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[slamic Principles for
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Relationships between parents and children are complex, especially as
children mature into adulthood and parents move into later stages of life.
This framework distills nine Islamically rooted principles that provide a
clear roadmap for recognizing what faith-aligned and healthy
relationships between parents and adult children look like in practice.

The purpose of this set of principles is to provide more clarity,
compassion, and spiritual integrity in how we relate to our parents and
our adult children.

These principles help us understand our relational obligations, balance
competing responsibilities, set healthy boundaries, and make grounded,
faith-informed decisions in situations that may challenge us.

The impact of living these principles is a deeper relationship with Allah,
greater emotional balance, and healthier family dynamics.
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These nine principles are:

Principles Page
NS Center Allah in your relationship. 4
NS Allah intends the family as a site of care and cultivation. 6
Values are shared and give rise to reciprocal duties. 8
N Distinguish universal (unconditional) duties from 10
particular (conditional) duties.
NSl Obedience to parents is qualified by three tests. 13
NI Context and custom matter - ma‘if is the key lens. 15
Both maintaining family ties and removing harm are obligations. 17
Capacities are continuously expanded and boundaries revisited. 19
NS Consult the right expert. 21

Each principle is presented through four guiding elements:
1.Core Principle - a concise statement of the principle.

2.Islamic Foundations - how the Quran, Sunna, and Islamic law
and ethics articulate this principle.

3.What This Means for Us Today - how the principle translates
into contemporary family realities.

4.Why This Principle Matters - the key benefits, distinctions,
and shifts this principle brings to our family relationships.
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Principle #1:

Center Allah in
your relationships.

Core Principle

Allah is the source, anchor, and final purpose
of all relationships, including between parent
and child. Centering Allah means grounding
our family relationships in sincerity, moral
clarity, and the pursuit of Allah’s pleasure,
allowing us to transcend the two extremes of
parental absolutism and self-centered
autonomy.
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Islamic Foundations

The Quran grounds all human relationships in
consciousness of Allah and accountability
before Him. By pairing the command to tagwa
with the sanctity of family ties, it establishes
that reverence for Allah necessarily expresses
itself as ethical responsibility toward one’s
parents and relatives (Q. 4:1). This moral
framework culminates in the reminder that, on
the Day of Judgment we will be accountable for
our conduct towards our closest familial
relations: parents, spouses, children, and
siblings (Q. 80:34-36). The Sunna likewise
repeatedly emphasizes that both parents and
children are accountable before Allah, and
rewarded by Him for fulfilling their mutual
obligations with rahma, justice, and ihsan.



What This Means for Us Today

Centering Allah reframes our family
relationships through tagwa: our tagwa of Allah
requires fulfilling our ethical duties toward our
parents and relatives. Centering Allah protects
us from reducing family dynamics to cultural
expectation, fear, guilt, or obligation. Instead, it
anchors our decisions in higher spiritual
aspiration rather than emotional reactivity or
short-sighted considerations.

Practically, centering Allah helps adult children
avoid the extremes of sacralizing every
parental request or rejecting parents from a
place of hurt or autonomy. It also helps parents
shift their expectations from entitlement and
debt to God-consciousness and compassionate
understanding. When our relationships are
rooted in tagwd, we also gain the mental clarity
and spiritual expansiveness needed to navigate
conflict, set boundaries, and pursue family
harmony with integrity and compassion.

Why This Principle Matters

e [t roots our conduct within relationships in
sincerity and accountability before Allah.

e [t helps avoid the extremes of self-loss and
self-absorption.

e It shifts family decisions from pressure and
expectation to a means of nearness to

Allah.
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Principle #2:

Allah intends the

family as a site of care
and cultivation.

Core Principle

Family in Islam is meant to be a site of
spiritual formation, moral development,
nurturing, and mutual care. It is not a
mere social convention, cultural
arrangement, or private preference.
Family is a place that helps us come to
know Allah, to test, discover and refine
our character, and to live out gratitude.
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Islamic Foundations

The Quran and Sunna present the family as a
divinely designed institution with a clear
purpose and moral trajectory. It is where
religious formation is transmitted, compassion
is learned, gratitude is practiced, and character
is refined. The Quran presents exemplars of
these ideals in families such as the household of
Imran (Q. 3:33-37), Ibrahim and Isma‘l (Q.
37:102-107), and Lugman and his son (Q. 31:12-
19).

At the same time, many Prophets were tested
through their families, and overcoming those
tribulations was a means of their refinement
and elevation. Allah preserves their stories for
us in the Quran as exemplars and archetypes of
patience, compassion, and surrender, such as
Niih and his son (Q. 11:42-47), Yisuf and his
brothers (Q. 12), and Asiyah and Pharaoh (Q.
66:11).



What This Means for Us Today

This principle reminds us of both the
nurturing potential of family and the reality
that families can be sites of hardship. Viewing
family as a terrain of spiritual cultivation
grounds us in meaning and purpose when
navigating difficulty or disappointment. It
helps us understand that challenges within
families are not signs of divine displeasure,
but part of a larger spiritual landscape
through which we are tested, shaped, and
invited to connect more deeply to Allah.

This framing encourages us to approach
conflict with intention, moving relationships
toward reconciliation and mutual care where
possible. It also calls us to inward work as we
navigate challenging family relationships
through deepening our sincerity towards
Allah, holding ourselves accountable for our
responsibilities, and refining our character.

Why This Principle Matters

e It reframes family dynamics through a
spiritual lens rather than cultural
expectation.

e It helps us distinguish between divine
intent and human limitations.

e It provides grounding and perspective
when relationships feel difficult,
overwhelming, or unclear.
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Principle #3:

Values are shaljed and
ive rise to reciprocal
uties.

Core Principle

Family relationships are guided by the values
of birr, rahma, and ihsan. Putting those values
into practice results in reciprocal duties. Just
as children owe duties to their parents,
parents also carry divinely assigned duties
toward their children.
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Islamic Foundations

The Quran and Sunna anchor the parent-adult
child relationship in three core values that
must always be upheld by both parties:

1.Birr - expansive goodness, dutifulness,
honor

2.1hsan - beautifully excellent and virtuous
treatment

3.Rahma - loving mercy

These values give rise to duties that, like all
relational rights in Islam, are bi-directional.
The Quran and Sunna articulate duties on
both sides of the parent-adult child
relationship that translate into rights owed to
the other. This reciprocity is central to the
Quranic ethic of gratitude and compassion
(e.g.: Q. 31:12-19, Q. 17:23-24).



These duties shift across life stages: parents
are responsible for nurturing and protecting
children who are young and dependent, then
later when parents become elderly and
vulnerable, adult children assume
responsibility for support, care, and
companionship in a spirit of gratitude.

While duties evolve and change at different
developmental stages, both sets of reciprocal
duties are guided by the same values of birr,
rahma, and ihsan that center on pleasing Allah.

What This Means for Us Today

Values set the ethos and spiritual posture of
the parent-adult child relationship that give
rise to reciprocity.

Recognizing reciprocity reduces imbalance
and illuminates challenging family histories. It
helps families move away from skewed
cultural narratives that emphasize only
children’s duties or parents’ obligations to
make space for honest, balanced
conversations rooted in mutual responsibility.

While past neglect or lack of reciprocity does
not usually waive ongoing rights owed to
either party, centering reciprocity enables us
to acknowledge unmet needs, seek
accountability for harm, remove guilt, and
contextualize present-day responsibilities in
light of a family’s longer history.

Why This Principle Matters

e [t corrects harmful and one-sided
narratives about duty.

e [t restores balance by grounding family
life in shared values that require mutual
care and responsibility.

e It equitably affirms both the duties and
experiences of parents and those of adult

children.
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Principle #4:

Distinguish universal
(unconditional) duties
from particular
(conditional) duties.
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Core Principle

The values of birr, rahma, and ihsan give rise to
two types of duties owed by adult children
towards their parents: universal
(unconditional) duties and particular
(conditional) duties.

Universal duties that are always required
include respect, care, and honor. Particular
duties that are contextually determined
include obedience, financial maintenance, and
co-residence.

Conflating or inverting universal duties with
particular duties is a major error.
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Islamic Foundations

Islamic teachings consistently affirm birr,
rahma, and ihsan as guiding moral values of
adult children’s conduct towards their parents
that must always be upheld. These values are
realized through a range of universal duties
that are always binding, such as suhba
(companionship), khidma (service and
practical support), respectful speech and
conduct, and avoidance of harm or
undutifulness (‘uquq).

By contrast, obedience (ta‘a), financial
maintenance, and co-residence are particular
or conditional duties whose ruling depends on
context, needs, and consequences.

Notably, the Quran consistently reserves the
language of ta‘a (obedience) for Allah and the
Messenger, not for parents (e.g.: Q. 4:59).
Jurists recognize that obedience to parents
may be obligatory, recommended, disliked, or
forbidden, depending on what is being asked
and the consequences involved. This
distinction is made explicit in a verse that
commands kindness toward parents even
when they call their children to disbelief,
while simultaneously prohibiting obedience in
such cases (Q. 31:15). Here, the Quran makes
clear that ihsan and companionship toward
parents are unconditional, while obedience

is not.

When addressing parental relationships, the
Quran instead emphasizes birr, ihsan, and
rahma, indicating that dutifulness and moral
excellence, not blanket obedience, is the
guiding ethic.

What This Means for Us Today

This distinction between values and two
categories of duties is essential for navigating
adult family life. It teaches adult children to
prioritize universal values and their
corresponding universal duties that Allah set
down while being attentive to how they might
enact particular duties as parents age and
their needs evolve.

The inversion or collapsing of universal and
particular duties is where we often go wrong,
by, for example, grudgingly obeying a parent
when it is not obligatory to do so while being
disrespectful and rude. When this distinction
collapses, adult children either (1) consider
every parental request an obligation, leading
to hardship, guilt, and burnout, or (2) they
reject both obedience and care, leading to
neglect of parents’ needs, disengagement in
relationships, and severed ties.

PACES * Islamic Principles for Parent-Adult Child Relationships

11



PACES * Islamic Principles for Parent-Adult Child Relationships

This principle also instructs parents to be
reasonable in their expectations of
compliance. It directs adult children to
maintain respect and kindness when they
cannot comply with parental requests. It
allows adult children to uphold respect and
compassion while setting boundaries and
protecting their own wellbeing, marriages,
and responsibilities.

Why This Principle Matters

e It restores clarity and reduces guilt and
moral confusion.

e It helps adult children maintain respect
for our parents even when they cannot
comply with their requests.

e [t prevents both harmful self-sacrifice and

unnecessary estrangement.
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Principle #5:

Obedience to parents is
qualified by three tests.
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Core Principle

Obedience to parents is not a universal
(unconditional) duty. Whether it is required is
determined by three criteria: religious
permissibility, reasonable need or benefit, and
avoidance of harm and undue hardship.
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Islamic Foundations

There are three tests we can use to determine
if obedience to a parental command is
obligatory:

— Test 1 — Does it involve disobedience to
Allah? The Prophet &£ clearly stated that
there is no obedience to a created being if it
entails disobedience to the Creator.

— Test 2 — Does it fulfill a reasonable need or
benefit for the parent? Islamic law
consistently evaluates obedience through the
lenses of reasonable needs and benefits.

— Test 3 — Will fulfilling it cause harm or
undue hardship? Islamic law also takes into
account expected harm (darar) or undue
hardship (mashaqqa) that may result from
complying with a parental request.

These criteria ensure that obedience is rooted
in foremost obedience to Allah, that it is
balanced against other duties and needs, and
that it does not result in undue harm or

hardship.
What This Means for Us Today

This principle helps us to move from a
misunderstanding and mistranslation of the
concept of birr al-walidayn as synonymous
with obedience to parents to practicing an
evaluation of parental requests according to
Islamic principles.
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By clarifying the difference between birr al-
walidayn and ta‘a, the three-fold tests equip
adult children with a decision-tree to discern
when obedience is required, when it is
praiseworthy but optional, and when it should
be avoided or respectfully declined.
Importantly, even when obedience is not
legally obligatory, in the absence of harm or
undue hardship, fulfilling a parental request
or preference may be a highly praiseworthy
opportunity to seek Allah’s pleasure by
pleasing parents.

Applied well, these criteria foster both
responsibility and ethical autonomy. They
reduce misplaced guilt, protect well-being,
and support thoughtful, Allah-centered
decision-making rooted in Islamic values
rather than reactive compliance.

Why This Principle Matters

e [t provides a clear decision-tree for
evaluating parental requests.

e It supports confident, discerning, and
Allah-centered decision-making.

e It preserves ihsan and recommendation to
please parents even when obedience is
not strictly required.
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Principle #6:

Context an(c:l custom
Matter - maruf is the
key lens.

Core Principle

Islamic values (e.g.: birr, ihsan, rahma) and
duties (e.g.: respect and financial provision)
are shared by diverse Muslims, but their
application is contextual. What counts as
dutiful, reasonable, harmful, or abusive is
evaluated not only through religious
obligations but also through ma‘rif: what is
recognized through revelation, reason, and
social knowledge as good, upright, and
morally sound.
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Islamic Foundations

The Quran repeatedly uses ma‘rif as the north
star for our conduct in relationships; between
spouses, between parents and children, and in
resolving conflict (e.g.: Q. 4:19, 2:231, 65:6,
31:15). Ma‘riif incorporates Islamic ethics,
lived custom, and contextual wisdom. Legal
determinations about harm, undue hardship,
and reasonable needs depend heavily on
circumstance, culture, family structure and
history, and individual capacity.
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What This Means for Us Today

This principle acknowledges the diversity of
Muslim families across cultures, generations,
and personal histories, all of which shape
what is ma‘rif. Islam does not impose a single,
rigid mode of dutifulness. Instead, it calls for
the best possible enactment of universal
values within one’s real circumstances. This
means care for parents must be balanced with
one’s needs, capacities, and constraints, the
rights of other family members, and broader
family histories.

Because ma‘riif is inherently attentive to
context, its concrete expression will
necessarily differ across time and place. Forms
of care, dutifulness, and sacrifice that were
reasonable in a premodern, extended agrarian
household in the fifteenth-century Egyptian
countryside do not translate
straightforwardly to the realities of a dual-
income, urban household in twenty-first-
century NYC or Kuala Lumpur. Likewise, what
is experienced as care, intrusion, support, or
harm can vary across cultures and even
between families within the same community.
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This does not mean that Islamic ethics are
relative or subjective. Rather, it means that
ethical judgment requires discernment:
weighing revelation-grounded values against
lived realities to arrive at a form of dutifulness
that seeks sustainable mutual care and
considers benefits and harms to all parties.
Ma‘raf thus resists both rigid formalism and
uncritical cultural inheritance, calling instead
for thoughtful and Allah-centered evaluation
of needs and outcomes in each concrete
situation.

Why This Principle Matters

® It prevents rigid, one-size-fits-all
applications of Islamic teachings.

e [t cautions against judgment of others
whose circumstances are unknown to us.

e It honors the need to consider both
Islamic ethics and real human
circumstances in decision-making.

e [t balances the dignity of parents with the
wellbeing of adult children.
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Principle #7:

Both maintaining family
ties and removing harm
are obligations.

Core Principle

We are called to maintain kinship ties (silat al-
rahim) while also removing or reducing harm
(izalat al-darar). These two obligations must be
held together with wisdom and balance.
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Islamic Foundations

Islam strongly prohibits severing family
relations or going “no contact” and it praises
those who maintain ties even when it is
challenging (e.g. Q. 4:1, 13:25). Maintaining
family ties is an emphasized command in the
Sunna, where it is characterized as a great
spiritual door and a means of divine support,
blessing, and expansion in provision.

At the same time, Islam also strongly
commands removal of harm, or at least its
reduction. The Quran and Sunna’s teachings
establish the foundational maxims “harm
must be removed” and that “hardship brings
facilitation.” Allah never requires a person to
endure injury, abuse, or overwhelming
burden. Protecting one’s physical safety,
mental well-being, marital stability, and the
welfare of one’s children are all religious
obligations.
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What This Means for Us Today

This principle helps us hold two realities: we
must not cut family ties, and we must not
endure abuse, overwhelming harm, or undue
hardship. It calls for creative and
compassionate ways to maintain family
relationships at sustainable distances when
there is harm, such as by negotiating
boundaries compassionately, reducing contact
where needed, and seeking mediation and
support. This principle also encourages
developing relational skills, learning to
mitigate the harmful behavior of relatives,
and continuously reassessing needs and
harms on a regular basis. These dual
commitments to both connection and
protection shape how Islam navigates
complex relational realities.

Why This Principle Matters

e [t provides guidance when two obligations
appear to conflict.

e [t empowers safe, sustainable connection
rather than all-or-nothing extremes.

e [t preserves both justice and mercy in
family relationships.

PACES * Islamic Principles for Parent-Adult Child Relationships




Principle #8:

Capacities are
continuously
expanded and
boundaries revisited.

Core Principle

Boundaries protect us, but spiritual

growth invites us to gradually expand what
we can offer in our relationships, families, and
communities. Navigating family life requires
constantly developing our capacities.
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Islamic Foundations

As believers we are encouraged to strive
toward greater ihsan, better character, and
increased spaciousness of heart—while also
honoring the current limits of our physical,
emotional, and psychological condition. The
Prophet £ recognized the limitations of his
companions, while continuing to nurture
their moral excellence and spiritual potential.
Ultimately, revisiting boundaries and
expanding capacity are acts of Gbada as forms
of spiritual discipline and character
development. They reflect a commitment to
growing in how we embody the Quranic ethic
of mercy and maintaining kinship ties, while
upholding the divine command to remove
harm and safeguard well-being. Growth,
healing, forgiveness, repair, and gradual
expansion of capacity are essential
components of spiritual development.
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What This Means for Us Today

Navigating family relationships is a dynamic
process. As circumstances change, as parents
age, as our responsibilities shift, and as we
heal and grow, our capacities and our
boundaries must also evolve.

This principle reminds us that boundaries
may be needed during times of overwhelm,
but they are not meant to freeze relationships
permanently. As we heal, mature, and gain
support, our emotional, spiritual, and
relational capacity will expand. Revisiting
boundaries becomes an act of worship—part
of growing in ithsan, courage, patience, and
forbearance.

Just as harm must be removed, growth must
be pursued. Our task is not simply to protect
ourselves but to continually refine, soften, and
strengthen our hearts so we can enact more
expansive birr, maintain family ties that
challenge us, and navigate family obligations
with maturity, wisdom, and grace.

Why This Principle Matters

e It centers spiritual growth through
relationship repair and improvement as a
lifelong endeavor.

e It reframes boundary work as a living,
evolving process rather than permanent
demarcations.

e It transforms family navigation into an
ongoing act of worship.
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Principle #9:

Consult the right expert.

Core Principle

Different challenges require different forms of
guidance. Clarity comes from consulting the
right expert for religious guidance, advice, a
fatwa, or therapy, and recognizing the distinct
role each form of guidance plays.

Islamic Foundations

The Quran commands believers to ask those
who know (Q. 16:43) and the Sunna teaches us
to honor and defer to expert specialists in
each domain of our life. Islamic tradition
distinguishes between general religious
reminders, fatwas as contextual legal rulings,
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nastha as wise counsel and spiritual care, and
emotional or psychoeducational
interventions. Each serves a different
function, is guided by a different expert or
practitioner, and must be applied
appropriately to avoid confusion or harm.

What This Means for Us Today

Family relationships can sometimes require
hard decisions for which we need additional
support. But different questions require the
guidance and support of different experts.
People often turn to the wrong expert:
seeking fatwa for emotional wounds, or
relying on general Islamic advice when a
contextual fatwa or legal ruling is needed.
This principle clarifies which of four types of
consultation to seek for four types of needs.
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|. General Religious Guidance

Answers the question: What does Islam teach in principle?

Who is qualified to provide this
guidance:

This is the realm of broad, universal teachings
explaining what the Quran and Sunna say
about such topics as honoring parents,
practicing rahma, removing harm, and
maintaining family ties. Religious teachers
and Imams can explain these foundations that
offer us a general understanding of Islam’s
moral worldview and default legal duties.
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Note: These teachings are general, not
tailored, which means they may or may not
apply directly to your situation. They provide
the conceptual map, not the turn-by-turn
directions. Applying them to complex family
dynamics may require further contextualized
guidance and nuanced advice.

22



%% Marul Commons

\\ 8// ISLAMIC LAW LITERACY INITIATIVE

2. Nasiha (Advice)

Answers the question: Given Islamic teachings and my situation, what is a wise
and compassionate way to move forward?

Who is qualified to provide this
guidance:

Nasiha is personalized guidance offered by
someone who cares about your well-being and
has more life experience, insight, and spiritual
maturity than you. It is relational and
compassionate. This person should also have
basic religious literacy and cultural
competence, and they must know enough
about your circumstances, or take time to
learn them, to offer grounded, realistic
guidance.
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Nasiha often comes from a religious teacher,
community or relative elder, spiritual guide,
mentor, or trusted friend. It helps translate
general religious principles into practical
strategies, communication advice, and
relational wisdom.

Note: Advice is not legally determinative, and
it is not a substitute for formal fatwa when a
question involves a clear legal duty or
prohibition.
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3. Fatwa (Contextualized Legal Ruling)

Answers the question: Given my exact circumstances, what is Allah’s ruling for me?

Who is qualified to provide this
guidance:

Fatwa is not advice; it is a legal determination
tailored to your specific situation, grounded in
the Islamic legal tradition. A fatwa answers
questions about obligation, prohibition,
permissibility, or exemption based on the
information you provide.
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A fatwa must be issued by a qualified mufti
trained to weigh legal evidence, assess
circumstances, consider harm and hardship,
and apply the law with wisdom and mercy.
Because it is context-dependent, the accuracy
of a fatwa depends on how clearly and
honestly you convey your situation and the
mufti’s understanding of your social and
cultural context.

Note: Fatwa provides religious clarity and
removes doubt, but it is not designed to
resolve emotional wounds or relational
trauma; that is the work of therapy.
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4. Therapy / Counseling

Answers the question: How do [ heal, grow, and build the emotional
capacity to live Islamic teachings?

Who is qualified to provide this
guidance:

Therapy and counseling should ideally be
sought from a Muslim therapist or a
practitioner with strong cultural and religious
competence who can understand the nuances
of your family context and values.

Therapy addresses the inner and
interpersonal challenges that religious
guidance alone cannot resolve, such as
childhood wounds, parentification, trauma,
anxiety, communication patterns, and the
impact of difficult or abusive family dynamics
on one’s marriage, faith, or well-being. A
skilled therapist helps her clients gain clarity,
process grief or harm, build and revisit
boundaries, and develop the emotional
resilience needed to practice Islamic
teachings.
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Note: If a therapist’s values are misaligned
with yours, their recommendations may not
align with Islamic teachings or ethical
frameworks, which can lead to confusion or
internal conflict.

Why This Principle Matters

e [t gives practical guidelines for seeking
support wisely.

e [t prevents misapplied, untailored, or
incomplete guidance that can cause guilt
or harm.

e [t recognizes that people may need
multiple forms of support and helps
integrate religious clarity, legal guidance
and emotional and relational wellbeing.
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