community, thus rendering their responses most pertinent for analysis. The
Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) is the largest of the three organizations and was formed
in 1997 (Radcliffe 2004; Pędziwiatr 2007). It describes itself as the UK’s largest Muslim
umbrella organization whose members include mosques, schools, charitable associations
and professional networks (Burford 2012; Khan et al. 2020). Mosques, in particular, play
a central role in the MCB’s agenda. One of its most high-profile projects is the “Visit My
Mosque Day”, which was launched in 2005 and by 2018 enjoyed the participation of over
200 mosques across the UK (Arif 2020). Out of the three organizations, the MCB, therefore,
stands out as a key influencer over UK mosques, albeit the fact that its influence also goes
beyond this and into the heart of the Muslim community due to its comprehensive range
of networks.

As a professional network, the British Islamic Medical Association (BIMA) is a member
of the MCB. Founded in 2013, BIMA describes itself as an organization that strives to “unite,
inspire and serve Muslim healthcare professionals in the UK”.3 Its response to COVID-19

3 See (British Islamic Medical Association 2020a).
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is significant for two reasons. The first is that it is one of the most prominent professional
networks in the British Muslim community, with healthcare professionals forming one of
the community’s largest professional segments. The second is that the medical expertise
it enjoys in the context of a health crisis enhances its response with distinctive legitimacy
in the eyes of the Muslim community, particularly those members of the community who
hold professional advice in high regard even at the expense of religious advice. BIMA’s
collaboration with prominent British medical organizations such as the British Heart
Foundation and Cancer Research UK adds to the legitimacy of its views on public health
events.4

Like the MCB, the Islamic Human Rights Commission was also formed in 1997
during the historical period of concentrated institutionalization within the British Muslim
community (Klausen 2005). The IHRC describes itself as an NGO that promotes “justice for
all peoples regardless of their racial, confessional or political background.”5 As a professed
Human Rights organization, it is the most outwardly “activist” of the three organizations.
It, therefore, acts as a good representative of the dedicated activist segment within the
British Muslim community. Its Special Consultative Status with the Economic and Social
Council of the United Nations also enhances the authority which it bears, particularly
within this segment of the community.

It can now be seen that these three organizations, despite differing in the particular fo-
cus of their work, all share the common characteristic of exerting religious influence through
the paradigm of activism. This is clearly noticeable in the way that such organizations
characterize themselves primarily in activist rather than theological terms. This includes
common usage of terms such as “independent”, “democratic”, “non-governmental”, “not-
for-profit” and “grassroots”, terms which are typically used by NGOs regardless of their
religious affiliations. If theological terms were used, these tended to be featured in a
less prominent fashion and tailored in any case towards the activist paradigm. Taking
the IHRC as an example, it is only towards the very end of the “About Us” section on
their website that it is stated, “our inspiration derives from the Qur’anic injunctions that
command believers to rise up in defense of the oppressed.”6 This common characteris-
tic, which represents a hallmark of these organizations, is reflected in the nature of their
responses to the COVID-19 crisis and is therefore important to note in the context of the
forthcoming analysis.

2.2. The Academics

Three organizations were chosen to depict the “academic” range of responses: the
British Board of Scholars and Imams, Wifaqul Ulama and Islam21C. All three of these orga-
nizations were prominently engaged in the theological and legal dialog which unfolded
within the Muslim community in relation to COVID-19. They are also well-representative
of the broad spectrum of theological affiliations that feature among members of the com-
munity across the UK, thus making them apt case-studies for analysis in this context.

The British Board of Scholars and Imams (BBSI) may be characterized as the most
progressive of the three organizations. Its formation began with an informal meeting of
Scholars and Imams in 2013 who sought to establish an institution that could foster dialog
on theological, legal and spiritual matters within the Muslim community.7 It describes itself
as a “National Assembly of Imams, Scholars and Islamically literate Muslim Academics”
whose aim is to “facilitate intra Muslim dialog on Theology, Jurisprudence and Community
Welfare.”8 Its list of council members show-cases an impressively diverse range of over

4 See (Akhter 2017; Oldham Evening Chronicle 2020).
5 See (The Islamic Human Rights Commission 2020a).
6 See (The Islamic Human Rights Commission 2020a).
7 See (BBSI 2020a).
8 See (BBSI 2020a).
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50 influential religious personalities in the Muslim community, including Imams, scholars
and Muslim academics.9

A number of observations can be made when taking into account the biographies of
the Board’s council members. The first is that ancient centers of Islamic learning such as
Al-Azhar University in Egypt and Al-Qarawiyyin University in Morocco continue to attract
members of the Muslim community aspiring to become religious leaders, as is reflected by
reference to such institutions in the biographies of the council members as proof of clerical
qualifications. Al-Azhar and Al-Qarawiyyin are among the oldest educational institutions
in the Islamic tradition, and their influence over religious leaders in the British Muslim
community portrays the continuing currency of this classical tradition in the modern era
(Brown 2011; Hardaker 2012). Indeed, it is a reference to this classical tradition, which
plays an important role in legitimizing the position of religious leaders towards public
crises in the eyes of the community. This does not mean, however, that such religious
leaders ignore the importance of engaging with modernity. On the contrary, the second
observation to note from the biographies is the combination by most of the council members
between classical and modern learning. Several of the council members have postgraduate
qualifications from Western universities in a variety of fields, while others are also qualified
professionals in fields as diverse as psychiatry, law, dentistry and finance.

This leads to the third observation, which is that many of the council members also
hold positions as academics or researchers in different UK universities. Some of these
members have combined this with traditional Islamic learning, while others have been
invited to join the Board solely by virtue of their academic roles as Muslim members of the
community. It is pertinent to note in this regard that nine council members attended and
contributed to the conference organized by Cardiff University’s Center for the Study of
Islam in 2019 on Leadership, Authority and Representation in British Muslim Communities.
Taken together, both these observations highlight the significantly progressive make-up
of the BBSI and the importance that the Board attaches to engaging with modernity in
the dialogs which it facilitates. The final observation to note is that the council members
represent the full spectrum of theological affiliations in the Muslim community, including
orthodox, modernist and liberal strands of such affiliations. This fact is explicitly celebrated
by the Board, which refers to itself as a “nonpartisan network dedicated to a cooperation
based on the principle of unity of purpose, as opposed to the uniformity of opinion.”10 This
characteristic marks out the BBSI from most other academic networks within the British
Muslim Community, which almost always tend to be organized along sectarian lines.

Wifaqul Ulama (WU) is much more traditional in outlook than the BBSI. Its Arabic
name means “the consensus of the scholars”, and it describes itself as a “body which seeks
to bring Muslims Scholars and Laymen together to work for the betterment of Muslims in
Britain.”11 While this description indicates a non-sectarian attitude, a closer assessment
reveals that WU is, in fact, a Deobandi organization in terms of theological affiliation.
This is clear from the biographies of the scholars who are members of the organization.12

This renders the role of WU particularly pertinent because of the widespread influence of
Deobandi scholars in the British Muslim Community. Indeed, Deobandi religious leaders
are responsible for one of the most established networks of religious seminaries in the
UK, and they enjoy powerful authority in the conservative and tight-knit communities,
which they have also been instrumental in developing (Gilliat-Ray 2005; Sidat 2018). The
importance of WU’s role is also enhanced by the entrenched relationship between Deobandi
religious leaders and the Tablighi Jama’at, despite the latter’s focus on missionary activity
rather than scholarship and education (Timol 2019). The Tablighi Jama’at also enjoys
significant influence over the British Muslim community through its national networks

9 See (BBSI 2020b).
10 See (BBSI 2020a).
11 See (Wifaqul Ulama 2020a).
12 See (Wifaqul Ulama 2020b).
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of affiliated mosques and community centers (Ahmed 2019). It must be emphasized
that while WU is affiliated with the Deobandi community, it is not by any means the
only mouthpiece of the community’s religious leaders. This was clearly illustrated in
the response of Deobandi religious leaders to the COVID-19 crisis, which was expressed
through a number of informal mediums alongside the more institutionalized medium of
WU, as shall be seen in the forthcoming analysis.

Islam21c may be characterized as the most technologically astute and politically en-
gaged of the three organizations. Its main focus is the provision of religious guidance
attuned to the modern context through a variety of electronic media formats. Its guid-
ance thus covers a diverse range of social topics, including finance, history, health and
management. It also offers a comprehensive analysis of current affairs through a the-
ological lens (Amin 2019). Islam21c’s main audience within the Muslim community is
young professionals, and it enjoys a wide following in this regard with over 250,000 fans
on its Facebook page and over 20,000 subscribed to its weekly electronic newsletters
(Amin 2019). Dr. Haitham Al-Haddad is the pioneering religious leader behind Islam21c.
He is described by the organization as a jurist who studied the Islamic tradition for over
20 years under the tutelage of scholars in Saudi Arabia, following which he earned a
doctorate from the School of Oriental and African Studies with his doctoral thesis exploring
Islamic jurisprudence concerning Muslim minorities. This combination of religious and
academic studies gives him the ability to provide ‘complex theories which address the role
of Islamic jurisprudence within a western environment while also critically reanalyzing the
approach of Islamic jurists in forming legal rulings (ifta’) within a western socio-political
context”.13 This emphasis on a nuanced jurisprudential approach that carefully considers
the socio-political context when issuing religious verdicts is particularly pertinent as it was
Al-Haddad who expounded Islam21c’s primary response to the COVID-19 crisis.

2.3. The Influencers from Abroad

There are two sociological reasons for considering the impact of influence from abroad
on religious leadership within the British Muslim Community and the way such influence
affects their attitudes towards socio-political events. The first stems from the status of
British Muslims as a migrant community, which gives rise to strong cultural bonds with
the mosaic of home countries from which British Muslims hail (Timol 2020a). The dynamic
strength of these cultural bonds means that their influence even extends to later-generation
British Muslims born and bred in the UK, as well as native converts who integrate within the
community (Hopkins 2009). The second relates to the theological bond of the community
with the Muslim world in general, commonly recognized as the supra-national affiliation
to the worldwide “Ummah” of believers (Ahmad and Evergeti 2010). These two reasons
render influence from abroad pertinent for analysis when exploring the pathways of
religious authority in the community and how they are manifested. The colonial roots of
Shariah tribunals in the UK is a particularly illustrative case-study of this phenomenon.
South Asian Muslims migrants who decided to establish the first such tribunals in the
UK were simply expanding on the colonial experience they had engaged within their
home countries, where the British government had allowed them to form an alternative
judicial system and privately manage their affairs without intervention from colonial
administration (Al-Astewani 2019). This influence manifests particularly through the
Dissolution of Muslim Marriages Act 1939, a colonial piece of legislation that offered the
migrant community a concrete legal framework for regulating judicial divorce, which takes
into consideration the sensibilities of Islamic law (Al-Astewani 2019).

In the context of this paper’s analysis, influence from abroad on the responses of the
British Muslim community to COVID-19 may be classified into “international” influence
from the Muslim world and “regional” influence from Muslim communities in other West-
ern states. Beginning with the “international” influencers, three groups were particularly

13 See (Islam21c.com 2020a).
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prominent in the discourse that unfolded in the UK. The first is Deobandi religious leaders
in the Indian subcontinent, which is considered the heartland and headquarters of the
worldwide Deobandi community (Reetz 2007). These religious leaders wield significant
influence over the Deobandi community in the UK (Siddiqi 2018). A particularly significant
figure in this regard is Mufti Taqi Usmani, one of the leading intellectuals of the modern
Deobandi movement which frequently features as a teacher and mentor in the biographies
of British Deobandi religious leaders and has also acted as a judge on the Shariat Appellate
Bench of the Pakistani Supreme Court (Pemberton 2009). The second group is members of
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) Fatwa Council. This council, whose role is to issue legal
verdicts concerning matters which affect Muslims worldwide, is headed by the prominent
Mauritanian scholar Abdullah Bin Bayyah (Al-Azami 2019). Its influence over Western
Muslim communities lies in the inclusion among the council’s members of Hamza Yusuf,
one of Bin Bayyah’s most high profile students. Yusuf has been justifiably described by
the Guardian as “arguably the West’s most influential Islamic scholar,” and his influence
transcends his home country of America to encompass the Western Muslim community
as a totality.14 This influence is reflected in the fact that the council’s key legal verdicts
are translated into fluent English and widely circulated in the West via Yusuf’s powerful
media platforms, with the council’s legal verdict on COVID-19 no exception to this rule.15

The council is part of the UAE’s wider and ambitious project of exerting its political in-
fluence in the Muslim world through sponsorship of a diverse range of supra-national
religious networks (Amasha 2020). This project arguably reached its pinnacle with the
UAE’s facilitation in Abu Dhabi of a meeting between the Pope and the head of Al-Azhar
University, with the event being dramatically depicted as “a historic meeting between the
two most prominent religious leaders in the world” (Amasha 2020). The third and final
group of “international” influencers are independent scholars with a wide following in
Western Muslim communities, with Muhammad Abul Huda Al-Yaqoubi representing a
prominent example. Al-Yaqoubi was born and bred in Syria, undergoing his traditional Is-
lamic studies there (Pulkkinen 2017). His relationship with the Western Muslim community
began in 1991 when he enrolled in a doctoral program of linguistics at the Oriental Studies
Department of the University of Gothenburg, eventually going on to becoming a researcher
and professor of Arabic literature in Sweden (Qureshi 2012). The Swedish Islamic Society
eventually appointed him the Mufti of Sweden, after which his influence slowly spread
among Western Muslims, particularly after spending a year at Zaytuna College in the USA
as a resident scholar under the patronage of Hamza Yusuf (Qureshi 2012). Al-Yaqoubi’s
influence is particularly pronounced in the UK, evidenced by his regular visits there and
the number of British Islamic organizations listing him as their patron.16

Two organizations may be highlighted as prominent examples of high-profile “re-
gional” players who exerted influence on the COVID-19 religious discourse in the UK.
The first is SeekersGuidance, an online Islamic educational portal that has risen to be-
come one of the most popular such Islamic educational hubs in the Internet market with
over 3000 students per term taking part in a growing catalog of over 100 courses, and
100,000 students subscribed to their weekly newsletter.17 A distinctive characteristic of
SeekersGuidance is its global reach across the network of Western Muslim communities,
which is aided by both its diverse range of teachers who hail from a variegated collection of
countries and educational traditions, and its nonprofit commitment with all of its courses
being provided free of charge.18 The second organization is Darul Qasim, a progressive
academic institute of Islamic learning based in Chicago with Deobandi affiliations. It
is headed by Mohammed Amin Kholwadia, described by the organization as an expert

14 See (O’Sullivan 2001).
15 See (UAE Council for Fatwa 2020).
16 See for example (Guidance Hub 2020; Essential Islam 2019; Sacred Knowledge 2020).
17 See (SeekersGuidance 2020a).
18 See (SeekersGuidance 2020b).
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theologian whose “deep knowledge in the Islamic tradition and his aggressive engagement
with contemporary issues facing everyday Muslims in the West has endeared him to young
Islamic scholars and professionals all over.”19 Kholwadia’s influence over the Deobandi
community in the UK is evident, with Wifaqul Ulama, for example, being one of the British-
based organizations that share his media content on their personal media platforms.20 As
would be expected, it was Kholwadia who issued an official verdict regarding COVID-19
on behalf of Darul Qasim, as shall be explored in the next section.

3. COVID-19 vs. Theology: The Overarching Intellectual Paradigms

The British Muslim response to COVID-19 and the closure of mosques marked a
monumental engagement between public policy and theology, which could also be char-
acterized at a deeper level as a prodigious engagement between tradition and modernity.
Before delving into the web of specific responses, it is therefore helpful to sketch the
broader contours and identify the key overarching intellectual paradigms which shaped
and molded this engagement.

3.1. The Spirit of the Law

The first of these important intellectual paradigms which featured saliently in the
COVID-19 discourses is the higher objectives of Islamic law, which is often characterized
using the original term from classical Arabic, Maqasid Al-Shariah. Islamic law’s primary
scriptural sources, the Quran and Sunnah, express that the laws of the Shariah are the
perfect manifestations of the fundamental moral principles also established in the texts
(Waliullāh Al-Dihlawi 2005). In this sense, they are not ends unto themselves, but rather
are means for a higher set of objectives. The science of Maqas. id Al-Shariah, as developed
by Muslim jurists, specifically deals with the body of moral principles that the laws of the
Islamic legal system have been made to fulfill (Kamali 1999). These principles are thus
seen by Muslim scholars as to the higher aims or purposes of the law, which together form
its spirit. These include religious morals such as Taqwa or God-consciousness, as well as
morals related more closely to the worldly dealings of man, such as absolute justice.

English legal scholars in the Common Law’s heyday also had a keen sense of a spirit
which “cut beneath the hard, dull surface of the law” (Winfield 1928). Their views are
perhaps most famously represented by the 16th-century judge Coke, who stated, “Reason
is the life of the law, nay the common law itself is nothing else, but reason; which is to
be understood of an artificial perfection of reason, gotten by long study, observation and
experience, and not every man’s natural reason” (Coke 1832). Plowden also famously
stated in this regard, “It is not the words of the law but the internal sense of it that makes
the law, and our law (like all others) consists of two parts, viz. of Body and Soul; the letter
of the law is the body of the law, and the sense and reason of the law is the soul of the
law”.21 Such jurists lived in a medieval era when religious scripture and some notion of
natural law were factors that still played legitimate roles in the English legal process. Such
a line of thought was therefore not dismissed as being farfetched until religion and all
notions of natural law were wrenched out of the legal process in later centuries.

One of the most important fundamental aims of the Shariah is that it seeks to secure
the welfare of people by promoting their benefit and by protecting them from harm. In
this regard, the 13th-century Damascene scholar Ibn Taymiyyah states that “the purpose of
the Shariah is to realize public welfare in totality and to prevent public harm as much as
possible” (Ibn Taymiyyah 2004), and the 14th-century Spanish scholar Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi
adds that “The Shariah was only established to benefit the slaves of God at all times”
(Al-Shatibi 1997). In order to illustrate the Shariah’s concern with the public welfare,
Muslim scholars have divided the benefits which the Shariah aims for in its legal provisions

19 See (Darul Qasim 2020a).
20 See (Wifaqul Ulama 2020c).
21 Eyston v Studd [1573] 75 ER 688, 695 per Edmund Plowden.
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into three main categories: the Daruriyyat or “essentials”, the Hajiyyat or “complementary,”
and the Tahsiniyyat or “embellishments” (Kamali 1999). The “essential” benefits are those
on which the lives of the people depend for stability and whose neglect leads to total
disruption and chaos. They consist of the five essential human values famously expressed
by the 11th-century scholar Al-Ghazali, namely religion, life, intellect, lineage and property
(Al-Ghazall 1937). The legal provisions of the Sharı̄’ah aim not only to promote but also to
protect these values in order to secure the general welfare of the human being. Thus, for
example, legal provisions relating to the ritual acts of worship like prayer, fasting, charitable
alms and pilgrimage all secure the value of religion, while the legal provisions relating to
physical needs such as eating, drinking and clothing all protect the value of life and intellect
(Al-Shatibi 1997). Significantly, it was the two essential human values of faith and life
that came into sharp conflict in the COVID-19 crisis, and the extent to which each value
was considered and prioritized ultimately shaped the discourse of the religious actors
grappling with the difficult dilemma of whether to keep places of worship open to the
community during such a pandemic.

It is interesting to note a parallel between the five essential values of the law famously
expounded by Al-Ghazali and a similar set of values most recently expounded by John
Finnis. In his seminal work “Natural Law and Natural Rights”, Finnis set about expounding
certain fundamental values that serve the true purpose of the English common law (and any
other legal system). He believes that an understanding of the purpose of the law is crucial
to any study of the law or interaction with the law (Finnis 2011). Such an attitude and
approach to the law is in complete synchrony with the Islamic legal tradition. The jurists of
Islam have always paid great attention to the higher purposes or Maqasid of the Shariah
because such higher purposes were expressed in the divine texts and explicitly connected
with the laws. What is also interesting is the agreement between Finnis and Al-Ghazali on
the specific set of fundamental values of the Law. Finnis stated that Life, Knowledge, Play,
esthetic experience, sociability, practical reasonableness and religion were, in his opinion,
the seven fundamental values that human beings need to flourish, and which the law
should strive to protect (Finnis 2011). The five essential values expressed by Al-Ghazali
and recognized by Islamic scholars also include life and religion. As for the others, such
as intellect and family or lineage, they bear similar parallels with Finnis’s principles of
knowledge, practical reasonableness, sociability and life.22 The only Islamically recognized
value which Finnis does not recognize is that of property, although he does still recognize
it as an important concept which all societies recognize (Finnis 2011). Finally, both Finnis
and Al-Ghazali accept that such fundamental values are universal, thus applying to all
laws, whether man-made or divine (Al-Ghazall 1937; Finnis 2011).

3.2. Legal Maxims

The second important intellectual paradigm which also featured in and impacted the
COVID-19 discourses is legal maxims. In the first four centuries of Islamic legal history, the
main corpus of the Shariah’s positive law was derived by Muslim jurists from the Quran
and Sunnah through the process of expert legal reasoning, otherwise known in Islamic
legal terminology as Ijtihad. This huge mass of legal rulings was eventually codified in
the legal manuals of the four orthodox schools of law. After the first four centuries, jurists
predominantly busied themselves with refining this body of positive law, only adding
their own legal rulings on the few novel issues which arose thereafter. Towards the end
of these first few centuries, Muslim jurists began a general survey of the entire corpus of
the Shariah’s positive law in order to derive common legal maxims (Abu Zahrah 1958).
These took the form of concise rules and principles derived from the detailed legal rulings
in the various legal manuals, which would help the jurist in deriving new legal rulings and
adjudicating between people (Al-Suyuti 1997).

22 Finnis suggests including the transmission of life through procreation of children within his first value, that of Life. He has now also added the
institution of marriage within the first value in a postscript in the second edition of his work (Finnis 2011).
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These maxims, however, only had a persuasive influence on the judge and jurist
in the process of adjudication and legal interpretation and could never have a binding
effect (Kamali 2008). Interestingly, the actual wording of these maxims was usually based
on a verse of the Quran or a prophetic saying recorded in the Sunnah. The celebrated
15th-century medieval Al-Suyut.i begins his work on legal maxims with the five maxims
which Muslim jurists considered the most comprehensive of all, to the extent that they
encompass together the essence of the Shari’ah. All other legal maxims are seen simply
as extensions of these fundamental maxims (Al-Suyuti 1997). One of these five maxims
was directly pertinent to the COVID-19 discourses in the UK, namely that “Harm must
be removed.” This is also expressed in the legal maxim literature from a communitarian
perspective as “the removal of public harms takes priority over the obtainment of public
benefits”, which highlights Islamic law’s fundamental concern in preserving the wellbeing
of a community (Kamali 2008).

The English Common Law shares a very similar narrative to Islamic law with regards
to legal maxims. It adopted the concept and even some maxims themselves from Roman
Law. At an early point in their history, Roman jurists decided to organize their corpus of
law along Aristotelian lines by unifying the common elements of experience into principles,
which were then formulated as maxims. These maxims resultantly became an extremely
authoritative source of law (Stein 1966). In a classical text on the legal maxims of the
English Common Law, Francis Bacon observes that maxims can make the uncertainty of
the law “more settle and corrected”, as well as helping the soundness of judgments, gracing
legal arguments and reclaiming vulgar errors (Bacon 1636). In another classical text of a
similar nature, Broom also acknowledges the importance and authority of legal maxims in
the English Common Law:

In the Legal Science, perhaps more frequently than in any other, reference must
be made to first principles. Indeed, a very limited acquaintance with the earlier
Reports will show the importance which was attached to the acknowledged
Maxims of the Law in periods when civilization and refinement had made com-
paratively little progress. In the ruder ages, without doubt, the great majority
of questions respecting the rights, remedies and liabilities of private individuals
were determined by an immediate reference to such Maxims, many of which
obtained in the Roman Law, and are so manifestly founded in reason, public
convenience and necessity, as to find a place in the code of every civilized nation.
(Broom 1874)

Broom very interestingly mirrors Suyut.i by beginning with maxims which he believes
“are of such universal application and result so directly and manifestly from motives of
public policy or simple principles on which our social relations depend, that it has been
thought better to place them first in this collection” (Broom 1874). Moreover some of the
maxims cited in Broom’s work can be found in Muslim works on legal maxims in almost
identical form. A maxim cited by Broom states “a private mischief shall be endured, rather
than a public inconvenience” (Broom 1874). The very same maxim may be found in the
books of medieval Muslim jurists dealing with legal maxims, stating that “Harm to an
individual is tolerated in order to prevent a harm to the public” (Kamali 2008). This maxim
also epitomized Islamic law’s communitarian philosophy and was acutely relevant to the
COVID-19 dialog within the British Muslim community. Should the individual right to
religious worship in mosques be superseded by the community’s right to protection from a
contagious disease whose spread is exacerbated by social group-interactions? Or is this
potential harm to the community too negligible and hypothetical to override a sacrosanct
individual right to prayer in the houses of God? These were the very real and difficult
questions British Muslim religious leaders were initially faced with answering when the
COVID-19 crisis unfolded.
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3.3. Navigating Scripture: Legal Interpretation and Reconciling Conflicting Evidence

The third and final intellectual paradigm, which shaped the COVID-19 religious
discourse in the UK, was the navigation of scripture and legal interpretation. This proved
to be a key cause of divergence in the responses of British Muslim leaders to the pandemic.
Since medieval Muslim jurists emphasized the permanent and fixed status of the Quran
and Sunnah as divine scripture, an accusation often leveled at Islamic law is that it is
archaic and rigid and cannot deal with developments of society (Forte 1978). This assertion
would certainly be correct if the legal provisions of the Quran and Sunnah were taken as
the sole provisions that form the Islamic legal system as a whole. This is because the legal
provisions in the Quran and Sunnah do not deal with every single detail of life. On the
contrary, in many areas, they only provide the main details, leaving much scope for further
legislation to be derived (Kamali 1991). In the famous epistle of the celebrated 8th-century
medieval jurist, Al-Shafi’i-considered on one of the first classical works written on the
philosophy of Islamic law-expert legal reasoning (or Ijtihad) is mentioned as the tool which
was prescribed by the Quran to extend rulings from the two divine sources of the Islamic
to those issues which they do not explicitly mention (Al-Shafi’i 1940). Legal interpretation
dispensed by Muslim jurists is thus an indispensable tool of Islamic law, which gives it
flexibility despite the permanent and fixed status of its two primary sources and enables it
to be extended to the changing conditions of a Muslim community at any point in time.

Expert legal reasoning does not only involve the Muslim jurist deriving new rul-
ings from the Quran and Sunnah on those issues which are not explicitly provided for
in scriptural texts. It also involves interpreting the exact meanings of the provisions
which are explicitly provided in those texts and determining the intention of the lawgiver
(Al-Ghazall 1937). Muslim jurists acknowledge that while God’s law is perfect, and his
intention is clear, his law had to be transmitted through an imperfect medium, namely
human language (Abu Zahrah 1958). Thus, his law is in need of interpretation, and it is
not always clear what the intention of the lawgiver is from the language. In this regard,
Muslim jurists involve themselves in a similar exercise to that of English judges who must
interpret statutes and try to determine the intention of the draftsman. Both Muslim and
English jurists have developed extremely intricate and detailed rules of interpretation to
aid them in correctly determining the precise meanings and scope of the provisions of
their respective laws, which they codified in books of legal philosophy (Kamali 1991). A
natural consequence of this is that both Muslim and English jurists will differ in their legal
opinions on an identical case due to differing methodologies in legal interpretation. This
is particularly the case where there is a conflict of evidence, as was observed in the rele-
vant scriptural texts related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Should British Muslim religious
leaders consider the specific scriptural texts on health pandemics that require Muslims to
take the necessary health precautions? Or should they instead focus on the plethora of
scriptural guidance highlighting the importance of maintaining rituals of worship in all
circumstances, even when one’s life is at stake?

The dilemmas facing Muslim religious leaders when navigating scripture does not
only stem from methodological differences in legal interpretation. It also extends to rec-
onciling between scripture and modernity and requires an attempt to critically analyze
and understand the realities of modernity to ensure a holistic application of scripture that
remains loyal to its spirit. Al-Yaqoubi, a religious leader who engaged in the COVID-19
discourse, addresses the Muslim jurist’s role of reconciling between scripture and moder-
nity in a work he has published on Islamic pedagogy (Al-Yaqoubi 2016). He highlights
two extremes that have historically existed among Muslims. The first are those jurists who
master the intricacies of scripture but make no attempt to engage with modernity, choosing
instead to isolate themselves and remain insulated from the vicissitudes of time. The
second are scholars who dedicate themselves wholeheartedly to a critical engagement with
modernity but who lack intimate knowledge of scriptural tradition. Al-Yaqoubi criticizes
both camps and opines that the best jurist is one who combines mastery of scripture and a
sincere attempt to engage with modernity (Al-Yaqoubi 2016). The mammoth challenge in



Religions 2021, 12, 11 12 of 26

this regard facing British Muslim religious leaders was fathoming as precisely as possible
the full extent of COVID-19 s implications as a global health pandemic in the 21st-century,
including the medical, social, political and economic considerations at stake.

4. COVID-19 vs. Theology: The Arguments Advanced

Having surveyed and critically assessed the key overarching intellectual paradigms
that formed the theoretical framework underpinning British Muslim religious leaders’
responses to COVID-19, it is now pertinent to explore the responses themselves. The
analysis in this regard will be classified according to the two categories of key actors
expounded above, namely the “activists” and the “academics”. It should be noted that the
responses generally emerged in the middle of March 2020, which marked the first month in
which UK public policy began to seriously engage with the implications of an impending
pandemic. The month began with a COBRA meeting held by the government to discuss
its preparations for and method of engagement with the pandemic, as the number of UK
cases jumped to 36.23 Public policy developments then moved at a fast pace, ultimately
culminating in a televised address by Boris Johnson on 23rd March announcing a nation-
wide strict lockdown, which significantly included the closure of places of worship.24 At
the time the responses emerged, the British Muslim community was therefore dealing with
a real dilemma of whether to keep their mosques open at a time when it still remained
legally permitted to do so, and future public policy developments remained uncertain.
Once the lockdown was announced, however, all such discussions became academic as
mosques were forced to close regardless of their personal convictions.

4.1. Arguments of the “Activists”

The British Islamic Medical Association (BIMA) and the Muslim Council Britain (MCB)
both released official responses to the crisis on 16th March. This was the same day in which
Prime Minister Boris Johnson had advised everyone in the UK against “non-essential”
travel and contact with others, and The Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport
advised that large gatherings should not take place.25

4.1.1. The British Islamic Medical Association

BIMA presented its response as an open letter to the Muslim community. It prefaced
the letter by expressing its concerns that the response of the community to the crisis was
at odds with what the seriousness of the pandemic demanded.26 The open letter was
therefore intended to highlight “the clinical urgency and seriousness of the situation, on
the continuation of congregational activities in Muslim institutions.”27 The term “Muslim
institutions” in this context refers, of course, primarily to mosques, as the body of the letter
itself makes clear. The fact that the letter focuses squarely on the issue of congregational
activities in places of worship highlights significantly that this was at the epicenter of the
discourse that emerged.

The letter began by highlighting that it was drafted by and represented “frontline
Muslim health professionals”.28 This intentionally chosen way of beginning establishes
the basis of BIMA’s authority to render an opinion on the pandemic and highlights the
distinct nature and role of BIMA’s influence and leadership in the community. Due to
its medical expertise and intimate engagement with the British health system, BIMA’s
authority in public health events such as a pandemic enjoys special and distinguished
status. The letter then proceeded by citing the warnings of the Prime Minister and the Chief

23 See (BBC News 2020a).
24 See (BBC News 2020b).
25 See (BBC News 2020c).
26 See (British Islamic Medical Association 2020b).
27 (British Islamic Medical Association 2020b).
28 See (British Islamic Medical Association 2020b).
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Scientific Advisor to avoid social interactions, before opining that the UK is on a similar
trajectory to that of Italy, thereby justifying fears that the impact in the UK could be similar
or worse than that in Italy. It then gave a concise overview of the medical implications
for those who contract the virus, distinguishing between different groups of patients in
this regard. While beneficial, this medical guidance would be expected from any medical
organization regardless of religious (or other) affiliations. What was particularly beneficial
and praiseworthy in the letter was the subsequent sociological analysis of the distinct
demographic characteristics found within the Muslim community, which were relevant in
relation to the particular impact that the pandemic would have on the community.

BIMA noted in this regard that the Muslim community has characterizes which place it
at a higher risk than the general population, including an increased rate of chronic illnesses
such as Diabetes, a significant elderly community and regular communal gatherings for
both social and religious purposes.29 It also noted other sociological phenomena in the
Muslim community which post distinct risk factors for spreading the virus, including
densely populated households that lack adequate ventilation, social habits which involve
physical interactions such as handshaking, physical contact with carpets during ritual
worship and the sharing of washing facilities also for the purpose of ritual worship. Based
on this outline, BIMA warned that congregational activities in mosques could significantly
exacerbate the spread of the virus, adding that individuals may contract the virus without
showing any symptoms for up to two weeks. The advice being given by some mosques
and religious leaders that only those at risk should stay away from the mosque was thus
not adequate, as seemingly healthy individuals could end up transmitting the virus to
members of their household. The community was also warned that the NHS was in danger
of being overburdened, which could further put lives in danger, as was being witnessed in
Italy, where many patients looking for treatment had to be turned away.

BIMA’s combination of analyzing the distinct demographics of the Muslim community
alongside both its medical expertise and intimate relationship with the NHS in order to
provide such precise and tailored advice is highly praiseworthy, particularly since it
challenged the standard advice being given at the time by a number of mosques and
religious leaders.30 This highlights the marked value of BIMA’s leadership and authority
within the British Muslim community in a health crisis and more broadly epitomizes the
importance of religious leadership, which combines professional expertise and intimate
knowledge of relevant sociological factors related to a socio-political event. BIMA ended the
letter by emphasizing its view that mosques should not remain open even with significant
adjustments in place for the reasons it had outlined. The first sign of its religious affiliation
also appeared towards the very end of the letter, with BIMA describing God as “the disposer
of all our affairs, the protector of us all.”31 It also crucially recognized its lack of theological
qualifications to issue a religious verdict on the matter and framed its response as a strictly
medical and professional perspective, stating “we recognize this is a decision for scholars,
imams and mosques committees to make and we urge them to take steps to mitigate
harms.”32 This is also a praiseworthy approach, with BIMA not only recognizing the limits
of its professional authority but also embracing a cooperative and communitarian spirit by
respecting the role of the community’s religious leaders in contributing to the discourse.

4.1.2. The Muslim Council of Britain

The MCB’s response was much briefer and less detailed than BIMA’s response, some-
thing which is expected given the MCB’s lack of professional, grassroots or religious
expertise on the matter. It began with a much more forthright call for all mosques and

29 See (British Islamic Medical Association 2020b).
30 See (5pillars 2020b).
31 See (British Islamic Medical Association 2020b).
32 See (British Islamic Medical Association 2020b).
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religious centers to suspend congregational activities.33 It acknowledged the important
sociological role of the mosque within the community as well as the religious importance
of the congregational prayer, noting that its advice to suspend all congregational activities
“had not been taken lightly.”34 It then clarified the different basis for issuing such guidance.
In terms of medical expertise, it cited both the view of the UK’s chief scientific advisors
and the letter issued by BIMA. To enhance the legitimacy of BIMA’s view, it highlighted
that BIMA represents “Muslim medical and health professionals, who bring together a
knowledge of communities as well as medical expertise.”35 The MCB then turned to the
religious basis for its advice, citing the view of the British Board of Scholars and Imams
(BBSI) that the religious obligation on members of the Muslim community to perform
congregational prayer had been temporarily uplifted.

The MCB rounded off its guidance with a statement from its secretary-general Harun
Khan. After emphasizing the “public duty” of protecting communities from harm, which
was backed by both “medical and scholarly advice”, Khan turned attention to altruistic
social opportunities that the pandemic presented and urged British communities to “come
together and support one another”.36 Overall, the MCB’s response typifies its role as an
activist umbrella organization. Due to its vast networks, it was easily able to rely on BIMA’s
expert medical advice, with BIMA being one of its own members. Its reliance on BBSI for
religious legitimacy, however, was more controversial. BBSI’s religious verdict was one of
several verdicts issued by religious institutions within the Muslim community and by no
means represented the view of all religious leaders, as shall be explored in the forthcoming
analysis. This illustrates the challenges that an umbrella organization like the MCB faces
in such circumstances, as it is forced to make difficult choices while arguably lacking the
adequate qualifications to do so. Moreover, its activist impulses and intimate engagement
in the political process means that it can readily be characterized in such a situation with a
bias towards prioritizing public policy over theological considerations. This leads aptly
onto the response of the Islamic Human Rights Commission, where these shortcomings
were more vividly manifested.

4.1.3. The Islamic Human Rights Commission

The Islamic Human Rights Commission (IHRC) released an article on 20th March
written by Faisal Bodi, a member of the IHRC who is vaguely described as a “writer and
political commentator” with no more information forthcoming about his biography or
qualifications.37 Bodi began by noting the polarization of opinion among the Muslim com-
munity between the two conflicting positions of closing mosques completely and keeping
them open with relevant precautions in place, which included limiting the congregational
prayer to a small number of chosen individuals from the lower-risk cohorts.38 He then
noted that a number of mosques had already closed in line with both government advice
as well as the advice of the Muslim Council of Britain and the British Board of Imams and
Scholars, which had both also emphasized full precautions be taken in order to reduce the
transmission of the disease. Bodi then went on to fiercely criticize two positions taken by
mosques and religious leaders who aligned themselves to the other side of the spectrum.

The first was the advice given to the community to perform congregational prayers
at home with neighbors and friends in order to make up for the lost opportunity to do so
in the mosque. Bodi described this approach as “self-defeating” due to the fact that the
reasons for closing down mosques also apply in the same way to avoiding congregational

33 See (MCB 2020).
34 See (MCB 2020).
35 See (MCB 2020).
36 See (MCB 2020).
37 See (The Islamic Human Rights Commission 2020b).
38 See (The Islamic Human Rights Commission 2020c).
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activities in community homes.39 He then went on to justify his position theologically
by stating that “almost all of the Sunni and Shia schools” of Islamic law do not consider
congregational prayer to be obligatory, but rather only recommended.40 He continued by
claiming that despite the Sunni Shafi’i school of law considering it to be obligatory, it still
considers the obligation, in general, to be fulfilled if a chosen group of individuals fulfill
it. This analysis is problematic from a number of perspectives. The first is that Bodi, who
is presented by the IHRC as a political commentator, lacks the theological qualifications
to make authoritative references to Islamic law. This shortcoming is vindicated by the
shortcomings in his argumentation. The first is that the position of Shafi’i school of law is
more nuanced than he presents. A legitimate opinion in the Shafi’i school opined by the
celebrated medieval jurist Al-Rafi’i is that the daily congregational prayer is not obligatory
(Furber 2013). This opinion sits alongside the admittedly more relied upon the opinion of
the Shafi’i school’s most prominent medieval jurist Al-Nawawi, who disagreed and opined
instead that it is communally obligatory (Keller 1997, 2003; Furber 2016). More important,
Al-Nawawi’s opinion considers the congregational prayer one of the public symbols of
Islamic society and therefore considers congregational prayers being performed entirely at
home as insufficient to fulfill the obligation. The medieval jurist Umar Barakat states in
this regard: “In a city, the prayer must be held in public places such that the manifestations
of obedience to Allah’s command are evident. If held in houses where the rite of prayer is
not public, the obligation remains unfulfilled” (Keller 1997). Furthermore, a much more
important omission was the view of the Sunni Hanafi school, which is the most-followed
school of law within the British Muslim community and whose position should have,
therefore, at a minimum, been highlighted (Mohammad 2013). As with the Shafi’i school,
some jurists in the Hanafi school not only considered the congregational prayer in the
mosque to be obligatory but also one of the major symbols of Islam (Ibn Abidin 1994;
Al-Kasani 1986; Burhanpuri 1991). This explains why many mosques were so adamant
about keeping their doors open in order to preserve such a symbolically important religious
ritual. The Sunni Hanbali school’s view was also overlooked, in which congregational
prayer is considered personally obligatory, albeit allowing for it to be done at home with
its performance in the mosque merely recommended (Al-Buhuti 2002). Bodi’s analysis
thus reveals a similar bias towards a public policy that stems from his political background,
epitomized by his statement during his criticism that “our community is approaching
the issue from the wrong angle. Instead of asking the question: “What can we do to
help contain the Covid-19 pandemic?” they are asking, “What can we do to maintain
congregational prayer?”.41

Bodi then went on sharply criticizing “the more disturbing” position of mosques
that had kept their doors open and insisted that sanitary precautions within the mosque
would be sufficient, describing this as “the height of irresponsibility”.42 He once again
provided a number of theological arguments against this position, stating that there were
historical precedents in the Muslim world of mosques closing down in pandemics and that
several countries, including Morocco and Saudi Arabia, had taken the decision to suspend
congregational prayers. No references were given, however, either for the historical
precedent of mosque closure or for the theological arguments which formed the basis
for the position of the Muslim countries mentioned. Bodi ended the article by making
a further theological argument that religiosity should not be seen as a manifestation
which is limited to the mosque, and also echoed the MCB’s call to take advantage of
the altruistic social opportunities presented by the pandemic, stating, “Let us reach out
into our neighborhoods and social circles to help those who are adversely affected by

39 See (The Islamic Human Rights Commission 2020c).
40 See (The Islamic Human Rights Commission 2020c).
41 See (The Islamic Human Rights Commission 2020c).
42 See (The Islamic Human Rights Commission 2020c).
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the new circumstances.”43 Bodi’s arguments were also bolstered by a statement from the
IHRC’s chairman Massoud Shadjareh who castigated the Muslim community for a “failure
of leadership” and advanced arguments to support the suspension of congregational
activities in mosques similar in style to the ones presented by Bodi.44

While the IHRC’s guidance on mosque closure can be criticized for lacking both
nuance and scholarship, their role in critiquing media coverage of the British Muslim
community’s response to COVID highlighted their potential leadership value as a Human
Rights NGO with political expertise. On 7th August 2020, the chairman of IHRC Shadjareh
sent a letter of complaint to the Director-General of the BBC regarding their coverage of the
Muslim community’s engagement with the COVID-19 crisis.45 Shadjerah highlighted a
number of BBC articles reporting on the worrying spread of the pandemic, which fielded
photographs of Muslims in particular, which Shadjerah claimed was exacerbating negative
stereotypes about the Muslim community. The letter also sharply pinpointed a discrepancy
between a BBC article on 19th July negatively reporting that a Blackburn mosque faced a
police investigation for having over 250 individuals attending a funeral, and another article
two days later which positively reported footballer Jack Charlton’s funeral despite the fact
that the funeral was attended by thousands of his supporters. This critique is all the more
pertinent when taking into account the phenomenon of Islamophobia, which has become a
major concern among British Muslims due to its exponentially increasing rate in public and
media discourses (Githens-Mazer and Lambert 2010; Sayyid 2014; Elahi and Khan 2017).

4.2. Arguments of the “Academics”

While the “activists” were united in calling for a swift suspension of congregational
activities in mosques, the “academics” fell into two opposing camps. Each camp wielded
its own detailed theological arguments to advance its position and exert its authority on
its dedicated set followers, which included both mosques and individual members of
the community. The forthcoming analysis will therefore classify the responses into two
categories, namely those who supported the closure of mosques and those who insisted
mosques should remain open albeit with certain qualifications.

4.2.1. Proponents of Mosque Closure

One of the most comprehensive, detailed and well-presented responses from the
camp supporting mosque closure, spanning 15 pages in total, was that issued by the
British Board of Imams and Scholars (BBSI) and aptly titled “UK Community Briefing
paper for Imams, Mosques, and Madrasas for the coronavirus Pandemic” (BBSI 2020c).
It was thus impressive that this guidance was issued so swiftly on 16th March 2020,
the same day in which the Muslim Council of Britain and the British Islamic Medical
Association both issued much shorter and less detailed statements. The briefing paper
was officially presented as a collaboration between BBSI and both Wifaqul Ulama and
the Mosques and Imams National Advisory Board (MINAB), with the paper closing its
executive summary by stating: “In collaboration with Wifaqul Ulama and MINAB, we
are issuing holistic guidance on community resilience with regards to the coronavirus
pandemic, based on the spread of opinion within this ecumenical fellowship of scholars”
(BBSI 2020c). The inclusion of both organizations as partners to guidance is significant
in different ways. Wifaqul Ulama’s inclusion was significant due to the fact that Wifaqul
Ulama adopted its own independent position, which initially inclined against mosque
closure, but also because of Wifaqul Ulama’s dedicated Deobandi affiliation, which stands
in stark contrast to the ecumenical ethos of BBSI. This, therefore, illustrates BBSI’s con-
ciliatory and all-inclusive approach, which is further manifested within its guidance by
its expression of respect towards the views of the opposing camp. MINAB’s inclusion

43 See (The Islamic Human Rights Commission 2020c).
44 See (5pillars 2020c).
45 See (The Islamic Human Rights Commission 2020d).
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was also significant due to its particular influence over UK mosques as an umbrella body,
mirroring a similar influence enjoyed by the Muslim Council of Britain. Formed in 2006
in collaboration with the Muslim Council of Britain as well as other organizations, it now
enjoys over 600 mosques and Islamic Centers as members (Rahman et al. 2010).

The BBSI structured its briefing paper into nine sections, key among which was a
section on the principles underpinning the guidance, a section highlighting a spiritual
perspective on the pandemic, two sections detailing the theological and legal arguments
justifying BBSI’s position on mosque closure, and finally two sections covering the broader
ethical duties and responsibilities of the community in relation to the pandemic. The
paper was also prefaced with an executive summary summarizing its key points. This
sophisticated structure alongside the esthetic enhancements which the paper enjoyed
distinguished it from the responses of other organizations such as Wifaqul Ulama and
Islam21c, which perhaps reflects the contribution of the university academics who are
members of the Board, but also more broadly the progressive academic capacities of the
Board’s diverse range of members. BBSI began in its first section by briefly noting the
medical reasons which render the pandemic a dangerous public health risk, as well as
the demographics of the Muslim community, which could exacerbate the risk posed by
the virus to the community’s vulnerable members. The paper did not delve into detail on
these points, noting that they had been “clearly evidenced by medical experts worldwide
and need not repeating here” (BBSI 2020c). No reference was made to the British Islamic
Medical Association’s guidance letter, perhaps because it had been released on the same
day that the paper was also issued.

The following section, which outlines the principles underpinning the guidance,
is useful in illustrating BBSI’s approach and methodology in engaging with public pol-
icy and projecting their religious authority over the Muslim community. The section
emphasized that the guidance was based on a tripartite set of scriptural, jurispruden-
tial and empirical sources. This portrays a methodological insistence on combining a
scholarly understanding of both tradition and modernity and eschews stereotypical di-
chotomies such as the dichotomy between religion and science or scriptural and empirical
evidence. This methodological approach, which considers both spiritual and material
considerations, is further emphasized by the BBSI in the same section where it states:
“We take our responsibility seriously to minister to the welfare of the community—both
worldly and next-worldly” (BBSI 2020c). This approach is manifested in the BBSI’s par-
ticular perspective on the higher purposes of Islamic law, otherwise known as Maqasid
Al-Shariah, which is also indicated in this section. In this regard, the emphasis is laid
on the “serious importance that our religion places on life, health, community, and
spiritual wellbeing... As our scholarly tradition demands, our approach in the guid-
ance is directed by consideration of what is essential, recommended, and desirable”
(BBSI 2020c). A final important feature of the section on the principles underpinning
the guidance was the affirmation that public policy takes precedence over any of the in-
structions in the guidance, such that if government directives were issued overriding the
guidance, then “the government directives would take priority” (BBSI 2020c). This reflects
an orthodox theological standpoint in relation to Muslims engaging with public policy,
which considers adherence to the law of the land a religious obligation. This orthodox
standpoint is succinctly outlined by Darul Qasim (classified in the preceding analysis as a
regional influencer) in the following way:

. . . in line with the rulings of authoritative Muslim jurists of the past and present,
Muslims must abide by the laws of the sovereign state in which they reside.
Following the law of the land is incumbent upon Muslims wherever they may
choose to live. Any protest and/or demonstration against policies of the state
must be within the legal boundaries of the given state and its laws. Anyone who
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chooses to violate the laws of the land should not use religion (i.e., Islam) as a
cloak to violate its rules and regulations.46

Understandably, this theological standpoint featured prominently in the responses of
those who supported mosque closure, as can clearly be seen, for example, in the response
of the UAE Fatwa Council.47

The sections of the guidance offering a spiritual perspective on the pandemic and
covering the broader ethical duties and responsibilities of the community in relation to
the pandemic highlight the comprehensive and holistic nature of the guidance. In the
section offering a spiritual perspective, the BBSI stressed that the community’s response
to the pandemic should be “informed by a transcendent theological and spiritual out-
look” which involves having firm conviction first and foremost that “benefit and harm
comes from God, and that all proceeds exactly in accordance with his pre-eternal Decree”
(BBSI 2020c). The community was reminded that calamities are an inevitable part of this
earthly life which give the opportunity to “deepening our connection with the Divine,
supporting one another towards patient endurance and ultimate truth, and thankfulness
for the many blessings that often go unremembered” (BBSI 2020c). The ethical duties of
the community on such an occasion were also stressed, with the guidance calling on the
community to “being a mercy to creation, and loving for each other in humanity what
we would love for ourselves” (BBSI 2020c). This spiritual perspective complimented the
subsequent legal guidance, blending jurisprudence with ethics in a combination which
is typical of religious guidance and which often distinguishes it from guidance issued
by secular legal bodies. The infusion of spiritual guidance more broadly illustrates the
multidimensional nature of the influence which clerical organizations such as the BBSI
wield over the community, a trend which can, for example, also be found among Shariah
tribunals such as the Muslim Arbitration Tribunal (Al-Astewani 2019).

The BBSI’s promotion of mosque closure centered on two key legal rulings relating to
congregational prayer in the mosque, namely the daily and Friday congregational prayer,
respectively. Unlike other faiths, communal worship in Islamic law is congregational and
not individual, and so the congregational prayer-which represents the central ritual of
worship in mosques-became the epicenter of discussion among British Muslim religious
leaders in the background of COVID-19. The BBSI began its legal analysis by noting the
specific medical risks associated with mosques in the context of a pandemic, noting “the
possibility of acquiring the virus from hard surfaces in the mosque, such as ablution areas,
or from carpets during prostration..., the usage of water and presence of bodily fluids; and
the difficulty of managing attendance” (BBSI 2020c). The BBSI went on to opine that the
Muslim community should avoid congregational prayer in the mosque, citing a number of
legal arguments to support its position. The first of these was the “majority opinion that
identifies the performance of congregational prayer in the mosque as recommended, not
obligatory” (BBSI 2020c). As previously analyzed in regards to a similar statement made by
the Islamic Human Rights Commission, this statement fails to acknowledge the emphasis
that both the Hanafi and Shafi’i schools of Islamic law place on the congregational prayer as
one of the major public symbols in an Islamic community. This shortcoming was rectified
in the responses of the opposing camp, as shall be seen. A list of legal maxims was then
listed which emphasize that protecting the community from harm takes precedence over
the acquiring of religious benefits, such as the legal maxim which states “Averting harm
takes precedence over acquiring benefit” (BBSI 2020c). This list crucially included what
was described as the “contagion principle”, a reference to a scriptural text in Islamic law
which specifically promotes social distancing and the taking of precautionary measures in
a pandemic (BBSI 2020c).

With regard to the Friday congregational prayer, the BBSI acknowledged that calling
for the suspension of the Friday prayer was a much more contentious and sensitive topic,

46 See (Darul Qasim 2020b).
47 See (UAE Council for Fatwa 2020).
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since this prayer is unanimously considered a legal obligation in Islamic law and “a clarion
sign of Islam” (BBSI 2020c). Nevertheless, it affirmed that a majority of its members
opined that the obligation of the Friday prayer should be “lifted from the generality of UK
Muslims” (BBSI 2020c). In addition to the legal evidences already given regarding the daily
congregational prayer, it was noted that Islamic law allowed for a number exemptions from
the obligation to attend Friday prayer which were based on relative minor degrees of harm
such as excessive rain or cold, and which specifically included the fear of illness. It was
also noted that valid opinions do exist in Islamic law which allow the Friday prayer to be
conducted outside of the mosque with a minimum of three congregants, which could offer
an alternative to attending Friday prayer at the mosque. The legal analysis as a whole was
situated within the context of the pandemic, with regular reference to the particular risks
of COVID-19 within the Muslim community. Overall, the legal analysis was nuanced and
represented a sincere attempt to combine between both scriptural and empirical realities,
as well as taking into account the overall welfare of the community. It is perhaps because
of this nuance, but also because of the BBSI’s diverse and ecumenical range of members
that its guidance enjoyed significant influence, being cited, for example, by the Muslim
Council of Britain to support its own position.

This influence moreover transcended the Muslim community, with the guidance
being significantly cited by an English judge in the High Court case of R (Hussain) v
Secretary of State for Health and Social Care which was decided in June, a few months
following the lockdown imposed by the government.48 The case involved a judicial review
challenge by the Chair of the Jamiyat Tablighi-Ul Islam Mosque in Bradford against the
government’s closure of mosques, arguing that his consequent inability to perform the
Friday prayer violated his Article 9 right to religious freedom. Justice Swift rejected the
claimant’s application, and supported his legal reasoning by making reference to a number
of sections in the BBSI’s briefing paper, including a large segment of the section dealing
with the suspension of the Friday prayer.49 He highlighted the comment made by the BBSI
in the beginning of its briefing paper that government directives should take precedence
over any conflicting religious guidance, noting that this principle was “of note” because
“this document was published before the 2020 Regulations were made and came into
force.”50 He also noted that the claimant’s own beliefs “differs from the majority view
stated by the British Board of Scholars and Imams”, but that “the overall fair balance can
recognize the indisputable point that the Claimant’s beliefs as to communal Friday prayer
in current circumstances are not beliefs shared by all Muslims.”51 This discourse represents
an interesting interaction between the English judiciary and Islamic law, with the BBSI’s
guidance proving to be an effective medium which empowered and facilitated the ability
of an English judge to navigate through the issues of a complex religious issue facing the
Muslim community.

The influence of the BBSI’s guidance was also amplified by support from abroad
by both international and regional influencers. The UAE Fatwa Council issued a legal
verdict on 3rd March promoting strict adherence to government directives regarding the
pandemic, social distancing and the taking of maximum precautionary measures in relation
to congregational prayers in the mosque.52 The verdict’s detailed scriptural evidence was
more expansive than the briefer scriptural references made in the BBSI’s guidance, and
included verses from the Quran prohibiting self-harm, prophetic teachings promoting
social distancing during pandemics, and legal maxims such as “Risk of individual harm
is endured in order to repel public harm.”53 The verdict also cited relevant historical

48 See (BAILII 2020).
49 See (BAILII 2020).
50 See (BAILII 2020)
51 See (BAILII 2020).
52 See (UAE Council for Fatwa 2020).
53 See (UAE Council for Fatwa 2020).
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precedents which supported its position, such as the decision by the prominent Muslim
governor Amr Ibn Al-Aas in the 7th-century to direct the people of a city afflicted with a
plague up into the mountains until the plague was lifted. SeekersGuidance also issued
a number of articles via its online media platforms supporting social distancing and the
suspension of congregational activities, including an article by a BBSI member who made
reference to the BBSI’s briefing paper.54 Another important historical precedent was also
cited in one of these articles which presented a Shafi’i perspective on the pandemic. In
the 16th-century, the prominent medieval Shafi’i jurist Shihab Al-Din Al-Ramli was asked
about the suspension of Friday prayer in a locality swamped by torrential rain, to which
he affirmed that the obligation of attending the Friday prayer would indeed be legally
suspended in such a situation. Commenting on this, the author of the article stated: “Hence,
the option that some countries have taken of temporarily suspending Jumu
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ah and the
daily congregational prayers is one that poses no problem in terms of the Shari’ah.”55

Finally, independent scholars from abroad also issued individual verdicts supporting the
suspension of the Friday prayer obligation on the Muslim community. In a brief YouTube
video specifically addressed to European Muslims for example, Mohammad Al-Yaqoubi
opined that the legal maxim “preventing harm is prior to bringing benefit” was sufficient
in providing an exemption for Muslims from attending the Friday prayer.56

4.2.2. Opponents of Mosque Closure

A foundational characteristic of the arguments advanced by proponents of mosque
of closure was a certain approach to the higher purposes of Islamic law in which the
value of life was prioritized over the value of religion. This prioritization was flipped
in the opposite direction by opponents of mosque closure, who considered the value
of religion to be more pressing. Both approaches affected the nature of the arguments
which each camp advanced. Proponents of mosque closure, for example, focused on the
scriptural evidences which consider protection from harm as a sacred duty, and were much
more willing to take into consideration the dangerous risks the pandemic posed to the
Muslim community. Opponents of mosque closure on the other hand focused on scriptural
evidences which emphasize the sacrosanct nature of the congregational prayer, and were
much less willing to subjugate themselves to the medical estimations of the potential risks
which the pandemic posed.

While Wifaqul Ulama responded quickly to the pandemic by posting daily social
media posts with updates on the situation, it was in fact another Deobandi-affiliated
organization whose response was initially more popularly shared among the Muslim
community. The Islamic Portal describes itself as an online “gateway to the Islamic sciences”
whose objective is to “to empower Muslims with the knowledge and confidence to practice
their faith and become beacons of guidance and change.”57 On 17th March a question was
posed asking whether UK mosques should remain open or closed, with the questioner
stating there was “a lot of confusion” within the community on this issue.58 The question
was answered by Yusuf Shabbir, a graduate of the UK-based Deobandi seminary Dar Al-
Uloom Bury. Shabbir acknowledged the severity of the pandemic and that such a decision
could not be taking lightly, going on to opine uncompromisingly that mosques should
remain open and only close if the government places a total restriction on places of worship.
He clarified that only those diagnosed with COVID-19 or suffering from its symptoms
should stay at home, as well as those with underlying health conditions. Everyone else
should attend the mosque as usual, including over 60 s who are healthy. Shabbir then listed
a succinct list of evidences for this position. With regard to the higher purposes of Islamic

54 See (SeekersGuidance 2020c, 2020d, 2020e).
55 See (SeekersGuidance 2020d).
56 See (YouTube 2020).
57 See (Islamic Portal 2020a).
58 See (Islamic Portal 2020b).



Religions 2021, 12, 11 21 of 26

law, it was categorically stated that “The protection of faith supersedes the protection of
one’s self.”59 The importance of mosques and the congregational prayer were then also
highlighted, noting that the congregational prayer remained an obligation in Islamic law
even during warfare, and that congregational prayer is a spiritual remedy which should be
“part of the solution and not the problem.”60 As for scriptural texts promoting precaution
during pandemics, it was claimed that these did not mention closing mosques and there
was no historical precedent in Islamic history for mosque closure during pandemics. Finally,
the “ground reality” of schools remaining open and Muslims continuing to attend social
gatherings such as weddings and visit shopping centers rendered mosque closure an
unjustified anomaly.61 For such reasons, Shabbir stated mosques should remain open with
the appropriate precautionary measures in place applied in a proportionate manner. It
was also noted that such an answer was given after consultation with “local Public Health
England” officials who felt this was a reasonable and proportionate response.62

Wifaqul Ulama generally supported this position, with the qualification that over
60s should stay at home.63 It also recommended practical precautionary measures such
as doing the ablution for the prayer at home before going to the mosque, bringing a face
towel to pray on in order to avoid contact with the carpet, and to stay away from the
mosque if afflicted with COVID-19 symptoms. In an article featured on Islam21c’s website,
this position was also supported by Haitham Al-Haddad, who stated that “no one has a
right whatsoever to close the Houses of God” and cited in this regard a verse from the
Quran which states “Moreover, who are more unjust than those who prevent the name
of Allah from being mentioned in His mosques and strive toward their destruction.”64

Al-Haddad then dealt with the hypothetical situation of a lockdown and mosque closure
with regards to suspension of the Friday prayer. After listing a number of scriptural texts
highlighting the sacrosanct status of the Friday prayer, Al-Haddad advised Muslims to
continue to perform the Friday prayer in such a situation within small groups at home
“or even at parks”.65 This particular directive marks a stark contrast to the insistence by
proponents of mosque closure that government directives should be strictly adhered to
and that maximum precautions should be taken. At a deeper level, it reflects a different
theological approach to engaging with public authority, and conforms with Islam21c’s
engagement in political activism.

The position taken by opponents of mosque closure was bolstered by support from
abroad. Darul Qasim took a similar position to Wifaqul Ulama, recommending against the
outright suspension of Friday prayer until government authorities bar places of worship
from congregational activities. It acknowledged Islamic law’s imperative to avert harm, but
highlighted the importance of maintaining “the emblems of faith as much as possible.”66

Taqi Uthmani also pledged to keep mosques open along with a number of Pakistani
religious leaders despite government directives that precautions should be taken. This led
to tensions between the Pakistani government and the country’s religious leaders which
involved some clashes between security forces and mosque prayer leaders.67 Despite these
influences from abroad however, opponents of mosque closure in the UK began to take
a more conciliatory stance as time passed on, and the dangerous risks of the pandemic
became more apparent. Islam21c, for example, posted a subsequent article by Dr. Sajid
Umar, another prominent teacher who is regularly featured by the organization, which

59 See (Islamic Portal 2020b).
60 See (Islamic Portal 2020b).
61 See (Islamic Portal 2020b).
62 See (Islamic Portal 2020b).
63 See (5pillars 2020c).
64 See (Islam21c.com 2020b).
65 See (Islam21c.com 2020b).
66 See (Darul Qasim 2020c).
67 See (5pillars 2020d).
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highlighted the legitimacy of the arguments advanced by proponents of mosque closure.68

More significantly, over twenty Deobandi religious leaders gathered together on 21st
March in Blackburn to discuss the ongoing crisis of the pandemic, with the gathering
including both Yusuf Shabbir and members of Wifaqul Ulama.69 While maintaining that a
full mosque closure should still be avoided, the scholarly summit agreed that the Muslim
community could be exempt from attending both the daily and Friday congregational
prayers due to the “urgent need to take further measures to stem the spread” of the “deadly
virus”.70 Two days later, the nation-wide lockdown announced by Boris John rendered
all such discussions nugatory, as mosques were forced to closed and a legal challenge
attempting to resist such a move ultimately failing.

5. Closing Reflections

Many general observations can be made from the preceding analysis about the nature
of religious authority in the British Muslim community. The first is the sophisticated level at
which this authority is now wielded by the community’s religious leaders. The responses of
the community to COVID-19 and mosque closure analyzed in this paper show how much
religious leadership has matured and developed since Muslims first began establishing
communal institutions in the second-half of the 20th-century after settling in the UK. The
diverse spectrum of responses reflects the development of an equally diverse range of both
activist and academic institutions with sophisticated organizational models that represent
the community at regional and national levels and confidently engage with public policy.
The maturity of these institutions was reflected in their level of coordination when engaging
with COVID-19 public policy. The expert medical advice issued by the British Islamic
Medical Association, for example, proved to be an indispensable reference point for other
institutions involved in the discourse. The British Board of Imams and Scholars (BBSI) also
coordinated with both Wifaqul Ulama and the Mosques and Imams National Advisory
Board when issuing its religious guidance. This coordination is particularly note-worthy
when taking into account the different and sometimes opposing theological affiliations
of such institutions, indicating that in times of crisis, religious leaders in the Muslim
community are willing to embrace an ecumenical ethos for the broader benefit of overall
community welfare. Such coordination was also facilitated by what may be characterized
as the “new Muslim media”, namely newly formed organizations by British Muslims with
media expertise that focus on analyzing current affairs in a format tailored towards the
Muslim community. 5PillarsUK is a leading example of new Muslim media, currently
enjoying over 300,000 followers on its Facebook page and managing an active website that
broadcasts a diverse coverage of current affairs with a specific focus on the British context.71

5PillarsUK played an instrumental role in covering the issue of COVID-19 and mosque
closure and broadcasting the responses of key religious leaders within the community. A
proof of the sophisticated overall response from the community was an English court’s
willing reliance on the guidance issued by the BBSI, which also represented a momentous
interaction between Islamic law and the English legal system.

On the other hand, differences of opinion within the responses highlight the impor-
tance which theology plays in the manifestation of religious authority within the commu-
nity. Different methodological approaches, for example, to the higher purposes of Islamic
law, Islamic legal maxims, interpretation of scripture and engaging with state authority,
resulted in opposing views on mosque closure, which consequently led to opposing policies
adopted by mosques across the country, with some insisting on keeping open. The role of
theology in such discourses also reflects the multidimensional nature of religious authority
as it manifests in the Muslim community. The BBSI’s holistic engagement with COVID-19

68 See (Islam21c.com 2020c).
69 See (Summary of the Coronavirus Ulama and Medical Professionals’ Summit 2020).
70 See (Summary of the Coronavirus Ulama and Medical Professionals’ Summit 2020).
71 See (5pillars 2020e).
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epitomizes this fact, with its guidance addressing the issue from spiritual, theological, so-
cial, legal and practical perspectives. In this sense, such religious authority can be directly
contrasted with the legal authority of English law, which is often unidimensional as could
be illustrated, for example, by the court case explored in the analysis, which dealt with a
legal challenge to mosque closure.

Overall, the responses of the Muslim community to the COVID-19 crisis highlighted
the dynamism within the community’s social structures. This was further manifested in
the community’s adjustment to the lockdown imposed by the government towards the
end of March, imposing a forced closure of mosques. Very quickly, mosques switched to
the delivery of services using online platforms.72 There was also a burst of humanitarian
initiatives to support those negatively affected by the pandemic, with examples including
a mosque being converted into a hospice, the donation of a building worth five million
pounds to the NHS, and a community initiative that offered free legal coverage of the
lockdown’s implications on daily life.73 The Muslim community thus proved it could
deal effectively with a pandemic, boding well for future challenges which it no doubt will
continue to face in a turbulent 21st-century world.
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