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The world is a story we tell ourselves about the World.

--Vikram Chandra

When the Prophet Muhammad received the revelation called Qur’an, a new reality, a new context, significance and meaning for the whole of creation was presented to a small population of the Prophet’s followers.  The Qur’an, first as an oral transmission and later as a text, created a virtual reality; it was religious technology on par (in its influence) with the Torah and the Bible.  Text created virtual reality then.  Now, it is mechanical technology that drives virtual realities.  One such platform for engagement with the world is Second Life, a 3D multi-user real-time environment.  Islam exists in this environment.  As significant components of an orthoprax religion, how do the Five Pillars of Islam present themselves in this virtual world?  Through the lens of ‘aql, this paper will examine virtual reality technology, the Islamic relationship to technology and the translation of the Five Pillars into a non-physical, ‘virtual’ reality (specifically, for the scope of this paper, Second Life).
  
‘Aql

"What is Intelligence (‘Aql)?" 

“It is a fact with whose help one worships Allah, the Merciful, and attains paradise.”









--Hadith 3, 1:3
The first thing that Allah created was ‘Aql.  ‘Aql translates literally as intellect, but its literal translation barely scratches the surface of its meaning.  Allah made ‘aql, and then sent it to the rest of his creation, so that Creation might understand the work of Allah.  According to an hadith so well-known that citation for it is difficult to find, Allah was “a hidden treasure who loved to be known,” and so created Creation that it might be the knower.  In order that creation might know Allah, Allah sent ‘aql, the tool for knowing Allah, the faculty of apprehension and comprehension without which Allah’s creation could not know Allah.  ‘Aql is essential to understanding Islam.  It is essential to bringing the sacred text of Islam, the Qur’an, forward in time to remain a pertinent document, not rigidly locked into a seventh century CE interpretation.  The Qur’an created a virtual reality when it was revealed to Muhammad; it created a new framework for engaging with the world, one the world had not yet seen.  A computer is needed to access technological virtual reality [VR].  In the virtual reality created by the Qur’an, it also seems an interface is necessary: that interface is ‘aql.  

‘Aql is more than intellect, far more than the rational mind as it thinks its way through the world.  'Aql is the first entity which emanates from the divinity as the first cause, or proceeds from it by means of intellectual creation. As first created entity 'aql is also called 'the representative' or 'the messenger' of Allah in this world.  'Aql as first creation also appears in the hadith: “The first thing created by God was the 'aql.”
  
Another instance of this idea is found in The Book of Intelligence and Ignorance, a widely-accepted collection of hadith dating to the early 900’s CE:

Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn Ya’qub has narrated from a number of our people of whom one is Muhammad ibn Yahya al-‘Attar who narrated from Ahmad ibn Muhammad from Hassan ibn Mahbub from 'Ala' ibn Razin from Muhammad ibn Muslim from abu Ja’far (a.s) who has said the following. 
     "When Allah, created Intelligence (‘Aql) He made it speak and then He said to it, ‘Come forward’. 

                   It came forward. He then said, "Go back." It went back. 

       Then Allah said, "I swear by My honor and glory that I have not created any creature more beloved to Me than you. I will not perfect you in anyone except those whom I love. I, however, will command only you to do things and prohibit only you from doing certain things. I will grant blessings (rewards) to you only and will subject only you to punishments" (Kulainy, H1, 1:1).

This establishes ‘Aql not only as first created, but implies through primacy the significance of ‘aql to all of Creation.  Allah went so far as to make it “speak;” we can then assume that ‘aql has a voice of some sort, presumably one intelligible to those who listen and can hear.  Only those whom Allah loves will have their ‘aql perfected; this implies that ‘aql is necessary to the apprehension of Creation, and must be used in combination with the received love of Allah, which is granted to those who submit to the will of Allah.  Further implicit in this hadith is the notion that Allah has placed restrictions on only ‘aql, one created thing in all of Allah’s myriad creations.  Insan
 has no restrictions, but ‘aql does.  Presumably, if ‘aql had no constraints, the perception of Creation would be complete and instantaneous to all who used it (use being the prerequisite, for all insan has access to ‘aql), thereby subverting the need of insan to pursue Allah through the use of ‘aql.  The implications of this hadith exceed the needs and scope of this paper; let it suffice to be taken that ‘aql was the first created thing, it has a voice, and it is necessary to the comprehension of Allah and Allah’s Creation.
According to Islamic theologians, 'aql is a source of knowledge and, as such, is the antithesis of ignorance (Hussain 1993).  'Aql is thus a natural way of knowing, independently of the authority of a proscription or revelation, what is right and wrong.  In this sense, 'aql is 'wisdom'.  The philosophers of Islam followed Aristotle and his Greek commentators in their accounts of 'aql (Hussain 1993).  'Aql is that part of the soul by which it 'thinks' or 'knows' and as such is the antithesis of perception. Mostly, however, 'aql is not regarded as a part of the soul at all, but as an incorporeal and incorruptible substance differing in kind from the soul.  'Aql is broadly divided into the theoretical and the practical intellect; the former apprehends universals, while the latter deliberates about the future actions and, through desire, moves the body to the attainment of the good. (Encyclopedia of Islam).
Without ‘aql, it is impossible to understand the relationship of the Creator to the created, much less comprehend the meaning and significance of events that occur within one’s reality.  In fact, without ‘aql, one might as well be dead.  ‘Aql and correct knowledge must go hand in hand: "[O]ne who has no reason secures no success. He who has no (correct) knowledge has no (correct) reasoning.  A person devoid of reason cannot be conceived of except as a corpse" (Kulainy, H 9, 1:9). 

‘Aql exists at two levels. There is the level of reason and logic which is available as a tool for all insan, and there is the level of the universal intellect that few have reached.  “‘Aql is that which connects man to the truth; not the evolving truths of science, but the truth that flows from Allah” (Hussain 1993).  The Qur'an equates those who go astray with those who cannot (or will not) use their intellect - it uses the phrase 'wa la ya'qilun' (they do not use their intellect) or the phrase 'la yafaqahun' (they comprehend not).  Reason is an aspect or reflection of the universal intellect on the psyche of the individual. Reason on the level of individual consciousness is not, however, free of the passions or the ego. It can be an instrument or means to attaining the universal intellect or it can be a veil (when mixed with the passions) that hides one from the divine truths (Hussain, 1993).  This may be seen as a restriction placed on the ‘aql in relationship to insan: apparently, the ‘aql is not allowed simply to reveal, but must be actively used by the individual, with deliberation and intent, in order to comprehend Creation.
In Islam, all of Creation is a manifestation of Allah.  In order to apprehend and, further, comprehend this Creation as well what may be apprehended of its Creator, ‘aql must be brought to bear.  The Five Pillars of Islam require active application of ‘aql; without ‘aql, professions of faith, prayer, almsgiving, fasting and pilgrimage become rote activities.  Allah may have mandated these actions, but without ‘aql used to perceive a deeper significance and meaning, the Five Pillars can become little more than vehicles for bartering with Allah, perhaps so as to be spared eventual negative consequences.  ‘Aql renders the Five Pillars significant and meaningful as an expression of Muslim reality as opposed to merely performative exhibitions.

Virtual Reality Technology

Every human being is interested in two kinds of worlds: the Primary, everyday world which he knows through his senses, and a Secondary world or worlds which he not only can create in his imagination, but which he cannot stop himself creating.

--W.H. Auden

When I was ten, I read a book called My Robot Buddy by Alfred Slote. The gist of the futuristic story was that an only child asked his parents for a robot for his tenth birthday.  His parents agreed, and off they went to the robot store to select the lad’s new best friend.  The details of the story that I remember with great clarity over the span of thirty-three years are the hovercar his parents drove, the advanced navigation technology used by the car, and the phone call his parents made while driving in the hovercar.


We take phone calls in cars for granted now.  The technology that permits this miraculous communication is ubiquitous.  But when I was ten, it was 1975 and telephones were heavy, stationary items with a cumbersome, slow, rotating mechanism for the selection of numbers.  After reading My Robot Buddy, I was in flabbergasted awe.  A phone call from a car!  No cords, no wires, no bulky handset.  The fact that the boy and his parents were going to pick up a robot was of no particular remark; it was a science fiction story, and my mind filed “robot” under the “fiction” category.  But the phone call was a different matter; it was so novel a concept that I couldn’t simply relegate it to the “fiction” file.  Somehow, the notion was so far beyond my experiences of fiction and reality that it moved into the realm of questionably possible.  That phone call made me imagine.  It made me wonder if such a thing would be possible in my lifetime; and if that fantastic notion was possible, what else might be?

While it’s uncertain whether the ideas posited in science fiction writing are the seeds of ideas that bloom into technologies or if science fiction is a predictor of manifestations of technologies to come, it is indisputable that science fiction and fantastic advances in technology have reflected one to the other.  DVD players, iPods, compact discs, personal computers, the Internet: None of that existed in 1975.  If one desired to see a movie, one went to a theatre.  If one wanted music, one played a record.  If one desired information, one read a book or asked another human.  While science fiction was not nor currently is my favorite genre of pleasure reading, I remain astonished that many of the fictional concepts I have found in literature have come into being as everyday tools and toys.  I also read things about teleportation, space travel, supercomputers and a host of otherworldly phenomenon.  

In today’s world, many of these notions and objects emerge as “real” things one can have and use.  We might not have teleporters yet, but we do have a space station in orbit, and tourist excursions to the moon are in the works.  I might not have a jack hardwired into my biology that gives me direct access to a system that enables me to watch my thoughts become text on a page or a screen, or that immerses me in a digitally-enhanced world so fully stimulating that I can’t tell one reality from another, but I do have a word processing program on my computer
 and have had experiences in virtual worlds whose impact on my psyche and emotions went beyond the world in which they occurred.  Some of these outlandish items we have (cell phones, space stations, hovercars); others we don’t but soon will.  Among the advances in technological capacities surging ever onward into the remarkable and frequently absurd, we see Virtual Reality.  There are several different fictitious descriptions of how this technology might emerge (e.g., Snow Crash, Otherworld), and VR has been hypothesized in film (Tron, The Matrix, eXistenZ).  While technological specifics may vary by story, the concept of a human in some way interacting with technology which allows full sensorial immersion in an alternate state of awareness is universal.  My use of the term ‘virtual reality” is in line with Michael Heim’s in his book, Virtual Realism: “It assumes that a sense of immersion comes from devices that isolate the senses sufficiently to make a person feel transported to another place” (6). While not fully immersive for all the five physical senses, current VR technology qualifies as VR because it provides a convincing transport into a reality other than one’s standard version.  
The present state of VR technology involves the use of external perception-enhancing devices: goggles, fiber optic sensory gloves (or an entire suit), and an aural input source such as headphones or an isolation chamber.  One engages a VR platform causing the technology to respond, which in turn delivers sensory input back to the user, prompting the user to respond to the perceived environment.  With the right equipment, one can effectively experience the touch of a lover, or a punch in the gut.  Equipment notwithstanding, the individual’s response to these ‘virtual’ events is as real and authentic as a response to a real-world event, because “The feeling of body ownership is a fundamental aspect of self-consciousness” (Ehrsson, 2005).  It is the perception of self-possession in the participant that creates the degree of “reality” perceived in the experience.

 In his Otherworld series, author Tad Williams describes several different interface methods, depending on what one can afford.  Poorer virtualists use the basic gloves-and-goggles rig, much as described in another work of fiction from which we take the term Metaverse: Neal Stephenson’s Snow Crash.
  Next up on the cost scale would be a zero-gravity tank filled will suspension gel in which the user freefloats (and is catheterized for longer excursions into virtual realms).  For those with more discretionary income, a dataport installed directly into the user’s body (much like those depicted in the 2004 film The Matrix) would be the optimal form of interface.  Full neural stimulation, a straight tap into the neural net, activates all of the senses instead of being limited to vision, aurality, and possibly tactility.  With a direct line in, the full array of physical senses comes online in a virtual world, creating little neurally-discernable difference between the “real” world and the selected world of the user.  The better the gear one can afford, the more realistic the experience.  With direct neural input, the experience of a virtual world becomes as physiologically real as the reality to which one is accustomed when unplugged. 


We’re not there yet.  As nascent technology, we’re still in the “gloves ‘n goggles” phase of VR, with expensive, cumbersome equipment offering us just a tease as to what might be coming.  One of the more advanced forms of VR presently being developed is the CAVE.
  It is not available to the public but there is speculation that, within the next decade, it will be.  Even though it permits a more convincing experience of virtual spaces, allowing people across great geographical distances to “meet” in the same “room,” it still lacks the full sensorial immersion of directly neurostimulating VR.  Until we have things like installed dataports, we will be engaging in virtual worlds in less sensorially immersive ways; we can see screens, hear voices and interact through keyboards, mice and wands. Virtual worlds already exist; it is simply a matter of time before technology catches up to exploit the potential depths of experience that may be had within them. 


Virtual realities bring into question fundamental issues of the nature of reality itself, what constitutes “space,” and the veracity of experiences in relationship to the medium in which they occur.  In fact, some scientists hypothesize that the common reality that most of us identify as the sole or primary reality is a virtual reality. Over two thousand years ago, Pythagoras thought numbers were the non-material essence from which the physical world was created.  Buddhism says the world is an illusion, and Hinduism considers it God’s “play” or Lila, while Plato’s cave analogy suggested the world we see is like shadows on a cave wall, and reflects--rather than is--reality.  As my understanding of the quantum involvement in virtual reality theory and objective reality theory is incomplete at best, I turn to the work of a theoretical mathematician, Brian Whitworth, for aid.  Whitworth is one of the scientists positing that our reality might be a virtual reality.  The following quote may be long, but he addresses this complex and striking notion so well and with such clarity that I include him here:
A virtual reality is here considered to be a reality created by information processing, and so by definition it cannot exist independently in and of itself, as it depends upon processing to exist. If the processing stops then the virtual reality must also cease to exist. In contrast an objective reality simply is, and does not need anything else to sustain it. This suggests two hypotheses about our reality:

1. The objective reality (OR) hypothesis: That our physical reality is an objective reality that exists in and of itself, and being self-contained needs nothing outside of itself to explain it.

2. The virtual reality (VR) hypothesis: That our physical reality is a virtual reality that depends upon information processing to exist, which processing must occur outside of itself.

If the world exists as an objective reality it cannot be virtual, and if it exists as a virtual reality then it cannot be objective.  That the world is an objective reality and that it is a virtual one are mutually exclusive. Each hypothesis has implications, e.g. objective reality suggests the universe as a whole is permanent, as it has nowhere to come from or go to. 

The edifice of science itself is often assumed to rest upon this apparently self-evident statement, yet it is precisely this statement that VR theory contradicts. Indeed the prime axiom of virtual reality theory can be obtained by reversing Smolin’s axiom, namely: There is nothing in our universe that exists of or by itself. This axiom arises because a VR processor cannot itself logically exist within the virtual reality its processing creates. A processor cannot create itself because the virtual world creation could not start if a processor did not initially exist outside it. Hence any VR world, by definition, must have existence dimensions outside itself.  Yet what is the difference between an unknowable dimension that is “in the world” and one that is “outside the world”? Since both are untestable science favors neither view. To postulate the world is virtual does not contradict science, but rather engages its spirit of questioning. 

Science does not require an objective world, only information to test theories against, which a VR can easily provide. Not only can science accommodate the virtual world concept, a virtual world could also sustain science.  
Can a virtual reality be real?

Doesn’t common sense deny that the world which appears so real to us is a virtual reality?  Philosophers like Plato have long recognized that the reality of reality is not provable [20].  Bishop Berkeley’s solipsism argued that a tree falling in a wood will make no sound if no-one is there to hear it. Dr Johnson is said to have reacted to that idea the world is created by the mind by stubbing his toe on a stone and saying “I disprove it thus”. However VR theory does not claim that the world is unreal to its inhabitants, only that it is not objectively real.  To clarify the difference, suppose information processing in one world creates a second virtual world. To an observer in the first world, events within the virtual world are “unreal”, but to an observer within the virtual world, virtual events are as real as it gets.  Reality is relative to the observer, so by analogy, a table is “solid” because our hands are made of the same atoms as the table. To a neutrino, the table is just a ghostly insubstantiality through which it flies, as is the entire earth. Things constituted the same way are substantial to each other, so likewise what is “real” depends upon the world it is measured from. To say a world is a virtual doesn’t imply it is unreal to its inhabitants, only that its reality is “local” to that world, i.e. not an objective reality.  

The science-fiction movie The Matrix illustrated how a calculated reality could appear real to its inhabitants (as long as they remained within it). This was possible because people in the matrix only knew their world from the information they received, which is exactly how we know ours.  Yet this movie does not illustrate VR theory, as its matrix was created by machines in a physical world, and matrix inhabitants could escape to this “real” world, i.e. the physical world was still presumed to be the “end of the line” for “realness”. In contrast VR theory does not assume this. It merely argues that our reality is a local reality, i.e. dependent upon processing outside itself. Yet the Matrix movie did correctly show that a virtual world need not be obviously so: “But maybe we are all linked in to a giant computer simulation that sends a signal of pain when we send a motor signal to swing an imaginary foot at an imaginary stone. Maybe we are characters in a computer game played by aliens.” [Hawking 6, p131].”  (Whitworth 4-6)

Philosophy and religion have long discussed the nature of reality; philosophical systems and religions are often used to approach the nature of reality and human involvement with it.  Science joins the discussion, adding a new dimension of ‘aql.  Is seems that neither science nor religion can offer a comprehensive hypothesis that explains the difference between reality and virtual reality, if indeed there is one.  My intent in this paper is to examine the experience of religion within what is currently referred to as virtual reality, not to solve the quantum dilemmas that a consideration of the nature of reality presents.


Second Life
One cannot settle in the World without assuming the responsibility to create it.

--Mircea Eliade
Through VR, the Universe as it has been understood has expanded to become a Metaverse: A place where minds, souls, and technology collide in a liminal stage of communication and sociocultural development of ‘community.’  In the Metaverse, religion is as ubiquitous as it is in the Universe; its forms and texts are as divergent as its practitioners, with the flair of the ancient blended with things that no prophet could possibly have envisioned in their own time, except perhaps in the most mystical or metaphoric of terms.  Technology is moving us into the Metaverse; interfaces to the Metaverse are still in nascent stages, but it is highly probable that VR will eventually provide as immersive a set of physioneural stimuli as any “real” experience.  VR brings to the glowing light of out computer screens questions about the very nature of reality itself; a fundamental issue to religion, as part of the function of religion is to attempt to explain why we are here, how to cope with the universal eventuality of death and what we are to be/do in the meantime.

To understand the effects of VR on Islam, we must understand some basic things about the Metaverse.  In the Metaverse, there’s a “place” called Second Life [SL].  SL is an Internet-based virtual world launched in 2003, developed by Linden Research, Inc. (commonly referred to as Linden Lab [LL]).  A downloadable client program enables its users, called "residents," to interact with each other through motional, representational “avatars”
 [avs, avis], providing an advanced level of social networking combined with general aspects of a Metaverse. Residents can explore, meet other residents, socialize, participate in individual and group activities, create and trade items (virtual property) and services with one another.  The stated goal of Linden Lab is to create a Metaverse, a user-defined and created world in which people can interact, play, do business, and otherwise communicate.  SL’s virtual currency is the Linden Dollar [L$] and is exchangeable for real-world currencies in a resident-to-resident marketplace facilitated by LL.  L$ can be bought with “real” currency inworld or outworld, and can be exported from SL as “real” currency   A recent development has provided for currency exchanges other than USD to L$; other world currencies now have direct access to exchange for L$, instead of needing to convert local currency to USD and then to L$.   
Originally, an SL account cost a one-time fee of $9.95 (USD).  In 1996, LL changed their system, making basic accounts free.  This change in policy caused a boom in the resident population.  There is currently no fee for registering a basic account or participating in SL, but there are two levels of membership within the community.  A premiere membership ($80.00 USD/year) is required for the purchase of virtual land (non-premium members may use and rent land, just not own it) and for access to certain types of resident assistance.  The level of membership has no impact on standard forms of commerce, such as buying or selling virtual content, or establishment of or participation in user groups.  

While SL is sometimes referred to as a game, it does not fit the standard definition. It does not have points, scores, winners or losers, levels, an end-strategy, character ceilings or most of the other characteristics of games, though it does have embedded within its overarching framework the opportunity to participate in more game-like activities in dedicated, specific regions.  One may play a quiet game of chess in a park-like setting, or don the avi of a Transformer and blow things up (these types of exchanges are monitored by statistics meters worn by the individual in order to contextualize and evaluate activities and actions specific to the “game” in play).  In all, more than 20 million accounts have been registered, although many are inactive. Some residents have multiple accounts and there are no publicly-available reliable figures for actual, long-term consistent usage.  
One of my interviewees spoke of a time when he remembered being one of only 1,200 users (McAllister 2008).  When I began participating in SL in December 2007, the average number of users online was roughly 35,000.  I seldom see the numbers dip that low now; the average number of users online when I access the system, which is usually between 1700 and 2400 PST, are approximately 55,000 and up.  The number of users online increases on weekends and when one might expect people to have more recreational time on their hands; peak numbers on weekends regularly reach the high sixty-thousands to low seventy-thousands.  For some, SL has become either a primary or supplementary occupation/vocation with significant monetization as part of a business construct.  Individuals using SL as an employment platform generally spend as much time in-world as they might at any more conventional occupation.  Peak usage numbers generally do not apply to this business-oriented user base.  Residents settle into the world of Second Life as best suits them; in this world, they assume the responsibility of creating the world into which they settle, by an amazing variety of means and methods.  The effect of this deliberate and obvious co-creation has yet to be examined at any depth, but I invite the reader to consider the implications of paralleling the nature of our primary reality as co-created with the co-created paradigm mirrored in virtual worlds like SL.
Islam and Technology

Marshall McLuhan, in his 1964 Understanding Media said that "a light bulb creates an environment by its mere presence" (2).  That light creates an environment previously impossible; without a light source, there would be darkness, a different medium.  A light bulb itself has no particular content to speak of, but it does have social effect.  A medium affects the society in which it plays a role not only by the content delivered over the medium, but by the characteristics of the medium itself.  In the case of SL, the implications of this theory are staggering and address the fundamental nature of reality as we perceive it.  Jeffery Raff in his examination of the connection between Jungian archetypes and Sufi doctrine quotes Ibn al-‘Arabi:

Form is related to the spiritual being just as a light that shines from a lamp into

the corners of a room is related to the lamp...the form is not other than the spiritual being itself; on the contrary, it is identical with it, even if it is found in a thousand places, or in all places and is diverse in shape (64).

Malakut, the world of Souls and Light, is the world in which this imagining, this manifestation of the unconscious trying to become conscious, takes place; SL is an entrée into imaginal worlds as seen and experienced through the medium of technology.  

Mediums may change over time as technology advances, but the word of Allah is eternal and unchanging: 

10:64: For them (friends of Allah and those who believe) are Glad Tidings, in the life of the present and in the Hereafter: no change can there be in the Words of Allah.  This is indeed Supreme Felicity.  

6:115: The word of your Lord finds its fulfillment in truth and in justice: none can change His Words for He is the One Who hears and knows all. 

18: 27: And recite (and teach) what has been revealed to you of the Book of your Lord: none can change His Words, and none will you find as a refuge other than Him.  18:27

Not only is the word of Allah eternal and unchangeable; Allah says in sura 15, aya 9, “We have, without doubt, sent down the Message; and We will assuredly guard it (from corruption).  My woeful lack of Arabic notwithstanding, I cannot help but wonder if Allah meant that he would utterly prevent the Qur’an form being corrupted, or if Allah meant that it would be guarded only, and therefore susceptible to corruption by those who might get past the guard.  But Allah sees, hears and knows everything:

6:59: With Him are the keys to the Unseen, the treasures that none knows but He.  He knows whatever there is on the earth and in the sea.  Not a leaf falls but with His knowledge: there is not a grain in the darkness (or depths) of the earth, not anything fresh or dry (green or withered), but is (inscribed) in a Record clear (to those who can read).

There is no created thing that lies outside Allah’s scope.  Technology the way that we have it today, however, was not explicitly mentioned in the Qur’an, which can be safely interpreted as not an oversight in the Qur’an (since Allah has everything covered) but as a necessary omission due to the sociohistorical context at the time the Qur’an was revealed.  The Qurayish didn’t traffic in hard drives and motherboards.  Allah, we can only assume, knew that computers would be invented eventually, and so left bread crumbs in the Qur’an as to how emergent elements of culture and society might be dealt with beyond the seventh century CE.  I think it unrealistic in the extreme that an omniscient deity without peer, partner or parallel would intend that the peoples chosen to receive the Message would be living in the same fashion, always.  It is both arrogant and ignorant to assume that eternality is limited to the qualified, temporary state of the individual.  To say that Allah didn’t plan on or know anything about technology as we have it today is to controvert the central Islamic message of Allah’s omnipotence.  As Reza Aslan puts it in his book No God but God: “The notion that historical context should play no part in the interpretation of the Qur’an—that what applied to Muhammad’s community applies to all Muslims communities for all time—is simply an untenable position in every sense” (169).  Even if something was overlooked, it is made clear in the Qur’an that Allah is free to adapt to new situations: “None of Our revelations do We abrogate or cause to be forgotten, but We substitute something better or similar; don’t you know that Allah has power over all things?” (2:106)

There seem to be two basic, broad views of Islam and technology.  One view states that technology is neutral; application is what assigns value.  If used rightly, according to Qur’an, the Sunna and shari’a, then technology is good.  Otherwise, it’s bad. 

There has never been a scientific fact or a valid scientific theory that contradicted the teachings of Islam. Whatever science uncovers, it only increases our knowledge of Allah’s magnificent Creation. This is why Islam actively encourages scientific endeavor and why the Qur’ân commands us to study His signs in nature.  

Islam also allows us to enjoy the fruits of human ingenuity. We are commanded to strive to better the world. Islam welcomes technological advances. Technology can be employed for both good and evil. Technology itself is neutral. It is our responsibility to use what Allah has blessed us to know for the betterment of humanity. (ArRiyadh)

The other general view is that technology is just plain bad, especially in relationship to its environmental impact and the alterations in human mindstates that come with technological advances.  The farther one gets out of touch with the natural environment, the farther one gets from Allah.  The more one forgets how to truly imagine and create, the less one manifests one of the most significant aspects of insan that mirrors Allah: the capacity to create.  The more the environment is abused and exploited, the more Allah is offended at the treatment of Allah’s Creation.  Sayyed Hossein Nasr, Professor of Islamic Studies at George Washington University, posits:

It is not simply a question of good use and bad use of technology. There is something more involved. Technology itself brings with it a certain technological culture which is against the soul of the human being as an immortal being, and is against the fabric of all traditional societies which are based on the spiritual relationship between the human being and the objects he or she creates, that are based on an art that is creative and reflects God's creativity, as the Supreme Artisan.  

Modern technology is not simply the continuation of the Persian waterwheel or some medieval contraption. It changes the relationship between the human being and the means of creating things. Therefore, it takes away from the human being's creativity--it takes away the creativity and the spiritual content of work. The only creative part of modern technology is done by those engineers who design the machine. For someone who is designing an airplane or a ship or something like that, yes, there is still creativity in that work. But for those who make things, especially in mass production, objects that are made no longer involve creativity, which is why work in a modern factory and most other places has become so boring.  This attitude exists because work has come to be emptied of spiritual content, thanks to the machine. (Nasr 3)

The simple fact of the matter is that technology exists.  Humans have imagined impossible things, and brought those imaginings forward through time and space to manifest them.  The technology we have today was once only an imagining in a human mind, a thing separated completely from God and yet no more separate from God than a breath is from a Breather.  Ibn al-‘Arabi felt that the world of imagination needs to be described as “neither/nor” or “both/and.”  “It is neither luminous not dark, or both luminous and dark.  It is neither unseen nor visible or both unseen and visible” (Chittick 71).  This view places imagination in a critical role of creation, stationed firmly in the liminal until an expression of this immanent creative force finds a manifestation in form in the world of the ‘real.’  Consequently, the imagination is as close to the state of wahdat al-wujud
 as a human is ever going to get.  To dismiss it is to cripple the human spirit, the ruh
 of Allah in clay, and to place limits upon the creative capacity of Allah itself.

Ibn al-‘Arabi’s teachings on imagination may suggest that something was lost when the mainstream intellectual tradition in the West dismissed imagination as a faculty that can acquire real and significant knowledge.  An understanding of the cosmic and even metacosmic role of imagination can help students of religion focus on issues that are central to the great commentarial traditions but tend to be pushed aside in modern studies because of disinterest in imaginal worlds, Ibn al-‘Arabi goes so far as to claim that those who have not grasped the role of imagination have understood nothing at all.  “He who does not know the status of imagination has no knowledge whatsoever” (II312.2).  This may sound extreme, but not if one understands what he means by imagination.  In any case, he would certainly maintain that only by placing imagination near the center of our concerns will we be able to grasp the significance not only of religion, but also of human existence (Chittick 11).

Technology is one of the methods by which we are currently re-imagining our world.  To decline to examine the impact of technology (an imaginal tool), is to refuse to examine the imagination and results of imagination, something Ibn ‘Arabi would consider a terrible heresy and abrogation of the duties of a Muslim.  The primary consideration is not technology; its presence cannot rationally (‘aqlally?) be refuted.  The primary consideration is how Islam will use—or not use—technology in the re-imagining of Islam as it moves forward into the Age of Techne.

Islam in Second Life
As one might expect in a place as vast as the spaces between things, each person finding a way into this world brings with them more than the vestiges of their “real” life.  Avis engage with one another primarily through textual interfaces, though voice technology inworld is available in many regions.  One of the strongest indications that SL is far more than a game is the presence of religion inworld.  In a place where you can appear as anything you wish and do most anything you like (including the most prurient and lurid of activities), people are determined and persistent in their importation of religion and elements of religious culture.  The medium is also very much the message in this instance, for not only do people bring their religions into this medium with them, but they use the medium as a forum for discussion and expression of their religions.
Christianity has a very strong presence in SL.  There are Christian groups dedicated to learning how to use SL as a missionary field.
  The second strongest (perhaps equally strong—there is little data to research on this) religious presence is Islam.  Islam is not a “recruiting” religion, but several regular classes are offered on the Five Pillars and the Qur’an, and those are only the topics to which my research led me.  The Muslim Brotherhood, al-ikhwān al-muslimūn also maintains a “place” in SL, with information available on their beliefs as a fairly strict Sunni Muslim group whose credo is “Allah is our objective. The Prophet is our leader. Qur'an is our law. Jihad is our way. Dying in the way of Allah is our highest hope.”  Many of the great mosques throughout time have been re-created in this virtual world; architecture has been as faithfully reproduced as pixels and technology will allow; it is now commonly understood that, at least in Andalusian culture, the architecture was mathematically representative of the harmony of the world, as Allah created it.  The Muslim focus on beauty has definitely found its way into SL.  There is an abundance of Andalusian architecture in SL: The mosque at Chebi, a version of the Alhambra, and other sacred Muslim sites such as Mecca and the Kaba.  The avatars and buildings one finds in SL might be made of only pixels, some mass of electronic data stored somewhere in a rack of computers, but the attitudes, teachings, and visceral emotional responses to familiar, traditional iconography and teachings are incredibly real for those who participate.  
For religious adherents inworld, a church is a church, a mosque is a mosque, a synagogue is a synagogue and they are treated as such.  Representative structures and artifacts in world, especially those closely resembling well-known objects or figures from real life produce an effect similar to the actual places and objects in real life.  Unfortunately, these representations are often treated with the same disdain and violence by those outside the faith structures.  Muslim sites are especially vulnerable to “griefers,” resis who place replicating objects or other malcode on the property of others.  One cannot actually bomb or burn down a mosque, but databombs can be dropped, and bits of fire that replicate themselves until the simulator crashes can be—and sadly, are—employed.  I spoke with a member of the Chebi mosque group after a griefer attack, and he expressed a heavy heart.  It wasn’t that he had to rebuild the mosque; it remained intact.  What troubled him (other than the inconvenience of contacting and persuading LL to do a sim rollback to restore the sim to its pre-griefer condition) was that the malice expressed in real life towards Muslims and Islam had also found its way into this imaginal world.  He was saddened and appalled at the level of misunderstanding and hatred in both worlds.  (Pharaoh 2008)
Opportunities to learn about Islam are abundant.  I’ve been to mosques.  I’ve attended a class on Shahadah.  I’ve received free copies of the Qur’an in at least 3 languages.  I’ve spoken with Muslims from Palestine, Argentina, Italy, France and the U.S..  I’ve heard an American woman speak of her reversion to Islam as she performed it online, in SL, with witnesses, and now considers herself a Muslim.  I’ve removed my shoes, performed ablutions, donned hijab and ihram
, and prayed in a mosque awash with warm rays of sunlight.  I’ve seen the virtual Kabba, and flown over the virtual Hajj path.  And I’ve never even left my desk.

I find it fascinating that, in a religion where all of the art is directly connected to the primary text, that this new expression of Islam in the world is composed of articulate graphics and digital artistry with a strong focus on textual exchanges, weaving a new way of seeing an old tradition.  Millions now have access to information about Islam and a chance to explore and speak to and about Muslims and Islam in ways that simply don’t exist elsewhere. This is a brand new shi’r [of] aql’, a whole new way of knowing Islam or, at the very least, some of its tech-savvy adherents.
  SL is an imaginal world. In relationship to Islam, SL is a visual poetry that, with application of the ‘aql, can allow one contact with Allah’s Message for insan.  Shi’r, the word for poetry in Arabic means ‘paying attention;’ aql is a primary constituent of poetry and utterly essential to the imagining and creation of virtual worlds, where technology is most assuredly taking us.  VR is a new poetry of the intellect, a new shi’r of ‘aql, a new way of paying attention and understanding.
The Five Pillars

Parts of the imagining of Islam are the Five Pillars, the duties incumbent upon any Muslim: Shahadah (confession of faith), Salat (ritual prayer), Zakat (almsgiving), Sawm (fasting during the month of Ramadan) and Hajj (the pilgrimage of Muhammad).  These imaginal elements of orthopraxis become the framework for physical practices that embed in everyday life the ways of remembering who one is in relationship to Allah.  They are vehicles through which one affirms one’s faith and acquires greater knowledge of Allah.  They are also diversified, to affect a spectrum of human experience; each act of worship causes the removal of one abominable act of immorality. For example, offering charity and paying other financial obligations causes one to stop leaning towards coveting or hoarding worldly goods. Fasting highlights the difference between physical desires and appropriate desires. Performing the prayers prompts one to enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong; repetition of prayers is a powerful tool for rehabituating the mind to a particular set.  While this section examines the nature of Islamic rituals performed in a virtual environment, the reader will note that far more questions than answers arise from this examination.
If the hadith which says Allah has commanded that knowledge be sought wherever it may be found, “even in China,” is true, and one can have no knowledge at all without imagination, then to dismiss imagination is a violation of Allah’s will, as imagination is one of the most significant platforms for acquiring knowledge and ‘aql, Allah’s first creation, is required for it to work.  In any case, it will be Allah who decides which batch of humans was right about technology: “Say: “O Allah!  Creator of the heavens and the earth!  Knower of all that is hidden and open!  It is You that will judge between Your servants in those matters about which they Have differed”” (39:46).  Allah imagined itself as knowable, and the hidden treasure manifested.  
Humans have imagined ways in which to interact with Allah.  Imagination is breath, and Allah the Breather.  Just as insan is something Allah imagined, so do we reflect divine nature into the universe by performing the same act of imagining.  The manifestations of imagining are the very things that enable greater imaginings, and what may well lead us closer to divine nature itself:

While recognizing the computer as a component in our knowledge process, we can attend to what happens to us as we collaborate with technology.  Because human history is a path of self-awareness, as we deepen our understanding of computer interaction, we will also increase our self-understanding. (Heim 70)
As an imaginal world, SL offers the opportunity to imagine anything.  A Muslim in SL will imagine Islam in a new way; the medium itself becomes the message.  Islam can, and will, emerge forward in time and space in new ways as methods for that expression continue to evolve and present themselves.  The Five Pillars of Islam are the threads from which the imaginal world of Islam, in which all Muslims dwell, is woven.  The Five Pillars allow for the Message to be perpetuated in daily activities, they are zikr.
  It is through the Five Pillars that the unchanging word of Allah moves as breath through the body of Islam in subsequent generations.  In Shahadah, Salat, Sawm, Zakat and Hajj are embedded the deeper meanings of Allah’s Word.  The Five Pillars may appear to be simple, mundane activities.  In some ways, they are.  One professes faith.  One prays.  One fasts at prescribed times.  One gives to one’s community with generosity and compassion.  One makes the same journey Muhammad made.  But these apparently simple acts are richly woven from threads of deeper meaning, and further help to weave the tapestry of Islam itself.  Again, we see an instance of the medium (the Five Pillars) existing as the message and the Message; ‘aql facilitates this level of apprehension, moving the activities from the real world into the virtual world of Allah’s Creation.
How, then do the pillars align themselves with a virtual world like SL?  Is it real because of the authentic emotional and imaginal states it evokes, or is it unreal because one can imagine one’s self in any way one likes, then turn off the computer and return to “reality?”  If the Pillars are remembrance, what is remembered in an imaginal world?
Shahadah

The First Pillar, Shahadah, seems obvious.  One must declare one’s faith in order to be one of the Faithful.  Sincere recitation of this confession of faith before of two Muslims is the sole requirement for those who wish to join the Muslim community.  As one of the Pillars, the shahadah must be recited correctly with full understanding and internal assent at least once in every Muslim's lifetime.  But it is more than simply a declaration of faith.  To admit, before at least two witnesses, that there is no God but God and that Muhammad is his Prophet is to admit that there is a God, and only just the one.  It is to admit the validity of prophecy at all, and that Muhammad was the primary Prophet of Islam, and the last one.  Shahadah sets the mind in relationship to the admission of a natural order, a Divine context for all things; one then becomes a participant in these things, a member of the world.  One admits one’s self to Creation, aligns one’s self to God (the only one), a Prophet (the last one), and everyone else who professes the same belief.  Shahadah is a step larger than it at first appears, with many subtle implications.  
For some SL residents, performing this Pillar is just as legitimate in text as it would be in spoken word.  While their exhibition of Shahadah might be virtual, in the case of the revert to Islam with whom I spoke, she did not stop being a Muslim when she turned off her computer (Barr 2.11.08).  An act performed in the virtual world clearly did not remain in the virtual world in which it was performed.  I have been assured that this revert remembers her confession of faith regardless of which world she’s in.  
It seems that Shahadah in SL meets the conditions for being both necessary and sufficient to the confession of faith.  The revert may type or speak the words; as long as there are witnesses to see and/or hear the words, the ritual is complete.

salat

The demands of salat call for prayer at five specified times of day (dawn, noon, mid-afternoon, sunset and nightfall) while facing a particular direction (towards Mecca) and perform a set of ritual, physical movements in conjunction with sacred recitation.
  It can be difficult for the Western mind to imagine such “disruptions” of one’s daily activities in order to pray.  But that’s part of the point.  One can only rest comfortably on this pillar if one’s primary focus is towards Allah; if one’s attention lies elsewhere, then the five appointed times of praising Allah become an annoying encumbrance.  It is the physical acts of stopping what one might be doing at the appointed times, turning one’s body in a particular direction, performing physical movements and speaking sacred words that transform the merely physical into something meaningful.  “Ritual turns a meaningful experience into a visceral experience” (Newburg 47).  In SL, if one is in the appropriate location at the right time, the sounds of the adhan can be heard, calling the faithful to prayer.  There are places Muslims can go to pray; the avi goes to the appropriate location, uses an animation, and the avatar is at prayer.  The intent to pray, and to a certain degree, the mindfulness of time of day and perhaps the direction one’s computer faces are present in salat in SL.  If one were to cease mundane function at the prescribed times, seat one’s self before the computer, go to  a mosque inworld and allow one’s avi to perform the movements while one’s “real” person recites the prayers, is one at prayer?  Does it have the same weight, even though physical acts and the body memory they create are absent?  If the point of prayer is to align one’s self to the remembrance of Allah, can a digital remembering be sufficient if the intent is correct?
Zakat

Zakat is somewhat easier to consider in a virtual world than the more esoteric Pillars because it involves a tangible: money.  If the Ummah, the whole of Islam, is meant to care for and support its less fortunate members, then those who have more are required to give to those who have less.  An important precept on which Zakat is based is that all things belong to God, and that wealth is therefore held by human beings in trust.  The word Zakat means both 'purification' and 'growth'.  Worldly possessions are purified by setting aside a portion for those in need.  Zakat benefits not only the recipient, but the giver as well; generosity and compassion towards others keeps one mindful of Allah’s compassion and generosity towards insan. 
Zakat is the amount of money that every mentally stable, free, and financially able adult Muslim must pay to support specific categories of people as defined in the Qur’an: "Alms are for the poor and the needy, and those employed to administer the (funds); for those whose hearts have been (recently) reconciled (to Truth); for those in bondage and in debt; in the cause of Allah; and for the wayfarer: (thus it is) ordained by Allah, and Allah is full of knowledge and wisdom” (9:60).

All things belong to Allah.  Insan is custodial, not possessory.  In addition to this belief, the eschatological notion of the Day of Reckoning must be considered.  On the Day of reckoning, each person will stand naked before Allah and be judged according to how well they husbanded the resources given them by Allah.  The Qur’an clearly states that, should one fail to observe the pillar of zakat, the consequences are dire: 

O you who believe!  There are indeed many among the priests and anchorite, who in falsehood devour the substance of men and hinder (them) from the way of Allah.  And her are those who bury gold and silver and do not spend it in the Way of Allah: announce to them a most grievous penalty—
On the Day when heat will be produced out of that (wealth) in the fire of Hell, and with it will be branded their foreheads, their flanks and their backs.  “This is the (treasure) which you buried for yourselves: you then taste the (treasures) you buried!” (9:34-35)


The amount of zakat due is calculated based on a percentage (approximately 2.5%) of one’s total income over the span of a lunar year.  If one never reaches the minim calculable amount, then one need not pay zakat.  A pious person may also give as much as he or she pleases as sadaqa (voluntary charity).  In such cases where one does not meet the minimum amount of resources that qualify for the zakat, one is not exempt from the system of zakat itself.  An hadith states that the Prophet was asked: 
'What if a person has nothing?' The Prophet replied: 'He should work with his own hands for his benefit and then give something out of such earnings in charity.' The Companions asked: 'What if he is not able to work?' The Prophet said: 'He should help poor and needy persons.' The Companions further asked 'What if he cannot do even that?' The Prophet said 'He should urge others to do good.' The Companions said 'What if he lacks that also?' The Prophet said 'He should check himself from doing evil. That is also charity.'

From the 2.5% calculation of capital to the charity of simply refraining from doing evil, all forms of zakat can be practiced in SL.  There are many charitable organizations with presences in SL that receive donations, and bountiful opportunities for one to choose to refrain from doing evil, i.e., choosing not to speak ill of a fellow being.  Donations in L$ can be made inworld; those funds can then be withdrawn as currency to be used outworld.  A questionable element making donations in SL is that all donations go to a particular avi; it may prove challenging to trace the funds donated inworld to the stated, intended recipient or organization.  One practicing zakat in SL might also wish to consider if the donation was to be used in support of charities outworld, or if the funds were to be used to perpetuate a Muslim presence inworld.  The line between the worlds becomes blurry, here.  
Sawm

Sawm means abstinence from food, drink and sex from sunrise to sunset.  During Ramadan and at other times in the Islamic year, Muslims perform sawm.  The purpose of this abstinence is to remind the practitioner that all sustaining things come from Allah, to encourage gratitude and appreciation for all the blessings one has and to bring to fore the suffering of others, which it is incumbent upon all Muslims to ameliorate whenever and how ever possible.  Fasting is also given to insan by Allah, “that they may learn self-restraint” (Qur’an, 2:187).  It is s decidedly physical practice with metaphysical implications.  Without the direct, physical experience of fasting, deprivation and self-restraint, the profound depth of metaphysical contemplation enabled by the physical experience dwindles considerably, if not disappearing altogether.

Ritual fasting is perhaps the easiest Pillar to examine in the light of a glowing computer screen.  In SL, one’s avi does not depend on ingestion of any substance, real or digital, in order to continue to be.  An avi does not get hungry; it cannot feel the pangs of hunger or starve.  Technically, one could design or have designed some sort of metering system to be used inworld that might monitor the avi’s need for food or drink, but this would be merely a pretense, with no physical effect.  Only the person behind the screen can get hungry and use that experience of hunger to actualize the precepts of Islam embedded in sawm.
It might be argued that one could abstain from other things in one’s life that one enjoys as a part of sawm, but the Qur’an specifically cites food, drink, and sex.  Giving up one’s time on SL, for instance, might be considered by the individual to be a deprivation, but it almost certainly would not qualify as practice of this particular Pillar.

Hajj
Hajj is journey, affirmation, declaration, and the expression of the imagination of all of Islam.  It is not simply a physical journey; it is representative of the individual’s journey into inner realms of faith and devotion.  It is the voyage from what was to what will become.  During the “real” hajj, physical discomforts and psychological challenges are implicit: there is desert heat, the crowding press of millions of bodies, limited sanitation facilities and a diversity in hajj participants to be considered, which create dimensions of experience that simply cannot be duplicated in a virtual reality with the present state of VR technology.

That is not to imply that a virtual hajj has no value.  The residents that construct the site inworld do so as an act of good faith communication, making available the representation of a significant facet of Muslim practice to those who would have contact with it in no other way.  For those who encounter the virtual hajj, there is the prospect of being educated about a significant facet of Islamic practice.  Too many of the essential elements of hajj are missing form its experience in SL for it even come close to resembling its form or function in the real world.

As part of a project, I projected the virtual hajj in a classroom, and used the handy navigational tools and information-dispensing kiosks in SL to walk the hajj.  I was fortunate to have a Muslim to comment on the elements of hajj with which I was less than conversant, and to discuss the elements of virtual hajj in relationship to the actual practice of Islam.  One of the glaring differences about performing hajj in SL as opposed to real life is that I was alone, and could perform hajj at will.  While the hajj layout in SL provides an excellent, condensed map of the route rendered in 3D graphics, it is not nor can ever be equivalent to the journey to Mecca, or the actual experience of hajj once there.


While walking the hajj, I encountered an avi who attempted to engage me in conversation.  I politely replied that I was performing hajj, and would prefer to remain unmolested.  This was met with absolute aplomb.  After circling the Kaba 3 times, a few more avis had appeared and were in conversation with the one who had spoken to me.  The first element of the conversation I “heard” when close enough to “listen” was an avi claiming, “I hate American kafirs [sic].”
  Given that one of the edicts of hajj states that no one should say harsh things, or be in any way anything other than loving and tolerant of others, even to the point of being kind to those who are cruel, this was offensive and hurtful—most especially so to my Muslim guide.  The fact that the event took place in a virtual world did not seem to lessen the impact of the statement made.  It may have been a hajj site, but it was certainly not being treated according to hajj protocols by other self-identified Muslims.  There was apparently some confusion in my mind between the hajj grounds and their sacredness; if it’s only virtual, why be offended at someone failing to observe proper hajj protocol?  

The hajj in SL is an excellent tool for education and development of some cultural literacy, but it is not nor can ever be s substitute for the actual experience.
Conclusion

Does the practice of the Five Pillars in Second Life have meaning and relevance to Muslims who practice their faith inworld?  Yes.  Is it sufficient to practice the Pillars only within the confines of a virtual world?  No.  

Rooted in textuality, ritual action in cyberspace is constantly faced with the evidence of its own quality as constructed, as arbitrary, and as artificial, a game played with no material stakes or consequences; but the efficacy of ritual is affirmed, time and time again, even in the face of a full, self-conscious awareness of its artificiality.  All ritual, whatever the idiom, is addresses to human participants and uses a technique which attempts to restructure and integrate the minds and emotions of the actors.  If this is the true aim of all ritual, online as it is offline, then I believe we can say these cyber rituals do have efficacy, that they do perform a function of restructuring and reintegrating the minds and emotions of their participants. (O’Leary, 804)

Insan exists in the full dimensional range of Allah’s Creation; one’s practice cannot be relegated to one particular arena of experience.  Can a Muslim enter a virtual reality, declaring it to be unreal, and thereby be exonerated of the requirements of the faith?  Maybe.  But that depends on whether or not one makes the separation of virtuality between one world and another, and the depth of one’s belief.  If, however, one approaches the faith as a totality, believing that all worlds belong to Allah, even if technology is involved, then one is obliged to sustain a practice in virtual worlds equivalent to one’s practice in the “real” world.  As with all encounters of each facet of Allah’s Creation, it is incumbent upon the individual to bring ‘aql to the encounter, using it to determine the appropriateness and validity of the experience within the context of the faith.
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Appendix 1: A note about the cover graphic
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As with many visual things, this graphic has a simplicity that belies its process of creation.  In SL, everything is user created, and everything that’s created begins as a simple object that looks like a plywood block called a “primitive” [prim].  It’s .5x.5x.5 m, and is just a cube when created.  Everything you see in this graphic, from the sand to the letter to the plants is made from prims.  The pillars themselves are a particular type of prim, called a sculpty.  Using outside graphics programs, a “uv map” is created, which tells the prim what shape to take.  The uv map is then imported to SL and overlaid on a simple prim, creating a more complex shape.  Each surface you see—all surfaces in 3 dimensions—has to be textured.  Textures can be bought or created.  Some of the textures you see in this graphic were purchased; others, I created myself using Photoshop and other graphics manipulations programs.  Once applied to a prim, the texture must be adjusted; the more finesse applied in application, the more realistic the look of the object.  Each letter in “Islam” is made from prim; the “A” has 4 prim in it alone.  The “S” is a sculpty.  

After creation, each object must be hand positioned.  Once positioned—no mean feat in and of itself--I took 5 photographs of this creation at different times of day; the interface itself can be set to sunrise, midday, sunset and midnight, each setting having its own qualities of light.  Light has a profound effect on the appearance of the items, and many other small adjustments were made to get the effect just so.  The photograph is exported from SL to my desktop, where it goes into a graphics program for adjustments.  The photograph is then ready to be used.

This simple visual representation of Islam (with the “SL” featured prominently, as a visual statement relevant to the paper) took me about three hours to do, from start to finish.  That does not include conceptualization, texture creation or sculpting.  I used some items I already had.  In SL I qualify as a skilled, competent builder; this kind of work is not on the leading edge of the learning curve.  I aspire to mastery. 


The point is this: for everything we think we see, there is an invisible abundance of creativity behind it.  In a virtual world, where visual stimulus is a primary point of contact with the medium, the simplest things are often the most difficult to construct.  Just as the Five Pillars themselves seem simple on the surface yet contain layered worlds and worlds of meaning beneath the surface, so can new forms of interface allow us to access the divine nature of wahdat al-wujud in what we create or, as Myron E. Krueger puts it, “We recognize we are on a journey and while we may question whether the next destination is better than the place we left, we realize that the journey is ours, for we must see what it is—that what we have made, makes us” (Heim 1993, foreword). 
� I advise the reader that an impediment to research were the outdated books and articles available.  The technology involved as well as the activities performed within the environments created with the technology move at a pace that far outstrips the speed at which research is conducted and published.  Many of the technologically relevant citations deal with research done in text-only environments, such as chatrooms on Compuserve.  Academic, scholarly work within multiuser 3D graphic interfaces is just beginning; it is the author’s hope that work like hers may somehow contribute to the body of thought on religion and virtual reality.  Upon completion, commentary and revision of this work the author intends to submit it to relevant venues for publication; it will also be made available inworld.





� Another hadith so ubiquitous and accepted that citation/attribution for it was not found.


� Arabic; transliterated: “humankind;” may also be translated as “time.”  I found this term vastly preferable to “man,” “mankind” or “humans” and so have used it throughout.


� The home computer, let alone a portable device like a laptop, wereas once only the stuff of science fiction as well.


� “Metaverse,” a fusion of ‘meta’- and ‘universe,’ refers to Neal Stephenson’s 1992 novel Snow Crash which describes a virtual reality based on the “real” world.  Humans, as � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Avatar_%28computing%29" \o "Avatar (computing)" �avatars�, interact with each other and � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Software_agent" \o "Software agent" �software agents�, in a � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/3D_computer_graphics" \o "3D computer graphics" �three-dimensional� space unimpeded by certain physical conditions of reality.  Its accessibility and appeal are so universal that participants are no longer divided along traditional lines of geography, identity or assorted affiliations.  It is one amalgam of Universes, a space of creative transcendence.





� "CAVE," the name selected for the virtual reality theater, is both a recursive acronym (Cave Automatic Virtual Environment) and a reference to "The Simile of the Cave" found in Plato's Republic, in which the philosopher explores the ideas of perception, reality, and illusion. Plato used the analogy of a person facing the back of a cave alive with shadows that are his/her only basis for ideas of what real objects are.  Specifically, the CAVE is a theater 10x10x9 feet, made up of two rear-projection screens for walls and a down-projection screen for the floor. Projectors throw full-color workstation fields (1024x768 stereo) on to the screens, giving approximately 2,000 linear pixel resolution to the surrounding composite image. Computer-controlled audio provides a sonification capability to multiple speakers. A user's head and hand are tracked with Ascension tethered electromagnetic sensors. Stereographics' LCD stereo shutter glasses are used to separate the alternate fields going to the eyes. A Silicon Graphics Onyx with three Reality Engines is used to create the imagery that is projected onto the walls and floor. The CAVE's theater area sits in a 30x20x13-foot light-tight room; the projectors' optics are folded by mirrors.  Unlike users of the video-arcade type of VR system, CAVE dwellers do not wear helmets to experience VR. Instead, they put on lightweight stereo glasses and walk around inside the CAVE as they interact with virtual objects.  Multiple viewers often share virtual experiences and easily carry on discussions inside the CAVE, enabling researchers to exchange discoveries and ideas. One user is the active viewer, controlling the stereo projection reference point, while the rest of the users are passive viewers. From the University of Chicago at Illinois website: http://www.evl.uic.edu/pape/CAVE/oldCAVE/CAVE.overview.html


� In � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hindu" \o "Hindu" �Hindu� philosophy, an avatar (also spelled as avatara) (� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanskrit_language" \o "Sanskrit language" �Sanskrit�: अवतार, avatāra), most commonly refers to the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Incarnation" \o "Incarnation" �incarnation� (bodily manifestation) of a divine being (� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deva_%28Hinduism%29" \o "Deva (Hinduism)" �deva�), or the Supreme Being (� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bhagavan" \o "Bhagavan" �God�) onto planet � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earth" \o "Earth" �Earth�. The � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanskrit" \o "Sanskrit" �Sanskrit� word avatāra- literally means "descent" (avatarati) and usually implies a deliberate descent into lower realms of existence for special purposes.  From Wikipedia, but accurate.


� “Unity of being.”  A distinctly monist conceptuality often attributed to Ibn al-’Arabi, though he never said this outright, nor labeled it thus.


� “Breath.”


� For an example, see � HYPERLINK "http://ied.gospelcom.net/secondlife-evangelism.php" ��http://ied.gospelcom.net/secondlife-evangelism.php� 


In an article in Rome-based � HYPERLINK "javascript:siteSearch('Jesuit');" �Jesuit� journal La Civilta Cattolica, academic Antonio Spadaro urged fellow Catholics not to be scared of entering the virtual world which may be fertile ground for new converts wishing to better themselves. "It's not possible to close our eyes to this phenomenon or rush to judge it," Spadaro said. "Instead it needs to be understood ... the best way to understand it is to enter it."





� Traditional garb worn for the Hajj, symbolizing purity, redemption and the equality of all pilgrims in the sight of Allah.


� The representative sampling of Muslims and Islam in SL has its inherent limitations.  The only Muslims I can speak with in SL are those who have computers, some degree of technological facility, internet connections, and at least some English language skill (there are in-world translation devices, but they’re fairly useless).  This paper does not claim that Islam in SL is in any way more than one facet, one specific contextuality, of Islam.





� I must preface this section with an exclusion.  A consistent element of my research inworld indicated that SL provided a viable, meaningful way of engaging with one’s religious traditions in cases of disability that prohibited travel, and in cases where the interviewee lived at a prohibitive distance from real world sites for religious congregation and practice.  I exclude these cases from this section; my focus is primarily on those who use SL as faith augmentation by choice, not by resort.


� “The word "remember" is too pale a word for zikr, which has now acquired a large number of associations in our religious literature, especially Sufi literature. In its verbal signification it implies: to remember, to praise by frequently mentioning; to rehearse; to celebrate or commemorate; to make much of; to cherish the memory of as a precious possession. In Sufi devotions zikr represents both a solemn ritual and a spiritual state of mind or heart, in which the devotee seeks to realize the presence of God. Thus there is zikr of the mind and zikr of the heart. For beginners the one may lead to the other, but in many cases the two may be simultaneous. There is a subtler distinction, between the zikr that is open, and the zikr that is secret, corresponding to the two doors of the heart, the fleshly and the spiritual.  From http://muslim-canada.org/sufi/zikr.htm


� For a clear and excellent explication of particulars, please visit: http://muslim-canada.org/salaat.html


� Infidel.  Kafir is singular; the addition of the “s” is an English convention applied to the Arabic transliteration of the term.





