
Reading the Signs: A Model for Muslim Chaplaincy

This paper proposes a theologically grounded model for Muslim chaplaincy, rooted 
in the Qur’anic concepts of fitrah, the primordial covenant (alast), and the Divine 
Names and Attributes (al-Asmāʾ al-Ḥusnā). Central to this framework is the Qur’anic 
narrative of Adam, to whom God taught “all the Names” (Q 2:31), a moment understood 
in Islamic theology not merely as the bestowal of linguistic knowledge, but as the 
conferral of a unique human capacity to recognize, reflect, and consciously manifest 
Divine qualities. By extension, all human beings - descendants of Adam - participated 
in the primordial covenant in which they bore witness to God’s lordship and accepted 
the Trust (amāna) of moral responsibility, free will, and conscious attestation to the 
Divine through their lives. 

Although human beings possess an innate disposition (fitrah) oriented toward 
truth, beauty, justice, compassion, and order, the Qur’an also acknowledges human 
vulnerability to forgetfulness, distraction, and moral disorientation. As a result, the 
Divine Names remain present within human experience, yet are often manifested 
unconsciously or obscured by the pressures of worldly life. This tension between innate 
spiritual knowledge and lived fragmentation forms a critical entry point for Muslim 
pastoral care. The chapter argues that chaplains may draw upon this shared primordial 
endowment to engage individuals in ways that affirm dignity, restore meaning, and 
facilitate moral and emotional healing. 

Building upon the Abrahamic model of “reading the signs” (āyāt), this chapter presents a 
pastoral approach that encourages individuals to reflect upon life events, relationships, 
suffering, and moments of beauty as potential sites of Divine communication. Because 
knowledge of attributes such as mercy (raḥma), beauty (jamāl), justice (ʿadl), wisdom 
(ḥikma), and compassion are embedded within the human constitution, this method 
is applicable within diverse and pluralistic contexts, including encounters with those 
of other faiths or no formal religious affiliation. Rather than imposing doctrine, the 
chaplain accompanies individuals in discerning how these attributes are already 
present, sought after, or distorted within their lived experience. 

By articulating a chaplaincy model grounded in the Names and Attributes of Allah, 
this chapter contributes a distinctly Islamic pastoral theology that integrates spiritual 
anthropology, ethical reflection, and practical caregiving. It positions Muslim 
chaplaincy as an accompaniment toward wholeness, grounded in humanity’s shared 
covenantal memory and enduring capacity to bear witness to the Divine through 
conscious living.
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