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The publication of Agenda to Change Our Condition, co-authored by Shaykh Hamza Yusuf and Imam Zaid 

Shakir, represents a seminal moment in the translation of classical Islamic spiritual psychology into a modern, 

actionable framework for Western audiences. First published in 1999 and subsequently expanded in 2008, this 

treatise functions not merely as a devotional text but as a technical manual for spiritual rectification (islah). In an 

era characterized by hyper-connectivity and the fragmentation of the self, the authors provide a structured 

methodology for achieving taqwa, defined technically as the conscious awareness of the Divine presence that

governs human conduct.

Historical Context and the Zaytuna Approach

To understand the technical depth of the Agenda, one must first examine the intellectual lineage from which it 

emerges. Both Hamza Yusuf and Zaid Shakir are primary figures in the Zaytuna approach, an educational 

philosophy that seeks to revive the traditional Islamic sciences within the context of the modern world. This 

approach emphasizes the synthesis of legalism (fiqh) and spirituality (tasawwuf), arguing that neither can be

effectively practiced without the other.

The Agenda to Change Our Condition was conceived as a response to the spiritual malaise observed within 

contemporary Muslim communities, particularly those residing in Western secular environments. The authors posit 

that the outer condition of a community is a direct reflection of its inner spiritual state. This premise is grounded in 

the Qur’anic axiom that God does not change the condition of a people until they change what is within themselves. 

Consequently, the book serves as a procedural guide for internal transformation.

Core Theoretical Framework: The Architecture of Taqwa

At the center of the authors' thesis is the concept of Taqwa. In technical theological terms, taqwa is often translated 

as 'God-consciousness' or 'piety,' but Yusuf and Shakir provide a more functional definition: the maintenance of a 

protective barrier between the self and the displeasure of the Creator through the rigorous application of sacred 

law and mindfulness.

The Tripartite Model of Human Rectification

The Agendaoperates on a three-tiered model for changing one's condition. This model can be broken down into

specific psychological and behavioral components:

•  Cognitive Alignment (Knowledge): The acquisition of 'mandatory' knowledge (fard 'ayn) regarding the nature 

of the heart, the tricks of the ego (nafs), and the requirements of the law.

•  Intentionality (Niyyah): The recalibration of the will. The authors argue that action without pure intent is 

mechanically sound but spiritually void.

•  Behavioral Execution (Action): The practical application of spiritual exercises designed to weaken the grip of 

the lower self and strengthen the intellect.



Technical Analysis: The Mechanics of Spiritual Change

The Agenda outlines a specific algorithmic process for self-rectification. This is not a vague self-help guide; it is a 

systematic approach to Tazkiyah(purification). The following table outlines the comparative differences between

classical spiritual approaches and the modernized framework presented by Yusuf and Shakir.

Table 1: Comparative Framework for Spiritual Development



Feature Classical Traditionalism 
(e.g., Al-Ghazali)

The 'Agenda' Framework 
(Yusuf/Shakir)

Modern Self-Help 
Parallels

Primary Objective Annihilation of the ego 
(Fana)

Practical Taqwa and Social 
Responsibility

Individual Productivity

Accessibility Scholarly/Monastic context General Layperson/
Professional context

Mass Market

Methodology Extensive Liturgies (Awrad) Concise Exercises and 
Daily Accountability

Habit Tracking

Language Classical Arabic Rhetoric Contemporary English with 
Etymological Depth

Psychological Jargon

The Process of Heart Monitoring (Muraqabah)

A significant technical component of the book is the practice of Muraqabah, or vigilant self-observation. The

authors break this down into a step-by-step workflow for the practitioner:

1.  Morning Resolve (Musharatah): Setting specific spiritual targets for the day (e.g., controlling the tongue, 

avoiding vanity).

2.  Active Monitoring (Muraqabah): Maintaining real-time awareness of one's thoughts and impulses during daily 

interactions.

3.  Evening Accounting (Muhasabah): A technical audit of the day's successes and failures.

4.  Corrective Action (Mu'aqabah): Implementing 'penalties' for failures, such as extra fasting or charity, to retrain 

the ego.

The Eight Ailments of the Heart: A Diagnostic Approach

In Agenda to Change Our Condition, the authors categorize spiritual failures as clinical ailments of the heart. This

diagnostic approach allows the reader to identify specific 'pathologies' and apply the corresponding 'remedies.' The

technical breakdown of these ailments includes:

•  Ostentation (Riya): The performance of good deeds for the sake of social capital rather than Divine approval.

•  Envy (Hasad): The psychological resentment of another's blessings, which the authors argue corrodes the 

individual's spiritual capacity.

•  Arrogance (Kibr): The inward feeling of superiority and the outward rejection of truth.

•  Ghaflah (Heedlessness): A state of spiritual amnesia where the individual forgets their ultimate purpose.

Mathematical Modeling of Spiritual Progress

While spirituality is often viewed as qualitative, the Agenda suggests a quantitative approach to consistency. The 

authors emphasize the 40-day cycle, a concept rooted in both Prophetic tradition and psychological habit-

formation theories. The technical premise is that 40 days of consistent behavioral modification leads to the 

permanent restructuring of the nafs (the self).

Practical Implementation: The Field Guide to Rectification

To implement the Agenda, the authors suggest a rigorous daily schedule. This schedule is designed to optimize the

individual's time and focus, ensuring that spiritual development is integrated into a busy professional or academic

life.



Integrated Daily Workflow



Time Block Action Item Technical Objective

Pre-Dawn Tahajjud (Night Prayer) Breaking the dominance of sleep/
physical desire.

Dawn - Sunrise Dhikr &amp; Qur'an Cognitive priming with sacred text.

Working Hours Mindful Interaction Applying ethical standards to 
commerce and sociality.

Sunset Evening Accounting Data collection on spiritual 
performance.

Before Sleep Repentance (Tawbah) Resetting the spiritual baseline for the 
next cycle.

Field Guidelines for the Conscientious Muslim

The authors provide specific rules for engagement with the world, which function as 'field guidelines' for the

practitioner:

•  The Rule of Silence: Practice intentional silence to avoid the 'sins of the tongue' (gossip, lying, idle talk).

•  The Rule of Hunger: Occasional fasting to weaken the physical impulses that often cloud spiritual judgment.

•  The Rule of Solitude: Setting aside time for reflection to counteract the noise of the digital age.

Case Studies and Troubleshooting Common Failures

In the path of spiritual rectification, several common failure modes occur. The Agendaprovides solutions for these

operational challenges.

Failure Mode 1: The 'Burst and Burn' Phenomenon

Observation: Many practitioners start with high intensity but fail within the first week due to exhaustion.

Technical Solution: The authors advocate for Iqtisad(moderation). In the spiritual sciences, a small, consistent

action is analytically superior to a massive, unsustainable one. The recommendation is to select one or two small

changes and master them before adding more complexity.

Failure Mode 2: Intellectualization without Application

Observation: Readers may understand the concepts of taqwa and tazkiyahintellectually but fail to change their

behavior.

Technical Solution: The 'Zaytuna approach' requires a physical item of accountability, such as the printed Agenda 

itself, which includes checklists. Transformation is treated as a muscle-memory exerciserather than a mere

philosophical shift.

Failure Mode 3: Environment-Induced Regression

Observation:The practitioner finds it difficult to maintain spiritual states while surrounded by secular or

materialistic environments.

Technical Solution: The concept of 'Keeping Good Company' (Suhbah). The authors stress that the social

environment is a primary variable in the equation of change. If the environment cannot be changed, the practitioner



must increase the frequency of 'spiritual refueling' via the daily workflow mentioned above.

Broader Implications: Social Transformation through Individual Reform

The ultimate conclusion of Yusuf and Shakir’s work is that individual spiritual health is the fundamental building 

block of social justice and communal prosperity. By focusing on taqwa, the individual becomes a 'conscientious 

and productive Muslim' who contributes positively to the Common Good. This shifts the focus from external

political activism to internal foundational work, suggesting that a society cannot be 'just' if its constituent members

are 'unjust' to their own souls.

The Agenda to Change Our Conditionserves as a bridge between the 14th-century wisdom of the heart and the

21st-century search for meaning. Its technical rigor, structured methodology, and psychological depth make it an

essential resource for anyone seeking to navigate the complexities of modern existence without losing their spiritual

core. By following the systematic program of musharatah, muraqabah, and muhasabah, the practitioner moves

from a state of heedlessness to one of conscious awareness, ultimately fulfilling the human potential for Divine

service.
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