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The teachings of the Prophet Muhammad and the history of the Muslim civilization in the world remind us how important it is for every Muslim, both man and woman, to learn, be taught, be educated, be prepared for the religious, social, professional, cultural and family responsibilities that life presents to us at every moment. 

For the Islamic community, too, educational needs are the same as for any other religious community or any person, in Italy as abroad, namely the right to an education that does not only allow an adequate formation in culture, but above all a preparation for living and communicating in society. 

According to Islamic tradition life itself must be seen as a gift from God, and the creatures are invited to participate actively in the possibilities of knowledge that the world offers. It follows that the character of the Islamic community is essentially religious and integrates all the aspects of life in a unified sacred dimension, which requires, at every moment and in every action, an effort constantly framed in a cognitive perspective. Education to self-knowledge, to knowledge of the neighbour and of the world are the foundations of Islamic education and can ensure a respectful coexistence in the harmony of creation and in the respect of the noble function of man and woman on earth. For a Muslim, therefore, the sojourn in this world is a real journey, during which he is constantly called upon to learn and to penetrate higher and higher stages of knowledge, which prepare him to realize, in himself and in every person or thing around him, the merciful presence of God.
Within the Islamic community, this preparation for life is traditionally ensured in the family, in a mosque, at school, and in society. Indeed, in each of these areas everyone contributes in a complementary way to the formation of the character of the child and helps to consider the diverse fields of activities (family, school and profession) as various branches of the same and structured civil society, which allows to get to know the world and oneself better as mysterious and symbolic reflections of the divine unity. This traditional structure based on the doctrine of unity, 'ilm at-Tawhid, which is clearly present in the revelation of the Koran, has been the basis of the organization of the Islamic community for fourteen centuries and is a cornerstone of education of Muslims worldwide.

Thus, in the Islamic community every man and every woman receives the traditional gift of a teaching retransmitted for generations from the beginning of Islamic civilization, when the same message of truth was providentially directed to men who lived in ignorance and disorder. Indeed, the Koran, the sacred text for the ritual recitation of all Muslims, is the main source of reference for the deepening of an outer and inner, spiritual and material knowledge, which can give orientation to every faithful man for the practice of virtues in the world in which he lives. For this reason, in Islam the study of the Koran is the foundation of every kind of teaching. It is necessary to clarify immediately that the Koran should not be considered as a book to be read literally with the only purpose of erudition or to be learnt by heart, but, according to the meaning of the Arabian Qur'an, as we said, it is a book ”reciting” the Word of God, whose verses, apart from the immediate "literal" sense, contain a hidden higher meaning and an anagogic power, which can "lead upwards” someone who lets himself be guided by the Word of God.
Historically, education to the values and the practice of virtues happened in a natural way through the simple active participation in societal life: at home, parents used to educate children to household functions and to the honour of the family, thus providing the first foundations of a religious education, but, above all, by contributing by their example to the formation of the future adults; inside the mosque, in elementary classes, before or after the daily prayers, some teachers used to talk with young people about the deepening of the prescriptions of the Koran or about the teachings of wise men, often using the language of symbols, which is more accessible; in secondary schools, teachers developed the landscape of traditional sciences, promoting the fulfilment of the intellectual maturing of the student, which resulted in facilitating the choice of his future place in society and in professional activities; finally, in society, every person was put in a position to verify the effectiveness and implementation of the teachings and the cultural baggage received, by adding his personal practical contribution to the growth and development of the widespread benefits.
 
From its origins, one of the principal features of Islamic religion was to combat ignorance, widespread because of spiritual, moral, and material decadence of that time. For this reason, the Prophet Muhammad prescribed compulsory education, both for males and females, by stimulating the development of the personality of every student in the closer study of the disciplines that could help spiritual concentration, intellectual reflection and contemplation of the beauties and riches of the world. Only by means of a good education, human beings could open their minds to the knowledge of the realities of life and the universe, by learning to act in the encounter of the neighbour in respect of one’s own and the others’ dignity. The following words of the Prophet are well known: "The pursuit of knowledge is a duty for every Muslim." (handed down by Ibn Majah)


The Islamic community has had the merit of maintaining, promoting and organizing those facilities of higher education that became the new centres for spreading Islamic knowledge. In such centres it was not only teachers and students of the time met, but intellectuals from all over the world gathered and initiated very important scientific debates. It is not by chance that the first university in the world was established in the Islamic realm, at Fes, during the ninth century, and later the universities of al-Zaytuna at Tunis and of al-Azhar in Cairo came into being. The model of universities, which spread in the West only from the twelfth century onwards, was extraordinarily successful and spread in the Islamic world until the colonial period at least. Today it is especially the oldest universities that are active and continue to attract thousands of students coming from all countries. However, the presence of a significant Islamic community in Europe, and even more, the birth, especially in France and Italy, of communities made up of European Muslims, have formed the premise for the creation of Islamic points of reference at university level in Europe as well.
The effectivity of the teaching of Islam today can neither be separated from the traditional heritage received as a deposit with our own education, nor from the need to update the method and purpose of every research and study in a modern sense. That is because we should neither refer to the past in a sense of nostalgia, nor try too hard to predict the future, but we should rather live the present as a door open to eternity. That continuous enlivening the tradition allows the teacher to remain aware at the same time of the necessity and the relativity of his/her function, which must be an essential means of knowledge, but never a veil over the realization of this knowledge by the pupil. Good teachers give little space to individual improvisation or experimentation, because they are conscious of the value of their function and the consequences of their teachings on young students. Indeed, it is the delicate role of knowing how to convey to young people the ability to perceive reality for what it is, without spreading veils conditioning viewing or listening in a distorted way. 

There must necessarily be a gradual proceeding in learning, in fact, it is one of the fundamental functions of a good teacher to be able to encourage the gradual maturing of the student, by making him discover in a maieutic way, little by little the depth and complexity of things, so that the student himself puts himself some problems and tries to answer them. The teacher, therefore, must not hurry to teach, but must know what, when and how to teach, verifying that the student does not stop at a partial or exterior learning, but knows how to find the received teaching in himself and put it into practice at the appropriate time. It is precisely this awareness that makes teaching an art, and, like any art, it might become an abstract discipline if it is not naturally included in the frame of a chain of uninterrupted transmission of wisdom. This re-transmission allows each teacher and each craftsman to benefit from the experiences of previous masters, while maintaining the accessibility and vitality of a teaching method that protects the aim of every art, namely the communication of knowledge.
Therefore, in order to avoid running the risk that the artist falls in love with his own work or is lost in the study of art for art’s sake, every good teacher must have in mind the memory of the purpose of his work as an educator, a trainer, a communicator: to facilitate the development and the expression of the qualities of each student in an increasingly thorough knowledge of himself and the world. To do this it is not sufficient to possess technical and educational skills or scientific and academic notions, but it is necessary to prove particular sensitivity and intellectual openness in maintaining the value of one’s own educational function together with a flexibility and willingness to capture the signs of a reality rapidly changing. Beyond the preferences of each individual, we can say that the inflexible professor who teaches according to the rigid patterns of his school of thought is not certainly worse than the one who is lost in endless experimental analysis or in socio-psychological statistics to the detriment of any transmission of content: both have lost sight of the true purpose of teaching.
 
Moreover, it is important to maintain an overview of the subjects that we teach, and the value of traditional teaching lies in knowing how to connect the various subjects with each other, whether mathematics, natural sciences or literature, insofar all concur to a unified vision of life. The more society will reflect this idea, the easier it will be for students to see, even outside school, a direct and obvious link between what they have learned and society itself. The link with society should be kept up just in order to be able to give the students, through school, the space and the time to implement and valorise their own characteristics and potentials. We must remember that it is impossible to know ourselves unless we know the world, so if we succeed in arousing the students’ interest in knowledge of the world that is not notional or ideological, but truly philosophical, in the etymological sense of love for knowledge, the fruits of their studies will certainly be positive.
To be as objective as possible, we should add that what was said above is undoubtedly still valid in principle, but it is not easy to find it widespread within the contemporary Islamic world. Despite that, in many intellectuals the value of these teachings and the need to update them in order not to lose the wise heritage of Islam is clearly present. In Europe, and in the parts of the world where the Islamic community is to interact with legal, political, social and educational settings and structures different from its own, we in recent times witness the rediscovery of traditional teaching as a more direct and impersonal vehicle of Islamic culture, even for a non-Muslim public. 
Cultural diversity
In the contemporary age, education and schools have changed considerably in every part of the world, varying and standardising at the same time some didactic solutions on the basis of a confrontation with the new scenario of mankind and the relationship with technological progress, scientific discoveries and the development of the political, social and cultural debate.

Modernity, democracy, and a greater ease and speed of communication and exchange between peoples have fostered the development of a better knowledge not only of our own history and culture, but also those of other people. Hence, the studies of the various civilizations, religions, nations, and cultures have been updated and revised, within a framework of richer multicultural pluralism.
The education system, however, remains different from nation to nation and especially from continent to continent. In Europe the prevailing educational system provides for the responsibility of the state, i.e. a specific institution, generally defined Ministry of National Education, for the management of schools, subjects taught and educational careers.
This system tends to economically promote compulsory education for all students aged 5-18, ensuring education in primary and secondary public schools, which obtain state funding for the management and salaries of teachers, all licensed to the profession according to rules. The legal framework of this educational system excludes any religious orientation because it is laic and secularized, in order to guarantee everyone a free education without any distinction of religion, gender or culture, with the intention of promoting a society open to pluralism, which is multi-religious, multiethnic, and multicultural.
In this framework, the creation of “Islamic schools” remains possible, as the Jewish and Christian schools and universities existing in some European countries show. It is worth mentioning, however, that these schools are likely to isolate the young Muslim student from the rest of society, conditioning the future social and occupational insertion and subjecting him to a psychological conflict between the Islamic and western world, between assimilation and ghettoization. The scenario of the first generation of Muslim immigrants, coming from low cultural level and low professional experiences, certainly does not help to promote a balanced and harmonious placement.
 
We would like to make clear that Islamic schools are not a priority for Muslims in Italy and - still less - they can be the solution to the problems of integration of new generations of Muslim students in public schools in Italy. The perspective of  “Islamising” schools, restaurants, banks, butchers and faces of women seems to be the new programme of those who would claim the right to “Islamism”, conceived only from a formal or, worse, formalist point of view and never from a symbolic, wise, and religious point of view.
Such a behaviour shows how the emotional and passionate drive of a politicised and ideological Islam is spreading to the detriment Islam of all other Muslims in Europe and in the rest of the world, who have not yet let themselves be influenced by the bigotry of certain fundamentalist currents and have been able to remain intact in front of the universal values of the Islamic faith, living next to the others with an open mind and a co-operative spirit. The prevalence of a political ideology, both the “Islamist” and the “reformist-modernist”, over the doctrinal and spiritual character of a religion like the Islamic one runs the risk of causing ghettos or artificial forms of emancipation, producing imbalances and social hardships. 

School, also according to the traditional character of Islam, must continue to be a space open to the knowledge of oneself and the others, with whom we must learn to form a relationship and talk respecting and appreciating providential differences in faith, history, culture, ethnics, sex which everyone inherits and develops within himself. 

The real priority to ensure an active contribution and spread of Islamic education in schools is not, therefore, building thousands of Islamic schools in various countries of Europe, but rather creating a European network of academies of Islamic studies. They can work together to ensure vocational training to the teachers of all public schools, granting them to learn what genuine Islam is directly from some European Muslim experts in pedagogical and didactical sciences. We could, thus, correct the erroneous image of Islam and of Muslims in educational books and in Western society. 

The results would be numerous and significant:
· Teachers would have the opportunity to get to know genuine Islam directly and could correct post-colonial prejudices coming from literature about the Orient or fed by the disinformation of the media.
· Muslim students would see the values of their own religious and cultural traditions recognized within public schools; this would encourage the process of natural integration between Islamic identity and cultural diversity. 

· Their non-Muslim classmates would learn to respect the values of Islamic culture and to recognize such values in their school fellows, in their future colleagues and eventual Muslim relatives.
· The Muslim children’s parents would feel reassured by the awareness of a fair presentation of Islam for their children, who will become future citizens of Europe, and could hope for better social and professional prospects for their children. 

· School would return to being the laboratory for the development of a European society open to dialogue and to an honest confrontation between cultural and religious diversities, consistent with a pluralist system. 

· Islam and Muslims would no longer be subject to discrimination, but could on the contrary, with the intercultural maturing of society, refrain from formalist and exclusivist deviations and degenerations.

All that seems the only practical perspective on which we should work in order to educate to a sense of spirituality and to inter-culture for a true integration of Muslims in Italy, in the sense of a genuine participation in the civil society in a climate of sound and balanced secularism, which can guarantee religious and cultural pluralism as a natural and indispensable feature of mankind. A value that should be defended against the disintegration coming from as arrogant as dull-minded fundamentalists!
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