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Talking to Teens about Drugs and
Alcohol: A Qur’anic Approach (1)

Drug and alcohol use in adolescence
is often a popular topic in media sto-
ries and pop culture but, due to the
stigma associated with substance use
amongst Muslims, does not get the
same attention in the Muslim commu-
nity. Furthermore, this topic remains
understudied due to under-report-
ing, as well as a perceived immunity
from this issue due to the Islamic pro-
hibition of alcohol and drug use, but
can be a source of religious doubts,
especially in youth. This paper hopes
to outline the importance of this
topic in terms of the impacts of such
use, provide a primer to parents (and
others) on using a gradual approach
when discussing this topic with teens,
and equipping teens with the ability
to make the correct decisions.

Adolescence is a critical develop-
mental stage during which the body
undergoes various physiological and
behavioral changes. The brain is es-

pecially going through a period of re-
modeling, which contributes to some
of the behavioral changes observed
in teens such as increased impulsiv-
ity, risk-taking, as well as greater af-
filiation with peers, which is further
accentuated by the societal norms
associated with adolescence around
independence from parents and
identity development.1 All these fac-
tors combine to make substance use
common in this population: adoles-
cents are more likely to experiment
with, and are especially vulnerable
to, the effects of these drugs.2 In ad-
dition, adolescents are also known to
use substances in order to cope with
stress and bullying.3 The prevalence
of alcohol and drug use among ado-
lescents remains problematically high

worldwide.4 Furthermore, there
have been recent increases in certain
patterns of substance use such as
vaping (use of hand-held e-cigarette
devices) of nicotine and cannabis, as
well as an opioid epidemic.5 This has
also come in conjunction with chang-
ing landscapes around the legal sta-
tus of drugs such as cannabis, with
multiple western countries legalizing
cannabis either for medicinal or rec-
reational purposes.6

According to the latest “Monitoring
the Future” survey, substance use in
the American population remains
high, with more than 20% of grade 12
students reporting past 30-day use
of alcohol, cannabis, nicotine vaping,
and/or illicit drug use.7 Similar trends
are also observed in Europe, with
nearly 80% reporting having used
alcohol in their lifetime; while there
have been year-to-year reductions in
overall use, worrisome trends relat-

ed to risky cannabis use and vaping
present concern as well.8 While the
prevalence of substance use in Mus-
lim youth in North America has not
been studied extensively, we have
some studies that provide us an indi-
cation of these rates being similar to
the national average.9 For example,
in a 2001 study based on the 2001
Harvard School of Public Health Col-
lege Alcohol Study database, 47% of
American Muslim college students re-
ported alcohol use in the past year.10
In Europe, where the issue has been
studied in greater detail, the rates of
use amongst Muslim adolescents are
higher or lower depending on the
drug: lower for alcohol, similar for
cannabis, and higher for tobacco and
sedative hypnotics.11 Others have

reported an increase in normalization
of cannabis use amongst Pakistani
and Bangladeshi youth in the UK.12
Lastly, even though the data is scarce
for substance use rates in the Arab
world, The Arab Youth Survey recent-
ly reported that 57% of the youth
surveyed thought that substance
use amongst young Arabs was on
the rise.13 These changing attitudes,
combined with the recent trends in
substance use and legalization make
this an important topic warranting
further discussion and concern for
our community.

Benefits of prevention

There is immense wisdom in every-
thing that Allah commands, as the
shariah seeks to maximize benefit
to humanity and minimize potential
harm. Fitting with this theme, the
prevention of substance use during
adolescence is beneficial in many
ways. Firstly, 90%
of addictions to
substances result
from drug use be-
fore the age of 21,
with earlier age
of initiation being
associated with a
greater likelihood
of developing a
substance use
disorder later in
life.14 We should
also remember
that  prevention
could also mitigate
some of the other
more  immediate
risks associated with adolescent sub-
stance use: violence, risky driving (in-
cluding speeding and driving under
the influence), risky sexual behav-
iors, unintended pregnancies, infec-
tions, and mental health risks such
as substance-induced psychosis.15
Importantly, the Islamic legal maxim
of “No Harm Shall Be Inflicted nor
Reciprocated” promotes the preven-
tion of harm in all its forms, including
the short-and long-term harms of
substance use during adolescence.
Lastly, empirical research on the topic
has suggested that adolescence is an
opportune time for prevention-based
interventions, and multiple avenues
have been found to be efficacious in
this regard.
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The audacity of faith

The Prayer Has Never Been this Hard

Libraries are like studios. No sound goes unheard. No noise
passes without someone looking up or, in this case, a librarian
hissing and excitedly shushing the disturber of the peace, si-
lencing the noise polluter.

Nervously flitting and creeping about the bookshelves, | was en-
deavoring to be as quiet as such can be.

Every footfall, every little brave breath was carefully measured
to an exact decibel level, no more, no less.

The only dynamics that | failed to control were the thumping
of my heart and a much more subtle tone that somehow made
it past all my enacted sound barriers, my mental matrix-built
firewall, my muffled mind. It was similar to a flute in that it was
both soft and gentle. Yet at the same time, it was piercing and
bold, a constant anthem striking out through my internal envi-
ronment. It was my soul, my little life-giving charge.

It was calling to me, chanting a sweet Athaan that only | could
hear in this muted world of books. And oh how | loved it, yet
dreaded it!

| had to find a place to make prayer, somewhere in this college
library, in my first term ever of a higher education. But | was so
afraid to do so, so shy to bow my face in the presence of others,
so worried about the impression of expression. What if some
malicious person attacked me? What if | was held in contempt
because | was “fanatical,” a loon? Newspaper headings flashed
through my mind’s eye: Terrorist Plot in University Campus Ex-
posed! Homicidal Ritual Offered in Campus Library! Al Qaeda’s
Hand Reaches the Countryside! And Librarian Tasers Student
Fanatic.

Passing the atomic clock on the wall no less than 10 times, the
minute hand began to drive into my mind, each tick sounding
like a deafening beat on a kettledrum. The situation was getting
desperate. | could not miss my Prayer. But what about the peo-
ple? What about all the possible pain, the potential outcomes,
internal and external?

| felt as though | had to breathe. | had to go make Prayer. It was a
bodily function. I silently battled on, pretending to read random
books on politics. If the librarians could hear my insides now,
what with all the furious debating and intense fracas going on,
they would probably eat me alive. How bad it was, this predic-
ament of mine.

Dragging myself just in time, | found a relatively secluded, un-
disturbed spot and began to perform my Prayer. Every notice-
able motion was a huge movement, a draining operation for
me. | felt as though my waist, that corporal hinge that enables
us to bend and bow down, was rusty. | really needed some spir-
itual WD-40.

This was a ground-shaking test, at least to me. I've been reflect-
ing on it all week. It took all my will to simply make Prayer, to
express my piety, my gratitude to God the Magnificent Being be-

hind my organic architecture, my magical physique, my creative
expression, my artistic passion—my nafs, that invisible soul that
makes me who | am. And now, fire-tested and gauged, | realize
that my soul, the gift from its Crafter, has not been thanked for
properly, in the right fashion in the wrong situation.

| look at the creation around me—the horses and the birds, the
trees and the falling snow, the little springs and hills —and know
that | have seen authentic, whole worship. Flapping, loping,
growing, falling, bubbling up, all these creatures worship their
Creator in their own unique, prescribed ways. The bird flies and
fulfills its Prayer, its bodily functions. Our equine companions
thunder about the plains around the world.

They fulfill their purpose, express their worship, and provide
momentum not only to their graceful forms, but also to their
tender souls. The trees reach into the heavens. The rills gurgle
from the earth. Everything worships Allah Almighty.

One creature among all creations that live in the world, we are
in no way exempt from fulfilling our functions to completion.
Being creatures composed of minds, souls, and bodies, we must
satisfy all these individual aspects to remain healthy, to possess
that spunk, that bounce that keeps us in full blossom, at full tilt,
if you’ll pardon the idiom.

We eat, drink, exercise, make love, and many more things to
meet our bodily needs. In order to quaff our intellect, we go
to school, read instruction manuals, take on mathematical con-
cepts, and memorize.

But what do we do for our spirit, our internal core that inspires
all the other parts of our body? We make Prayer. A simplistic
answer? | think not.

Worship opens our entire being to a refreshing breeze from the
outside, cools our hot interiors, and inspires the mind, the body,
and the soul. Would you live in a house of stifled air? Would you
swim in a stagnate marsh, no spring or current to wash it clear?
Would you have your wings clipped?

The Prayer to us has become an outstanding act, a massive
struggle, five battles a day. Floating about the stratosphere of
modern secular life in our hot air balloons, it is tempting to just
throw those canvas sacks of Prayer, those weighty responsibili-
ties, overboard.

For in the eyes of my rising generation, the Prayer has been de-
moted to spiritual baggage, to an audacious act of faith. But
without it, how can we be healthy?

Now, if we have to fight ourselves on something as basic as the
Prayer, with what might must we strive simply to survive? Wor-
ship should be a thing to be proud of not to boast, but to be
full with.

The Prayer that we know—this Prayer of Islam—is the ultimate
paradox, the real irony, for it brings us literally down to earth
and makes us humble. Yet at the same time it elevates us just as
unambiguously to the heavens and, behold, we metamorphose
into sublime beings, better than the angels. And that is some-
thing worth not fighting for. Surrender.
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Guidance

By: Selma Cook

Whenever | hear the sound of the ocean
crashing upon itself in never-ending move-
ment — rising and falling as it measures out
time, | think about the beginning of my life
and the journey | began and am still travel-
ing.

What Really Makes Women Convert to Is-
lam?

What Really Makes Women Convert to Is-
lam?

As the tides inch their way towards me
where | sit on the sand, | remember that
the time of my death remains unknown to
me.

Suppport Aboutlslam.net

| feel a sense of fear; of urgency to do more,
learn more, discover more before the tides
of my own life rise and sweep me along to
the Hereafter.

| am like a grain of sand — one tiny part of
human existence — a small part of all that
has lived.

For many years | lived alone, isolated in a
world of fear and unrest. Some happy child-
hood memories, times of love and joy were
always covered by a cloud of uncertainty; a
feeling of being lost but not knowing where
my real place was.

| watched my life unfold, taking note of the
decisions that | made, which either drove
me forward or pushed me back. | was con-
stantly moving further away from the light
or getting closer to it. It was the source of
truth whose reality | recognized deep with-
in my heart.

In my isolation, | sought help and comfort
in the one who had created me; | had no
doubt that there exists a Creator and Sus-
tainer of all things. | knew this as clearly
and as surely as | know the sun rises and
sets, the movement of the tides, the echo
of a thunder storm and the delicate beauty
of a spider’s web.

This World in No Accident

Patience and Thankfulness on the Path to
Allah

Patience and Thankfulness on the Path to
Allah

No! This world was no accident! As sure as
an explosion in a paint factory could never
produce an encyclopedia, | always knew
this world has a Designer — the Source of
all peace.

On Him | called, yet at that time | didn’t
know His name but only the reality of Him.
His Existence and His Creation was so over-
whelmingly obvious that | knew | could ask
and He would give: | asked for peace in my

troubled heart; | asked to understand my
life and what He wanted from me. | asked
for guidance for | knew | was lost.

At sixteen years of age, | prayed as | had
always done, knowing that He is so Power-
ful and All-Encompassing that there was no
need to pray in the name of Jesus (peace be
upon him). | forced myself to throw off the
shackles of Christianity and dependence
upon Jesus as a medium between my Cre-
ator and myself.

| felt a surge of peace and inner quietness.
It is a feeling that guided me and still does,
telling my spirit that I’'m on the right way —
just keep going.

Step by step | moved towards the light of
truth whose rays flickered far in the dis-
tance. | began to measure the success of
my life by the amount of peace that | felt
within, but so often in the materialistic
world in which | lived, this peace and inner
joy was drowned out by trivial pursuits and
passing pleasures.

| Love Jesus

A deep awareness followed me that every
step | took in life is significant — every word
counted and followed me like the echo of
my reality. So many paths of life confronted
me, each one having its own destination. |
was in a state of confusion but guided by
my inner feeling, which acted like a radar.
Surely, the one who wants to be guided,
will be guided.

| always felt close to God and prayer was a
way of life for me. Deep in my mind, for |
could never voice any doubts, | had some
misgivings about what I'd been taught
about Jesus (peace be upon him): some
things didn’t make sense to me, but as a
missionary | felt | was calling to God, not to
a particular church. | could recognize a har-
mony and structure in all the nature around
me, yet | found an absence of order wher-
ever | looked around people.

4 Steps to Find Peace in Tough Times

4 Steps to Find Peace in Tough Times

| learned to love Jesus as a messenger of
God but it seemed strange to me, that God
would require a sacrifice in order to forgive
us. | believed that God was above having
any need. | felt | could communicate with
Him as | was, without the necessity of an in-
termediary because, again, God didn’t need
any help to hear what | said.

Chat with the Life Coach

As a Christian | had been taught that Jesus
was God’s son and that man could only be
saved through belief in Jesus. | wondered
why God, who was so obviously powerful,
would require anything, let alone a son to
fulfill His purpose. Why couldn’t the Cre-
ator just forgive His creation without an
intermediary? | also knew deep within my
heart that when mankind stepped away
from righteousness, all harmony was lost.
| Kept Searching

| clung to what I'd been taught since a child
but | kept looking, searching and thinking.

At school, | learned to be “tolerant.” People
said that all religions lead to God. However,
instinctively | knew that | knew without any;
doubt that there was one God, one system
of life, one truth, and one path leading to
it. There couldn’t be many diverging paths
that were so contradictory!

The Jews hate Jesus, the Christians love
him, other religions ignore him and some
others do not even know him. Are they all
true?

At the end of all these religions is there one
God; the Creator who made everything so
harmonlous in nature? Is this the same God;
who created the marvels of the universe but\
also allows all this ignorance and confu5|on\
and calls it worship? Such an idea Iacked\
logic, respect for human dignity and mercy;
from the Creator. One God, one truth, one
way. But where was it? | kept looking. N
Life changes continually but usually these}
changes take place gradually and are of a§
subtle nature, and then, from time to tlmeE
intermittent situations pound our lives and\
make us pause and take new dlrectlonS\
One such vital crossroads confronted me in\
1983.

New Muslim Neighbors

Ways to Increase Your Love For Allah

4 Ways to Increase Your Love For Allah

| was moving into a new flat and had the
choice of two apartments. | was unsure
which one to take, so as usual, | prayed and
asked. | had a very strong feeling that if |
moved into one particular flat my life would
change dramatically. | was as a boat cast
adrift on the sea, led by the winds and tides
but my weight affected the direction of the
boat. Likewise, our intentions, decisions,
and actions steer the course of our lives.
| met my neighbors who were Muslims.
thought | would do some missionary work. |
always like to remind people about the Cre-
ator, goodness, and the existence of truth.
What little | knew about Muslims and Islam}
was colored by the Christian-Judaic doc-
trine in which I'd been raised. | was taught
that Muslims did not believe in Jesus (peace
be upon him), that they were ignorant hea-
thens who deserved to be usurped from
the land of Palestine. How ignorant | was!
They listened to me patiently, and then I
too listened to them. They did not try to ex-{
plain any complicated issues, they just read\
to me from the Quran.
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First they read in Arabic, then in English.
It was the chapter of Maryam (Mary). | lis-
tened in silence. The sound was so tranquil}
— something independent from the reader,
something that contained the ability to
touch hearts, remove the obstacles we
place in front of ourselves, and redirect us
towards light, guidance, and that constant-
ly elusive element of life called happiness.
| cried. I could not find words to explain my
tears and all | could say was, “It’s beautiful.”
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