Key similarities and differences between Sunni and Shi’a beliefs and practices

	
	Sunni
	Shi’a

	Qur’an
	Sunnis believe that the Qur’an is an earthly copy of a heavenly original. 
Sunnis usually interpret the Qur’an literally, as it is read. They don’t look for hidden meanings
	Shi’as say the Qur’an is not eternal, but was created by God as a guide for human beings. 
They believe that everything in it has a hidden meaning which must be interpreted by special religious leaders (Imams)

	Shahadah (statement of belief)
	“I bear witness that there is no god but God, and Muhammad is the Prophet of God”
	Shi’as say the same Shahadah as Sunnis, but they add the phrase: “and I bear witness that Ali was the friend of God”

	Salah (prayer)
	Five prayer times every day
	Many Shi’a pray three times a day

	Zakah (giving)
	Sunnis often pay zakah to the State (government)
	Shi’as pay zakat to religious leaders. They also pay an additional khums tax

	Sawm (fasting) 
	Fasting during Ramadan
	Shi’as fast the same way, but they also spend three days during Ramadan mourning the death of Ali

	Hajj (pilgrimage)
	Pilgrimage to Makkah
	Shi’as are expected to go on Hajj, but they also go on pilgrimage to other sites sacred to the Shi’a tradition (eg Karbala)

	Prophethood
	Risalah: Sunnis believe that Muhammad was the final prophet. 
	Nubuwwah: Like Sunnis, Shi’as believe that Muhammad was the last prophet, but they also believe that there have been 12 infallible Imams since Muhammad’s death.

	The appearance of the Mahdi
	The Mahdi is the “guided one” who will come on the Day of Judgement. Sunnis believe that he will appear in the End Times, with Isa (Jesus), to rid the world of evil. 
	Shi’as too are awaiting the Mahdi, who will come on the Last Day, but they believe his identity will be revealed as the Hidden (or 12th) Imam.

	Festivals
	Sunnis celebrate Id-ul-Adha and Id-ul-Fitr
	In addition, Shi’as celebrate Ashura

	Al Qadr (predestination)
	Sunnis believe that God has set out a plan or destiny for all things. 
	Many Shi’as reject predestination, saying that God cannot be responsible for evil. Humans have free will and are independent of God’s authority in this life.

	Required lineage for ruler
	Can be any practising Muslim chosen by agreement of the authorities of the Muslim populace (ummah)
	Must be male child from lineage of Ali and Fatimah 

	Imam (leadership)
	For Sunnis, an imam is a leader chosen by the community. He is an ordinary man with strong faith in Qur’an and Sunnah
	For Shi’as an Imam is a holy figure, a divine guide. Considered as the only legitimate interpreters of the Qur’an. They are the political and spiritual successors of Prophet Muhammad. Most Shi’as believe that there have been 12 Imams who are all descendants of Muhammad. The first Imam was Ali, followed by his sons Hasan and then Husayn and passed on down through the generations.

	Successors to Muhammad
	Sunnis believe in the ‘rightly guided’ Caliphs, the four leaders who followed the death of Muhammad: Abu Bak’r, Umar, Uthman and Ali.

	Shi’as say that Ali was the first divinely sanctioned "Imam". They reject the ‘rightly guided’ Caliphs, seeing them as traitors of Islam. They believe that, in truth, Muhammad named Ali as the first Imam, not Abu Bakr.

	View on the personality of Imam Ali
	Considered as a 'Lion of God', the first male convert to Islam, and a warrior champion of the faith.
	Prophet said: “Exemption from the Hellfire comes with love for Ali (A.S).”; “Of whomever I was master, Ali (A.S) is his master.”; “Ali (A.S) is from me and I am from him, and he is the protector of every true believer after me”

	Continuation of authoritative revelation
	No, authoritative revelation ended with Prophet Muhammad
	[bookmark: _GoBack]Partially true. Imams are considered divinely guided. Their purpose is to explain and safeguard the current faith and its esoteric (secret, spiritual) meaning.

	Angels
	God created angels from light. They do not have their own free will and always obey the commandments of God
	Angels obey God’s commandments. They have limited free will, though no drive to sin.



