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The story of the emergence of Islam, as it
is usually told, is rather straightforward.
Muhammad was born in Mecca, a pagan
city in western Arabia in 570 ck. At the age
of forty, he began to proclaim revelations
from the one true God, the God of Abraham,
Moses, and Jesus. Because most of the Meccan
pagans refused his message, Muhammad trav-
eled to Medina, a city to the north of Mecca,
in 622. There he won the fidelity of the Arabs,
overcame Jewish tribes who resisted him, and
eventually attacked and overcame the forces
of the pagan Meccans. When Muhammad
died in 632, he had established a small state
based on Islam, the religion given to him by
God. His successors, the caliphs, launched
a great campaign of conquests and carried
Islam throughout the Middle East and across
North Africa.

The question of how much of this story is
historically accurate, however, is less straight-
forward. Our sources for the study of Islam’s
emergence are unlike those for the study
of Judaism or Christianity, and they pre-
sent scholars with particular difficulties. The
Qur’an is an ancient text, and it certainly
contains authentic material from the time of
Islamic origins, but it offers almost no explicit
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biographical information on Muhammad or
his companions. Other Islamic sources, such
as qur’anic commentaries or biographies of
the Prophet, often seem to be based on the
Qur’an (and not records of an independent
process of oral transmission). Non-Islamic
sources from the time of Islam’s emergence
are curiously silent. They simply make no
mention of a prophet in Mecca.

In light of these complications, scholars
today have an important choice to make when
they set out to describe Islam’s origins. They
might choose simply to follow the traditional
Islamic biographies of Muhammad, selecting
those portions of the biography they consider
most reliable and adding their own commen-
tary. This is the approach, for example, of
Karen Armstrong in her work Muhammad:
A Prophet of Our Time (2006). Armstrong
emphasizes those elements of the traditional
biography that might make the Muslim
prophet appealing to a modern Western audi-
ence. It is also the approach of Robert Spencer
in his work The Truth About Muhammad
(2006). Spencer, however, emphasizes those
elements of the traditional biography that
might make him unappealing to a modern
Western audience. Scholars might also cast
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Preface

aside the traditional Islamic biographies and
present new scenarios for the rise of Islam.
This is the approach of The Hidden Origins of
Islam (2010), a collection of articles in which
a number of authors argue that the qur’anic
word muhammad (which in Arabic means
“the praised one”) is not the name of a new
prophet but an adjective referring to Jesus.
The Muhammad of Islamic tradition, in their
estimation, never existed.

Francis Peters takes a different approach. In
Muhammad and the Origins of Islam (1994),
Peters first acknowledges how little can be reli-
ably known about Islam’s origins: “However
long the search has gone on, the ‘quest of the
historical Muhammad’ is still surrounded by
enormous difficulties from both the growth
and encrustations of centuries of pious regard
and the difficulty of the source material” (xii).
Yet Peters decides to postpone any discussion
of these difficulties. In the body of the book,
he proceeds “as if” the traditional story were
historically reliable: “This is an issue that must
be addressed, but it is highly technical, and
rather than put such daunting stuff between
the reader and the subject of this book, I have
placed [it] in an appendix” (xii). Thus in the
body of his book, Peters provides the reader
with a thoroughly classical account of Islam’s
origins, an account that he judges to be funda-
mentally unreliable.

The approach of the present work is differ-
ent. In part 1, I present the traditional story

of Islam’s rise, from the birth of Muhammad
to the death of his cousin and son-in-law, ‘Ali
(according to the traditional dates, 570-661
cE); this introduction is divided according to
the life of Muhammad in Mecca (570-610 cE;
chapter 1), the life of Muhammad in Medina
(610—632 ck; chapter 2), and the career of the
first four caliphs (632-661 ck, chapter 3). In
the course of this presentation, however, I
discuss how and why pious Muslim schol-
ars wrote the story of Islam in this manner.
Whenever possible, I indicate which elements
of the traditional account of Islam’s origins
are plausible and which are less so. At the
same time, this section of the book is meant
to offer readers an appreciation of the Islamic
understanding of Muhammad and his pious
SUCCessors.

In part 2, I provide a critical scholarly per-
spective on the rise of Islam through a pre-
sentation of the Qur’an, our most ancient
source for Islam’s emergence. I first offer
the reader a general presentation of the
Qur’an’s religious message, and the strate-
gies the Qur’an uses to convince the reader
of that message (chapter 4). Then I illustrate
the Qur’an’s close relationship with biblical
literature and biblical traditions (chapter
5). This illustration—which suggests that
the Qur’an was preached in a context where
Jewish and (especially) Christian traditions
were well known—Ileads to a reconsideration
of the traditional biography of Muhammad
(chapter 6). Finally, I ask what the Qur’an
itself might teach us of the story of Islam’s
origins (chapter 7). By this point we will have
done things in a manner perfectly contrary



to the manner in which they are usually
done. Whereas most scholars see the Qur’an
through the lens of the traditional history
of Islam’s emergence, we will see the history
of Islam’s emergence through the lens of the
Qur’an.

The present work also offers the reader
insight into contemporary Islamic visions of
the Qur’an and Muhammad’s life. In part 3
(chapter 8), I illustrate how Islam’s interac-
tion with the West has led Muslims to develop
new ideas about the Qur’an and the prophet
Muhammad today.

Before turning to the main body of the work,
the reader might benefit from some practical
remarks about it. For the most part, I have
avoided technical Arabic terms. When I do
employ such terms, I generally define them at
their first occurrence. In addition, readers will
find a glossary at the end of this work with
technical Arabic terms, English terms used in
a specialized manner, and a brief identifica-
tion of the main historical and religious per-
sonalities of early Islam.

In many recent English publications, the
God of Islam is named Allah, as though Allah
were the personal name of the God of Islam
alone (an idea that inspired a 2007 law in
Malaysia prohibiting non-Muslims from call-
ing God Allah). In fact, Allah is simply the
word “God” in Arabic (for which reason it
is used also by Arabic-speaking Christians).
Accordingly, in this work, I simply use the

English word God when referring to the God
of Islam.

Biblical citations are from the New
Jerusalem Bible. Qur’anic translations are
generally those of Arthur Arberry, although
I have altered his translation by substituting
“Qur’an” for “Koran” (as this latter spelling is
rarely used today). When he uses an especially
antiquated word (such as “haply”), I offer a
modern equivalent in brackets “[perhaps].” In
some cases, however, I present my own trans-
lation in order to clarify a point in the under-
lying Arabic. (Such cases are identified with a
parenthetical note.) Instead of using footnotes
or endnotes, I present the sources of quota-
tions in abbreviated form in parentheses. The
full form of these (and other) sources, and a
brief description of them, can be found in the
section “Bibliography and Further Reading”
at the end of the book.

The present work includes a number
of other supplementary features that offer
unique insights on Islam’s emergence. The
opening of the work includes a reference map
of the Middle East, a timeline that offers an
overview of the traditional chronology of
Islam’s development, and a chart that pre-
sents Muhammad’s family background, and
his descendants, according to the traditional
Islamic account of his life.

More resources are found in the body of the
work itself. Interspersed in the text are pho-
tographs of Islamic manuscripts and monu-
ments, reproductions of classical objects of
Islamic art, and charts/maps meant to illus-
trate Islamic ideas and traditions. Readers will
also discover three types of text boxes: excerpts

X1
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of original Islamic sources (some of which are
presented here in English for the first time);
simple introductions to basic topics of Islamic
religion (such as the pilgrimage to Mecca,
the notion of jinn or “genies,” and the idea of
jihad); and brief biographies of key Muslim
figures in text boxes identified as “Personalities
in Islam.” Furthermore, at the end of each
chapter, study questions are included for indi-
vidual reflection or group discussion.

At the end of this work (in addition to the
section “Bibliography and Further Reading”),
readers will find an index of people, places,
and subjects, along with a glossary of proper
names and technical terms. Finally, readers
should note that additional resources relevant
to The Emergence of Islam, including links to
reliable educational websites, can be found
online at www.fortresspress.com/reynolds.

The present work uses a simplified translit-
eration system to represent the twenty-eight
letters of the Arabic alphabet. To indicate a
particular Arabic letter, Western scholars gen-
erally use the closest equivalent Latin letter
(or, in some cases, pairs of letters such as sh or
th) according to English pronunciation. When
the same English letter is the closest equiva-
lent to more than one Arabic consonant,
scholars often add a dot to the English letter
to indicate the emphatic Arabic consonant.
Similarly, scholars generally add a macron

above g, 1, and u to differentiate long Arabic
vowels from short Arabic vowels. In the pres-
ent work, which is not meant to be technical,
I include neither dots nor macrons. However,
I do include the sign ‘ to indicate the Arabic
consonant ‘ayn (which represents a sound
close to the bleating of sheep), as in the name
‘Ali, and the sign ’ to indicate the Arabic con-
sonant hamza (which represents a sound that
takes the place of “tt” in the cockney pronun-
ciation of “bottle” [“bo’el”]), as in the word
Qur’an. The combination ay represents the
diphthong found in the English word may,
and the combination aw represents the diph-
thong in the English word doubt.

Arabic words that have an Anglicized form
(such as caliph), or that are now commonly
used in English (such as jihad or sharia), are
presented as English words and not as trans-
literations of Arabic words. The reader might
find it helpful to know that the Arabic word
‘abd—commonly found in names such as
‘Abdallah—means “servant” (thus ‘Abdallah
means “servant of God”). The Arabic word
abu (or abi) means “father” (thus Abu Talib
means “the father of Talib”), and the Arabic
word ibn means “son.” The Qur’an and
Islamic tradition refer to Muhammad with
two different Arabic words: nabi and rasul.
These are generally translated “Prophet”
and “Messenger,” respectively. However, in
some English translations of classical Islamic
sources (several of which are cited in this
work) the English word “Apostle” is used to
translate rasul. Finally, the reader might take
note of the following abbreviations:



AH  anno hegirae (“in the year of the hijra”),
a reference to the years of the Islamic
calendar

Ar.  Arabic

b. Ar. ibn (“son”

Q Qur’an

I conducted most of the research for this
book, and wrote most of its narrative, during
a year of sabbatical leave from the University
of Notre Dame, during which time I was in
residence in Jerusalem, Beirut, and Brussels. I
am accordingly obliged to Notre Dame for the
opportunity to take this leave. I am particu-
larly grateful to John Cavadini, former chair
of the Department of Theology, and his suc-
cessor Matt Ashley, both of whom have sup-
ported me in my scholarly work and in my
vocation as a teacher. At Notre Dame I have
benefited time and again from the remark-
able work of Cheron Price and Lauren Fox,
administrative assistants in the Department
of Theology. I have also been greatly aided
by DeVan Ard and Nathaniel Johnson, both
talented
Teaching Assistants, not to mention good

exceptionally hardworking and
friends. I am grateful to Hannah Hemphill
Barrett, who provided invaluable assistance
on proofreading the manuscript of this work
when I was in the greatest need of help. My
research leave was made possible by a gener-
ous grant from the Louisville Institute, for
which I am profoundly grateful. I hope that

the present work has at least in part justified
the confidence placed in me.

This work is the product of the intellec-
tual mentoring that I have received from
colleagues, friends, and scholars. I am particu-
larly indebted to Samir Khalil Samir, who has
taught me the importance of clear thought
and scholarly precision, although I am hardly
his equal in either regard. I have also benefited
from many conversations with my friend
Mehdi Azaiez, a scholar of great perspicuity
and a person of immense kindness. Similarly
I am grateful for my friendship with Emran
El-Badawi, likewise a scholar of remarkable
insight.

I have learned much (and I am still learn-
ing) through the classes that I have taught in
the Department of Theology at Notre Dame.
My presence as an Islamicist, and scholar of
the Qur’an, in a faculty of Catholic theol-
ogy has allowed me to see Islam—and the
Qur’an in particular—in a wider perspec-
tive. Whereas most Departments of Religion
or Near Eastern Studies teach Islam only in
the light of Islamic tradition, at Notre Dame I
have been challenged to think of the relation-
ship of Islam’s origins in the light of Jewish
and Christian tradition, and to think of the
Qur’an in the light of Biblical literature. At
the same time Notre Dame has often dem-
onstrated, in and out of the classroom, how
a Catholic university—a university rightly
dedicated to its own tradition—can approach
another tradition with a certain apprecia-
tion and sympathy that exceeds the approach
generally found at secular universities. I

xiii
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discovered something similar at the Institut
Islamo-chrétien at Université de Saint Joseph
in Beirut, where I taught as a visiting profes-
sor during the academic year 2010-11.

As this work has moved toward its final
stages, I have increasingly relied on the
excellent team at Fortress Press, including
Ross Miller, Senior Acquisitions Editor, and
Marissa Wold, Senior Project Manager. The
present work is atypical of introductions to
Islam, and yet they have nevertheless been
supportive and helpful throughout.

Yet I have received no greater support than
that given to me each day by my lovely wife

Lourdes. I am grateful with all my heart for
the love she has shown me and for the price-
less gift of our children, Luke, Emmanuel,
Theresa, and René. I would also like to thank
our friends, the Kahyas, the Mattas, the
Aboukhaleds, the Elias, the Bualuans, and
the Metcalfes. I am grateful also to my par-
ents and stepparents—Gary, Carole, Lazarus,
and Nancy—and to the parents of Lourdes,
Elias and Renée. To all of them and to the
Missionaries of Charity in Sad el-Baouchriye
(Beirut), who tenderly care for children bereft
of parents, I dedicate the present work.
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TIMELINE OF TRADITIONAL CHRONOLOGY
FROMTHE BIRTH OF MUHAMMAD TO THE DEATH OF ALl

The following timeline presents a simplified
version of the traditional Islamic chronology
of Islam’s emergence, although it follows the
standard Gregorian calendar, and not the hijri
calendar used by the medieval Muslim scholars
who wrote the early history of Islam. Muslim
scholars generally consider Muhammad to
be forty years old (by which they mean forty
lunar years, or just under thirty-nine stan-
dard solar years) at the moment of his call
to prophethood. (They may have chosen the
number forty for its symbolic value.) The
Western scholars who developed this simpli-
fied chronology (now widely used) gener-
ally followed the biography of Muhammad
in Islamic sources, by which his prophetic
career lasted twenty-two or twenty-three
years. They also placed Muhammad’s death
date in 632 ck, following Islamic chronicles
backward from dates (such as the ascension
of the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik in 685)
that can be confirmed through non-Islamic
sources. Therefore they put Muhammad’s call
to prophethood at 610 and his birth at 570
(although, according to solar years, that date
should be 571). These dates are highly uncer-
“We throw
up our hands at the chronology” [Jesus and

tain. (Francis Peters concludes,

Muhammad, 61].) Islamic sources connect
Muhammad’s birth to an attack on Mecca by
the South Arabian king Abraha (and his ele-
phant), but South Arabian chronicles men-
tion only a campaign that Abraha conducted
in central Arabia (they never mention Mecca
itself) that took place in 552.

Thus the dates in the following timeline
that pertain to the life of Muhammad cannot
be considered authoritative. Even the dates for
the period of the four “rightly guided” caliphs
(i.e., from the death of Muhammad to the
death of “Ali) are largely uncertain. For exam-
ple, in this timeline, the Battle of Yarmuk, the
most important battle against the Byzantines
in the early Islamic conquests, is put at 636.
However, quite a few sources (including the
great Muslim historian Tabari) put this battle
during the reign of the first caliph, Abu Bakr,
who according to the simplified chronology
below is said to have died in 634. Moreover,
the timeline below ignores the question of
the historicity of the events listed, a question
to which the present work is in part dedi-
cated. Accordingly, the following timeline is
best seen as a framework for the traditional
account of Islam’s origins and not a record of
well-known historical events.

XVii



xviii < Timeline of Traditional Chronology

576 Death of Amina, the mother of
Muhammad.

583 Muhammad’s journey to Syria with his
uncle Abu Talib.

599 Birth of “Ali b. Abi Talib, cousin and
son-in-law of Muhammad.

610 Muhammad’s call to prophethood on
Mt. Hira outside of Mecca. Khadija, ‘Ali,
and Abu Bakr accept Islam.

619 Death of Abu Talib and Khadija.

621 Muhammad’s betrothal to ‘A’isha, the
daughter of Abu Bakr.

624 Victory of Muslims at the Battle of
Badr. Expulsion of the Jewish tribe of Banu
Qaynuqa from Medina.

627 Failure of Meccan pagan offensive at the
Battle of the Trench. Massacre and enslave-
ment of Banu Qurayza.

629 Muhammad’s pilgrimage to Mecca.

o
Is2

570

590

605

615

(=2
)
(=]

w
w

625

630

570 ce Birth of Muhammad, Year of
the Elephant, and death of ‘Abdallah,
Muhammad’s father.

578 Death of “Abd al-Muttalib, the grand-
father of Muhammad.

595 Muhammad marries Khadija.

605 Birth of Fatima, daughter of
Muhammad and Khadija (and wife of ‘Ali
b. Abi Talib).

614 Migration of Muslims to Ethiopia.

620 Muhammad’s night journey from
Mecca to Jerusalem and ascension to
heaven from Jerusalem.

622 The hijra, Muhammad’s migration to
Yathrib (later Medina). The first year of the
Islamic calendar.

625 Victory of Meccan pagans at the Battle
of Uhud. Expulsion of the Jewish tribe of
Banu Nadir from Medina.

628 Treaty of Hudaybiyya. Muhammad’s
embassies to world leaders.

630 Conquest of Mecca. Victory of
Muslims at the Battle of Hunayn.



631 Campaign to Tabuk against Arab
Christian allies of the Byzantines.

632 Death of Muhammad. Abu Bakr
selected as caliph. Death of Fatima. Wars of
Apostasy begin.

634 Death of Abu Bakr. Umar b. al-Khattab
selected as second caliph, known as “Amir
al-Mu’ minin,” “Commander of the Faithful,”
for his aggressive military campaigns.

636 Victory of Muslims at the Battle of
Yarmuk and the Battle of al-Qadisiyya.

641 Muslim Conquest of Alexandria.

646 Muslim armies, having completed
their conquest of most of Iran, move into
Khurasan, Armenia, and Asia Minor.

650 ‘Uthman loses the Prophet’s signet ring;
his reign becomes increasingly impious.

656 ‘Uthman is killed by protestors from
Egypt. ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib becomes the fourth
caliph. Battle of the Camel against ‘A’isha
and her allies.

658 “Ali defeats his former followers, the
Kharijites, at the Battle of Nahrawan.

(=)
W
(=]

635

o
£

645

650

655

Timeline of Traditional Chronology <+ xix

632 Farewell pilgrimage to Mecca.

633 Muslim victory over the forces of the
false prophet Musaylima.

635 Battle of the Bridge. Muslim Conquest
of Damascus.

637 Muslim Conquest of Jerusalem. ‘Umar
is personally received into the city by the
patriarch Sophronius.

644 ‘Umar is assassinated. ‘Uthman b. ‘Af-
fan selected as third caliph.

648 Muslim armies continue their progress
through North Africa. Muslim conquest of
the island of Cyprus.

651 Yazdegerd, the last Sassanian Persian
emperor, is killed in the central Asian city
of Merv.

657 ‘Ali and Mu‘awiya face each other at
the Battle of Siffin, which ends in an agree-
ment for an arbitration.

661 “Ali b. Abi Talib is assassinated by a
Kharijite. Mu‘awiya is recognized as caliph
and establishes his rule in Damascus.



THE FAMILY TREE OF THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD
ACCORDINGTOTHETRADITIONAL BIOGRAPHY

The genealogical chart presented here portrays at once the Islamic understanding of

Muhammad as a descendant of Abraham through Ishmael and his relationship—by birth or by

marriage—to those figures who play a key role in the traditional account of Islam’s emergence.

It is a simplified genealogical chart inasmuch as other figures, such as his other wives and chil-

dren, are not included therein.

Abraham ---7---- Hagar
Ishmael
‘Abd Manaf
[ 1
‘Abd Shams Hashim
| I
Umayya ‘Abd al-Muttalib
|
| | ! !
Abu |-‘As Harb Abu Talib ‘Abdullah  Abu Lahab al-‘Abbas Hamza
Affan Abu Sufyan Muhammad._ Abu Bakr
(d.632) SNl (Ist caliph,
“Uthrman r.632-34)
(3rd Caliph,  Mu' awiya Ja‘far ‘Ali ===-- - Fatima’ \\ AN \\‘\
r. 644-56) (Istculrpaglyad (It Imam, Khadiia \\\ < Nisha
alph, 4th caliph, “
r 66|| -80) r. 656-61) N
\ mar
Yazid . (2nd caliph,
(2nd Umayyad . r.634-44)
Caliph, Hasan Husayn RN
r. 680-83) (2nd Imam) (3rd Imam)
“Hafsa

XX1
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Islam today is a global religion with adherents
from diverse nations, races, and cultures. The
story of its origins, however, takes place among
a specific group of people: the Arabs of the late
antique Near East. The Arabs at the time lived
in an area that stretched from modern-day
Yemen in the south to the Taurus Mountains
of modern-day Turkey in the north, from the
Mediterranean Sea in the west, to the Tigris
River in the east. They were in part nomadic,
in part settled, and they lived among a num-
ber of other peoples in the region. Most of
these other peoples spoke a dialect of Aramaic
(the language of Christ) known as Syriac,
although in large urban centers many spoke
Greek. While a significant presence of Jews
could be found in Yemen and in cities such

as Alexandria and Damascus, the great major-
ity of people in the Near East at the time of
Islam’s emergence were Christians. Many of
the Arabs themselves had become Christians,
and some had begun to speak Syriac in addi-
tion to Arabic.

The notion of Arabs as a unified ethnic
group developed only gradually. The Bible
generally refers to “Arabs” in the same way
it refers to “Ishmaelites.” Both terms seem to
be labels for nomads: Isaiah (13:20) speaks
of Babylon becoming so desolate that not
even an “Arab” would pitch his tent there; the
author of Genesis has “Ishmaelites” on camels
pass by Shechem and purchase Joseph from
his brothers (Gen. 37:25).
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Jewish and Christian works written after
the Bible, but before Islam, often refer to cer-
tain groups of Arabic speakers by the name of
their tribe. In some cases, however, all those
who spoke some dialect of the Arabic language
are described as “Hagarenes” or “Ishmaelites.”
These latter terms reflect an association that
Jews and Christians made between the Arabic
speaking tribes, who were often tent-dwelling
nomads living in the desert or its fringes, and
the biblical story in which Abraham casts out
Hagar and her son Ishmael into the desert
wilderness (Gen. 21:14).

Greek-speaking Christian
authors tended use the term “Saracens” (the

Byzantine

term that would later become the standard
label for Arabs in the Latin West) for Arabic
speakers, a term derived from the Greek form
of the name of one northern Arabian tribe.
Some Christian authors (perhaps begin-
ning with St. Jerome, d. 420) argued that the
Arabic speakers themselves used this term in
the hope of associating themselves with Sarah
and thereby to hide their descent from Hagar.
Others connected “Saracen” to the Greek
word scenitae, meaning “tent-dwellers.” Both
ideas reflect the idea of Arabs as nomads, chil-
dren of the wilderness.

For its part, the Qur’an presents itself as a
book for the Arabs: “We have sent it down as
an Arabic Qur’an; haply [“that perhaps”] you
will understand” (Q 12:2). Such verses suggest
that the story of Islam’s emergence involves
not only the appearance of a new religion but
also the unification of the Arabic-speaking
tribes and the rise of the idea that they all
make up one people: they are all Arabs, the

descendants of Abraham through Ishmael (as
the Jews are his descendants through Isaac).
This connection between Abraham, the
Arabs, and Islam is expressed in the geneal-
ogy of Muhammad. Although the idea is
not explicit in the Qur’an, Muslims con-
sider Muhammad a descendant of Abraham
relate that
Muhammad met Abraham during his ascent

through Ishmael; they also
to heaven where he discovered that they look
like each other. Thus Muhammad is presented
as a “new Abraham.” This presentation pre-
sumably offered a way for early Muslims to
conceive of and defend their religion in the
context of the seventh-century Middle East.
With their ethnic identity as Arabs, and their
religious identity as descendents of Abraham,
Muslims could enter into the religious debates
already taking place between Christians and
Jews and among various Christian sects.

Yet Muslims did not appear in the Middle
East as religious missionaries who sought
to make disciples of other nations. They
appeared as conquerors who subjected other
nations to their rule. In the 630s, Arab armies
swept through the Near East. The mighty
Persian Empire collapsed entirely in the face
of their attacks. (The last Persian emperor
was killed in 651.) The Byzantine Empire
at last withstood the Islamic conquests, but
only by establishing a final line of defense
in the Taurus Mountains in the early 640s.
In the meanwhile, the Byzantines had lost
Syria, Palestine (including the holy city of
Jerusalem), and Egypt to the Muslims.

Between the death of Muhammad (tradi-
tionally dated to 632) and the transfer of the



capital of the Islamic empire from Medina to
Damascus in 661, Muslim armies conquered
an area that stretched from modern-day Libya
in the west to modern-day Afghanistan in the
east. Thus Islam emerged as both a religion and
a state. This state proclaimed to the world that
a new prophet had appeared, a prophet who
corrected the errors of Jews and Christians and
who instructed his followers how to establish
the law of God, or the sharia, on earth.

The present book begins with the story
of this prophet, Muhammad the son of Ab-
dallah, who according to tradition was born
in 570 in the western Arabian city of Mecca.
In telling this story, I will rely on the oldest
Islamic sources, above all the biography of
the Prophet by Ibn Ishaq (d. 767), a native
of Medina whose work is largely seen as the
most ancient account of Muhammad’s life. I
will also turn to traditions (Ar. hadith) about
or by the Prophet preserved by Bukhari (d.
870)—the most famous compiler of such tra-
ditions—and to the biography of Muhammad
in the monumental history of Abu Ja‘far al-
Tabari (d. 923), a Persian scholar whose works
on the Qur’an and Islamic history represent
the fullness of classical Islamic tradition.
When I refer in the following chapters to “the
traditional biography” of the Prophet, or “the
classical Islamic sources,” I mean above all the
account of Muhammad’s life as recorded in
these three works.

In speaking of Muhammad, I will also have
reason to refer to the Qur’an, a scripture that,
according to the prevailing Islamic belief,
existed in heaven even before Muhammad
was born. Once God called on Muhammad

to be his prophet (in 610), he began to send
the angel Gabriel with passages of this heav-
enly book to Muhammad, and he continued
to do so until Muhammad’s death (632).
Muhammad proclaimed these revelations to
his companions, but the collection and codi-
fication of the Qur’an was the work of his
political successors, or caliphs.

In fact, the Qur’an shows signs of being a
much older book than that of Ibn Ishaq, in
part because much of Ibn Ishaq is a com-
mentary on the Qur’an; that is, it is in large
part made up of stories meant to explain
otherwise-ambiguous qur’anic passages. Yet
the historical value of the Qur’an has often
been questioned, since it is a book filled with
pious admonitions and not with details on the
people, places, and happenings of its histori-
cal context.

Thus the question before us—namely, how
Islam emerged in its Arab context—is difficult
to answer. In the first part of the present work,
we will investigate how the first Islamic biog-
raphies present Islam’s emergence; we will do
this by examining how they describe the life of
Muhammad and the rule of the first four (or
“rightly guided”) caliphs. In so doing we will
identify reports that seem to be the product of
storytellers and not the records of authentic
historical events. Indeed, we must remember
that Muhammad’s biography was first com-
posed by scholars, beginning with Ibn Ishagq,
who wrote over one hundred years after the
Prophet had died, and who wrote with very
particular motives.

The goal of these authors was not limited
to producing a faithful account of earlier
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FROM A CLASSICTEXT « PI.|

Death and Funerals

Bukhari named his collection of hadith (that are reports or statements attributed—accurately or
not—to Muhammad) “The Valid” (Ar. sahih) because of his conviction that the hadith it contains
relate the very words or deeds of the Prophet himself, perfectly preserved by a process of oral trans-
mission. Yet the relevance of the hadith he includes for the context of the medieval Islamic world
suggests that they may date from an period well after the life of the Prophet.

The hadith presented below reflect a number of different issues that concerned medieval Muslim
scholars (who lived in the midst of both Jews and Christians): devotion to the God of Islam, the
waywardness of other religions, and proper Islamic religious practices. A number of the hadith
appear to have been written in order to explain ambiguous material in the Qur’an (a quality of many
qur’anic commentaries). Other hadith reflect the impact of sectarian rivalry on the development of
early Islamic traditions, a feature evident in the traditions in Ibn Ishaq’s biography of the Prophet.

Bukhari’s work is not distinctive because of its content. Similar (and often the same) traditions
can be found in classical works of qur’anic exegesis or Muhammad’s biography. The distinction
in Bukhari’s work is, first, his method of organizing traditions according to topic and, second, the
manner in which he favors traditions from or about the Prophet himself (prophetic hadith) over
those of learned Muslims from subsequent generations. In fact, he attributes to Muhammad the
same hadith that are attributed only to companions or successors of Muhammad in early exegeti-
cal/biographical works.

Thehadith cited below begin with the name of the companion (or wife, in the case of  A’isha) of the
Prophet who heard the words, or witnessed the action, presented in the hadith. They come from the
twenty-third of the ninety-three books in Bukhari’s work, a book dedicated to the topic of funerals.
However, the criteria for inclusion in this book are quite broad. Bukhari places here any hadith that
mention a funeral, even incidentally or that relate to death and the afterlife.

Devotion to the God of Islam

Narrated Abu Dhar:

Allah’s Apostle said, “Someone came to me from my Lord and gave me the news (or good tid-
ings) that if any of my followers dies worshipping none (in any way) along with Allah, he will
enter Paradise.” I asked, “Even if he committed illegal sexual intercourse (adultery) and theft?”
He replied, “Even if he committed illegal sexual intercourse (adultery) and theft.” (Bukhari,
2:329)




Narrated ‘Abdullah:

Allah’s Apostle said, “Anyone who dies worshipping others along with Allah will definitely enter
the Fire.” I said, “Anyone who dies worshipping none along with Allah will definitely enter
Paradise.” (Bukhari, 2:330)

Narrated Anas:

The Prophet said, “When a human being is laid in his grave and his companions return and he
even hears their footsteps, two angels come to him and make him sit and ask him: “‘What did
you use to say about this man, Muhammad?’ He will say: ‘I testify that he is Allah’s slave and His
Apostle’ Then it will be said to him, ‘Look at your place in the Hell-Fire. Allah has given you a
place in Paradise instead of it.” The Prophet added, “The dead person will see both his places.
But a non-believer or a hypocrite will say to the angels, ‘T do not know, but I used to say what
the people used to say!’ It will be said to him, ‘Neither did you know nor did you take the guid-
ance (by reciting the Qur’an). Then he will be hit with an iron hammer between his two ears,
and he will cry and that cry will be heard by whatever approaches him except human beings
and jinns.” (Bukhari, 2:422)

Narrated Anas:

A young Jewish boy used to serve the Prophet and he became sick. So the Prophet went to
visit him. He sat near his head and asked him to embrace Islam. The boy looked at his father,
who was sitting there; the latter told him to obey Abu-1-Qasim [i.e., Muhammad] and the boy
embraced Islam. The Prophet came out saying: “Praises be to Allah Who saved the boy from the
Hell-fire.” (Bukhari, 2:438)

Narrated Abu Huraira:

Allah’s Apostle said, “Every child is born with a true faith of Islam (i.e. to worship none but Allah
Alone) but his parents convert him to Judaism, Christianity or Magainism [Zoroastrianism], as
an animal delivers a perfect baby animal. Do you find it mutilated?” Then Abu Huraira recited
the holy verses: “The pure Allah’s Islamic nature (true faith of Islam) (i.e. worshipping none but
Allah) with which He has created human beings. No change let there be in the religion of Allah
(i.e. joining none in worship with Allah). That is the straight religion (Islam) but most of men
know not.” (Q 30:30) (Bukhari, 2:441)
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The Waywardness of Other Religions as a Warning to Muslims

Narrated ‘Urwa:

‘A’isha said, “The Prophet in his fatal illness said, ‘Allah cursed the Jews and the Christians
because they took the graves of their Prophets as places for praying.” ‘A’isha added, “Had it
not been for that the grave of the Prophet would have been made prominent but I am afraid it
might be taken (as a) place for praying.” (Bukhari, 2:414)

Narrated ‘A’isha:

When the Prophet became ill, some of his wives talked about a church which they had seen in
Ethiopia and it was called Mariya. Um Salma and Um Habiba [two wives of the Prophet] had
been to Ethiopia, and both of them narrated its (the Church’s) beauty and the pictures it con-
tained. The Prophet raised his head and said, “Those are the people who, whenever a pious man
dies amongst them, make a place of worship at his grave and then they make those pictures in
it. Those are the worst creatures in the Sight of Allah.” (Bukhari, 2:425)

On Proper Islamic Religious Practices

(Against wailing for the dead at funerals)

Narrated Anas bin Malik:

The Prophet passed by a woman who was sitting and weeping beside a grave and said to her,
“Fear Allah and be patient.” (Bukhari, 2:343)

Narrated Ibn “‘Umar from his father:
The Prophet said, “The deceased is tortured in his grave for the wailing done over him.”
(Bukhari, 2:379)

(On respecting the dead of other religions)

Narrated ‘Abdur Rahman bin Abi Laila:

Sahl bin Hunaif and Qais bin Sad were sitting in the city of Al-Qadisiya. A funeral procession
passed in front of them and they stood up. They were told that funeral procession was of one of
the inhabitants of the land, i.e. of a non-believer, under the protection of Muslims. They said,
“A funeral procession passed in front of the Prophet and he stood up. When he was told that it
was the coffin of a Jew, he said, “Is it not a living being (soul)?” (Bukhari, 2:399)




events. For example, both Sunnis and Shi‘ites
seem to shape their traditions on the political
succession to Muhammad in a way that justi-
fies their religious doctrine. All early Muslim
scholars, meanwhile, sought to explain how
references and allusions in the Qur’an can be
understood in the context of Muhammad’s
life. They also sought to present his life in a
way that responds to the disbelief of Jews and
Christians.

These critical observations do not mean
that the traditional Islamic biography of

the Prophet has no historical value. Certain
reports might have an authentic core, even if
they have been embellished for various rea-
sons. However, it is difficult to know where
to find that authentic core, since we do not
have any ancient non-Muslim accounts of
the Prophet’s life with enough detail to offer
grounds for comparison. Thus it is perhaps
best to look at the traditional biography of
the Prophet as the first record of Islamic self-
understanding. From this perspective its value
is considerable.



It is alleged in popular stories (and only God
knows the truth) that Amina, the daughter of
Wahb, the mother of God’s apostle, used to
say when she was pregnant with God’s apostle
that a voice said to her, “You are pregnant with
the lord of this people and when he is born say,
‘I put him in the care of the One from the evil
of every envier, then call him Muhammad.”
As she was pregnant with him she saw a light
come forth from her by which she could see

the castles of Busra in Syria. (Ibn Ishaq, 69)

The Prophet Muhammad, according to the
traditional Islamic sources, was an orphan.

11

His father, Abdallah, died three months
before he was born, and his mother, Amina,
died when he was only six. After his mother
died, Muhammad was adopted by Abu Talib,
his paternal uncle. Abu Talib was an impor-
tant merchant in Mecca, a city of merchants,
and when Muhammad was twelve, Abu Talib
agreed to take him on a trading journey north
to Syria. It was to be a fateful journey.

Their route took them near the city of Bostra,
by the cave of a Christian hermit named
Bahira. Now Bahira had never taken notice of
the Meccan caravan before, but on this occa-
sion he noticed a cloud that hovered over
the head of the boy Muhammad even as the
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caravan drove forward. Thus Bahira came
down from his cave, stopped the Meccans,
and insisted they come eat with him. When
the Meccans went up to Bahira’s cave, they left
the young Muhammad behind with the bag-
gage. Bahira, however, noticed Muhammad’s
absence and insisted that he be summoned.
When Muhammad finally arrived, Bahira
examined him closely and found a mark on
his back, between his shoulder blades, “the
very place described in his book.” This, Bahira
explained, was the “seal of prophethood.” It
confirmed to Bahira that the boy was the one
predicted by Christ. Before seeing his guests
off, Bahira announced to Abu Talib (after
warning him that the Jews would plot against
Muhammad): “A great future lies before this
nephew of yours, so take him home quickly.”
The account of Muhammad’s meeting with
the mysterious monk Bahira illustrates three
themes in the traditional narrative of Islam’s
emergence. First, it presents Islam as a reli-
gion that completes and corrects Christianity.
The figure of the monk is meant to show that
a true Christian recognizes Muhammad as a
prophet. The Qur’an itself describes the reac-
tion of Christians who hear Muhammad pro-
claim his revelations: “When they hear what
has been sent down to the Messenger, thou
seest their eyes overflow with tears because of
the truth they recognize. They say, ‘Our Lord,
we believe; so do Thou write us down among
the witnesses’” (Q 5:83). The reference to a
book in Bahira’s possession that contained a
description of the new prophet (including his
birthmark) suggests that Bahira was not read-
ing the Christian Bible but the “true” scriptures

of Jesus (which, perhaps, he preserved secretly
in his secluded cave). Thus Bahira appears to
be a bridge between Jesus and Muhammad. He
preserves the Scriptures of the first prophet,
Jesus, and he recognizes the appearance of the
new prophet, Muhammad.

this
Muhammad the fulfillment, or the consum-

Second, account also makes
mation, of biblical prophets. It is reminiscent
of Samuel’s anointing of David as king of
Israel (1 Sam. 16). When Samuel examines
the elder sons of Jesse to find the one whom
God has chosen to be king, none pass the
test. “Are these all the sons you have?” he asks
Jesse. At this Jesse finally brings his youngest
son, David (who had been watching not bag-
gage but sheep), and God tells Samuel that
David is the chosen one. So too, this account
is reminiscent of Moses’ leading the Israelites
out of Egypt. Yahweh precedes the Israelites
in a cloud in Exodus 13, while a cloud hovers
over the head of Muhammad in the Bahira
story.

The Bahira story is also reminiscent of Jesus’
travel as a boy of twelve to Jerusalem with his
parents (Luke 2). Jesus’ parents find him in the
temple asking questions of the teachers and
amazing them with his intelligence. Similarly,
Muhammad proves himself unusually wise
on religious matters during his meeting with
Bahira. When Bahira swears by the pagan
goddesses of Mecca—al-Lat and al-Uzza—
Muhammad rebukes him, saying: “By God
nothing is more hateful to me than these two.”

Third, this account evokes the struggle
between monotheism and paganism. The
Islamic sources make it clear that Bahira



himself did not believe in the gods of Mecca;
he only swore by them “because he had heard
[Muhammad’s] people swearing by these
gods.” Mecca, according to the traditional
narrative, was a city awash in idols, a city
possessed by the abomination of paganism.
Accordingly, the Islamic sources refer to Arab
society before the arrival of Islam as the jahili-
yya: “the realm of ignorance.” Muhammad,
they relate, was born to be a bearer of light in
a city of darkness.

Western scholars generally date the birth of
Muhammad to 570 ce (although this date
is quite uncertain; it is based only on the
assumption that Muhammad was sixty-two at
his death, in 632). According to Islamic tradi-
tion, the leading figure in Mecca at the time
of Muhammad’s birth was his paternal grand-
father, ‘Abd al-Muttalib, who was known as
““the lord’ of the Quraysh” (the principal tribe
of Mecca, to which Muhammad belonged).

A descendent of Abraham (through
Ishmael), ‘Abd al-Muttalib was a holy man in
a city of unholiness. He is closely connected in
Islamic traditions with the Ka'ba, the square
stone shrine in Mecca around which Muslims
circle during their pilgrimage.

It was ‘Abd al-Muttalib who, guided by a
dream, found the spring next to the Ka‘ba
known as Zamzam, originally discovered by
Abraham’s young son Ishmael when, suffering
from thirst in the heat of Arabia, he scratched
at the ground with his feet (according to
another tradition, the angel Gabriel released

the water of Zamzam by digging at this spot
with his wing). When Muhammad was born,
one tradition reports, Abd al-Muttalib imme-
diately took the child to the Ka‘ba to give
thanks to God.

This connection with the Ka‘ba is also a
connection with Abraham himself, who is
said to have built the Ka‘ba as a shrine for
the worship of God (although some tradi-
tions insist the Ka‘ba was first built by Adam
and only restored by Abraham). Evidently,
the Islamic tradition on Abraham and Mecca
departs from the biblical story of Abraham,
which never has him travel anywhere near
Mecca (a city hundreds of miles south of the
biblical land of Canaan).

Most Islamic traditions explain that at a
certain point Abraham asked his second wife,
Hagar, and their son, Ishmael (but not Sarah
or Isaac), to join him on a journey into the
desert, a journey that led them to a deserted
valley where Abraham built the Ka‘ba. Other
traditions explain that the Ka‘ba was built as
a precise replica of a shrine in heaven, around
which angels process in prayer. However, in
the days of ‘Abd al-Muttalib, the Ka‘ba had
become a pagan shrine, housing the idols of
various Arab tribes (360 idols, according to
one count).

By describing the Ka‘ba in this way, the
Islamic sources suggest that Muhammad did
not teach a new religion in Mecca. Instead,
he taught people to worship one God, as
Abraham had done. In other words, Islam
existed in Mecca before the city declined into
the darkness of paganism. This idea seems to
emerge from a passage in the Qur’an.

13
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FIGURE |.1. Muslim pilgrims around the Ka' ba, Mecca 2007

And when Abraham, and Ishmael with him,
raised up the foundations of the House:
“Our Lord, receive this from us; Thou art
the All-hearing, the All-knowing; *and, our
Lord, make us submissive [muslimin] to
Thee, and of our seed a nation submissive to
Thee; and show us our holy rites, and turn
towards us; surely Thou turnest, and art All-

compassionate. (Q 2:127-28)

Here Abraham and Ishmael ask God to make
them “submissive”—in Arabic muslimin—to
God. The followers of Muhammad’s reli-
gion would later call themselves by this term:

Muslims (the ending -in makes the word
plural in Arabic). Moreover, they would
insist that Abraham and Ishmael were not
only “submissive” (or muslims with a low-
ercase m) but also that they were Muslims
(with a capital M). Islam, in other words, did
not begin with Muhammad. It began long
before.

In the qur’anic passage above, Abraham
and Ishmael also pray that God will raise up
a nation among their descendants, a nation
that will likewise be “submissive” (or muslim).
In the subsequent verse, the Qur’an has them
pray for the appearance of a prophet among



Chapter 1: Muhammad in Mecca % 15

them, “Our Lord, do Thou send among them  To Muslims, Muhammad is this messenger,
a Messenger, one of them, who shall recite this new Abraham. The connection between
to them Thy signs, and teach them the Book  Abraham and Muhammad is seen again in
and the Wisdom, and purify them; Thou a tradition that Muhammad, after he met
art the All-mighty, the All-wise” (Q 2:129). Abraham face-to-face during his ascent to
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heaven, commented: “Never have I seen a man
so much like myself.”

As for ‘Abd al-Muttalib, in the traditional
Islamic narrative he is an enigmatic figure. He
lived and died before Muhammad preached
Islam (most accounts have him die when
Muhammad was only eight years old), and
his close association with the Ka‘ba puts him
at the city’s pagan heart. Nevertheless, he is
described as a holy man. ‘Abd al-Muttalib is
celebrated in particular for his defense of the
Ka‘ba during the “War of the Elephant.”

The story of this “war” (which in fact does
not involve any fighting at all) in the classi-
cal Islamic sources centers on the ambitions
of Abraha, a Christian ruler from the south
of the Arabian peninsula. Abraha had built a
grand cathedral in the city of San‘a, and he
planned to turn this cathedral into a site of
pilgrimage for all of the Arabs—and to make
a profit from the pilgrims who would come.
The principal obstacle to his plans was the
Ka‘ba of Mecca and its 360 idols. Many of
these idols belonged to individual tribes who
made a pilgrimage once a year to Mecca to
venerate them. Abraha, according to the story,
decided that a good way to convince them to
come to San‘a instead was to destroy those
idols and the building that housed them. Thus
Abraha set out to attack Mecca, supplying his
troops with an elephant for battle.

A ruler named Abraha is indeed known
to us from Christian chronicles and South
Arabian inscriptions, but outside of Islamic
tradition there is no mention of his attack
on Mecca. Moreover, the idea that he would
attack Mecca with one single elephant seems

curious. Presumably, if Abraha was able to get
his hands on one elephant, he would have got-
ten at least a couple more to help out. In fact,
the entire story seems to have been written to
explain Qur’an 105: “Hast thou not seen how
thy Lord did with the Men of the Elephant? *
Did He not make their guile to go astray? * And
He loosed upon them birds in flights, * hurl-
ing against them stones of baked clay, * and
He made them like green blades devoured”
(Q 105:1-5). Presumably, later Muslim schol-
ars simply attached the well-known name of
Abraha to the story they wrote to explain this
otherwise opaque passage about the “Men of
the Elephant.”

In any case, according to this story, ‘Abd
al-Muttalib—having heard of Abraha’s
approach—put the fate of the city in God’s
hands: “God knows that we do not wish to
fight [Abraha] for we have not the power to
do so. This is God’s sanctuary and the temple
of His friend Abraham. . . . If He defends it
against [Abraha] it is His temple and His sanc-
tuary; and if He lets [Abraha] have it by God
we cannot defend it!” (Ibn Ishaq, 24). Like the
Egyptians in the days of Moses, the forces of
Abraha were facing not humans but God. The
next day, as they prepared for battle, they dis-
covered that their elephant (called Mahmud,
a good Islamic name) refused to approach
Mecca. Even worse, birds came from the sea,
each of which brought three small stones,
which they dropped on the soldiers of Abraha.
Everyone hit by these stones was killed. Abraha
himself was hit repeatedly and slowly dis-
membered. By the time he reached San‘a, he
had nothing but a miserable stump of a body.



His heart burst from his chest, and he died. So
the year of the War of the Elephant was a year
of death. But it was also a year of life, for in
that same year Muhammad was born.

According to Ibn Ishaq, in the days when
Muhammad was born, it was common for
city-dwelling Arabs to place their children
into the care of Bedouins so that they would
be exposed to the healthy air of the desert.
Muhammad’s mother, Amina, did just that,
giving the young boy to a Bedouin woman
named Halima. Soon after Halima took
Muhammad in, a miracle took place that
proved the boy was unlike any other.

For some time, Halima had been unable to
nurse, but soon after she took in Muhammad,
her breasts filled with so much milk that she
was able to nurse both Muhammad and her
own child. Even the udders of her old she-
camel suddenly filled with milk. Halima had
once been hesitant to accept Muhammad (a
fatherless child), but now she counted herself
lucky. “Do you know, Halima, you have taken
a blessed creature,” exclaimed her husband.
Yet a miracle still more fantastic was to take
place during Muhammad’s residence with
Halima in the desert. Muhammad himself
recounts how it took place: “While I was with
a [foster] brother of mine behind our tents
shepherding the lambs, two men in white
raiment came to me with a gold basin full of

snow. Then they seized me and opened up
my belly, extracted my heart and split it; then
they extracted a black drop from it and threw
it away; they washed my heart and my belly
with that snow” (Ibn Ishaq, 72). This account
seems to symbolize Muhammad’s purifica-
tion in preparation for his call to prophecy,
although that call would not come until many
years later.

Most accounts of Muhammad’s adult life
begin with the report that Muhammad
worked as a merchant for an older woman
named Khadija, known both for her dignity
and her wealth. Many men desired to marry
Khadija in order to get to this wealth, but
Khadija desired to marry Muhammad, whom
she knew to be both reliable and honest.

Khadija
Muhammad was a holy man. One of Khadija’s

Even more, recognized that
servants had told her that a monk saw
Muhammad sit under a tree where only proph-
ets sit. Khadija’s own cousin Waraqa, who is
often described as a Christian, explained: “If
this is true, Khadija, verily Muhammad is the
prophet of this people. I knew that a prophet
of this people was to be expected. His time
has come” (Ibn Ishaq, 83). Thus Khadija
and Muhammad were married. Muhammad
would later marry many women, but as long
as he was married to Khadija, he remained
monogamous. Years later, Muhammad’s
young wife ‘A’isha would recall, “T did not
feel jealous of any woman as much as I did of
Khadija because Allah’s Apostle used to men-

tion her very often” (Bukhari, 5:165).

17



18 < THE EMERGENCE OF ISLAM

As for Waraqa, Ibn Ishaq makes him one in a cave on a mountain named Hira, out-
of four Arabs who broke away from pagan-  side Mecca. It was during one of these retreats
ism even before Muhammad proclaimed when Muhammad, who had reached the age
Islam. Islamic tradition names these four fig-  of forty, was first visited by the angel Gabriel.
ures hanifs, and Muhammad, before his call

to prophethood, is sometimes thought to “He came to me,” said the apostle of God,
have been influenced by them. He is said to “while I was asleep, with a coverlet of brocade
have spent one month of each year praying whereon was some writing, and said, “Read!”

KHADIJA

According to the traditional biography of the Prophet, Khadija was Muhammad's first wife, the
only wife older than him, the only wife to bear him children who lived to adulthood, and the
only wife with whom he lived monogamously (that is, Muhammad did not marry other women
while Khadija was still alive). Ibn Ishaq describes Khadija as “a merchant woman of dignity and
wealth” and adds, "All her people were eager to get possession of her wealth” (Ibn Ishag, 82).
Although Ibn Ishag does not tell us how Khadija achieved this status (let alone what sort of
merchant trade she was involved in), he does credit Khadija for recognizing Muhammad's
“truthfulness, trustworthiness, and honorable character” He relates how Khadija hears from
another of her employees (named Maysara) that miraculous signs accompany Muhammad
(such as angels shading him from the sun). In this way, she recognizes that Muhammad pos-
sesses a quality beyond mere virtue and asks to marry him.

Thus Khadija is one of several pious wisdom figures in the biography of the Prophet, figures
who insightfully perceive Muhammad's special qualities. Among these is the monk Bahira and
Khadija's own cousin Waraga, who (being learned in the Scriptures) identifies Muhammad as
a prophet like Moses.

To Shi‘ite Muslims, Khadija is also a figure of particular value as the mother of Fatima.
Muhammad's cousin ‘Ali—whom Shi‘ites recognize as the first Imam, the rightful successor to
the Prophet—would marry Fatima. From this marriage would be born Hasan and Husayn (the
second and third Imams, grandsons of the Prophet). Shi‘ite authors also contrast Khadija, "the
woman of dignity" with another wife of the Prophet: ‘A’isha, the daughter of Abu Bakr (who,
from a Shi‘ite perspective, wrongly usurped ‘Ali's place as successor to the Prophet). Whereas
Khadija thought only of the mission of Muhammad, ‘A’isha often thought of her own interests,
or those of her father.



I said, “What shall I read?” He pressed me
with it so tightly that I thought it was death;
then he let me go and said, “Read!” I said,
“What shall I read?” He pressed me with it
again so that I thought it was death; then
he let me go and said “Read!” I said, “What
shall I read?” He pressed me with it the third
time so that I thought it was death and said
“Read!” I said, “What then shall I read?”—
and this I said only to deliver myself from
him, lest he should do the same to me again.
He said: “Read in the name of thy Lord who
created, who created man of blood coagu-
lated. Read! Thy Lord is the most beneficent,
who taught by the pen, taught that which
they knew not unto men.” (Ibn Ishaq, 106)

This final phrase is found in Qur’an 96,
verses 1-5, which, according to this account,
were the first words God revealed to the
Prophet. Over the next twenty-three years,
Muhammad continued to receive such rev-
elations from God, brought to him by the
angel Gabriel, who would indicate to the
Prophet how these revelations, delivered in
pieces (such as that cited above), were to be
arranged. Muhammad referred to these mes-
sages as “The Recitation,” or “The Reading”—
in Arabic, the Qur’an.

Ibn Ishaq explains that when Muhammad
was on his way down from Mount Hira, he
heard a voice from above, which declared
to him, “Thou art the apostle [that is, the
messenger| of God and I am Gabriel” (Ibn
Ishaqg, 106). When he reached the bottom of
the mountain, Muhammad rushed to find
Khadija and told her all that he had seen and

heard. Khadija declared, “Verily, by Him in
whose hand is Khadija’s soul, I have hope that
thou wilt be the prophet of this people.” Thus
Khadija believed, becoming the first follower
of Muhammad’s religion.

When Muhammad told Khadija’s cousin
Waraqa what had occurred, Waraqa replied,
“Surely by Him in whose hand is Waraqa’s
soul, thou art the prophet of this people.” To
these words Waraqa added a warning: “Thou
wilt be called a liar, and they will use thee
despitefully and cast thee out and fight against
thee” (Ibn Ishaq, 107). Thus the drama of
Muhammad’s confrontation with the pagan
people of Mecca was set to begin.

According to the traditional Islamic sources,
the Meccans—not unlike the Roman admin-
istration of Palestine in the time of Jesus—
were hardly zealous in religious matters. The
Romans of course had their gods, not least of
which was their emperor. After the defeat of
the Bar Kochba revolt in 135 ck, they erected
a statue of the emperor Hadrian on the site of
the Jerusalem temple. But for long stretches of
time, the Roman administration allowed Jews
to practice their religion. The Romans’ prin-
cipal concern was the preservation of order—
and tax revenues.

According to Islamic sources, the Quraysh,
the ruling tribe of Mecca, had similar
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concerns. Western scholars generally refer to
the Quraysh as pagans, a Latin term (paganus,
or “civilian,” i.e., someone who is not in the
“army of Christ”) that originally referred to
non-Christians. Later, it became a pejorative
label for any polytheists, for which reason
Western scholars took to naming pre-Islamic
Meccans “pagans.” Arabic speaking Muslim
scholars name them “associators” (Ar. mush-
rikun), accusing them of associating gods,
or idols, with the one true God. Like Roman
pagans, the Meccan pagans of Islamic tradi-
tion had multiple gods and diverse religious
practices. Worshipers could introduce new
gods and new practices, and they were free to

choose the gods they would worship and the
practices they would follow.

In other ways, however, the story of the
pagans in Mecca is unlike that of the Romans
in Jerusalem. In the Jerusalem of Jesus’ day, the
pagan Romans were ruling over a Jewish city.
Yet Mecca in Muhammad’s day, Ibn Ishagq tells
us, was—both literally and figuratively—built
around a pagan shrine, the Ka'ba. It was this
shrine that gave Mecca its religious prestige.
Once a year, tribes from around Arabia came
to Mecca for the annual pilgrimage, the Hajj,
in order to venerate the idols in the Ka'ba—
and to do business. As a result, the Quraysh
grew ever richer.

BOX I.1 « THE HA||

Muslims generally consider the Hajj, or pilgrimage to Mecca, to be one of the five pillars of
Islam. All able Muslims are expected to perform the Hajj at least once in their lives. The Hajj
takes place every year between the seventh and twelfth days of the last month of the Islamic
calendar, or Dhu al-Hijja, the “Month of the Hajj.” (Since the Islamic calendar is based on a
lunar year, and not a solar year, the dates of the Hajj on the standard Gregorian calendar move
back approximately eleven days each year.) Before entering Mecca, the male pilgrim puts on a
simple white cloak, leaving his head uncovered (a woman is simply to remain modestly veiled);
during the period of the pilgrimage, he must refrain from certain acts (from shaving to sexual
activity) understood to break this state of purity. The rituals of the Hajj include (1) proceed-
ing seven times around the Ka‘ba and kissing, if possible, the black stone embedded in it; (2)
processing seven times between two rocky mounds, in imitation of Hagar, who did so as she
searched for water (when she was left behind in Mecca by Abraham); (3) spending an afternoon
standing near a small mountain known as ‘Arafat, about fifteen miles east of Mecca; (4) cast-
ing stones at a wall (originally three pillars, joined together in 2004), which symbolizes Satan,
in commemoration of Abraham’s confrontation with the devil; and (5) slaughtering an animal
(usually a sheep), in imitation of Abraham, who was given an animal by God to sacrifice in the
place of his son whom he was prepared to kill (according to the majority view of Muslims, not
Isaac but Ishmael).
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The Scottish scholar William Montgomery
Watt argues that in the days of Muhammad,
Mecca had become a wealthy city. The city’s
wealth, he maintains, was in part due to the
presence of the Ka‘ba. Watt reports that the
area around the Ka‘ba was considered a sanc-
tuary, an inviolable refuge in which business
could be conducted without fear of harass-
ment. Watt argues additionally that the
Quraysh benefited economically from the
strategic location of their city, since Mecca
“stood at the cross-roads of routes from the
Yemen to Syria and from Abyssinia to Iraq.”
The Quraysh, by his telling, dominated “most
of the trade from the Yemen to Syria—an
important route by which the West got Indian
luxury goods as well as South Arabian frank-
incense” (Muhammad at Mecca, 3). Watt adds
that the privileged economic situation of the
Quraysh had led them to become a crafty and
money-hungry people, “skilful in the manip-
ulation of credit,” and “shrewd in their specu-
lations” (Muhammad at Mecca, 3).

In fact, there is no record at all of this
Meccan trade in non-Islamic sources, and
Mecca is hardly the easiest land route between
Yemen and Syria. (In order to get to Mecca
from the coastline of the Red Sea, an arduous
inland detour is necessary.) Indeed, it seems
that the idea of Mecca as a trading center, and
the Quraysh as a tribe of greedy merchants,
is a myth developed by Islamic tradition to
explain certain qur’anic passages (notably Q
106, a Sura titled “Quraysh”). This myth was
then used by Western scholars such as Watt
who were eager to find social and cultural fac-
tors to explain the emergence of Islam.

Maxime Rodinson argues that the caravan
trade had enriched the nomadic Bedouins,
who began to settle in cities, notably Mecca.
Their riches, and the comforts of settled life,
soon led them to forget their old tribal values.
A moral crisis ensued, as some began search-
ing for new, more universal values: “The poor,
the young and the honest were suffering from
upstart arrogance. There was a vague feeling
that the old tribal principles, which might
have been invoked to prevent it, were some-
how out of date” (Rodinson, Muhammad, 36).
To Rodinson, this vague feeling lies behind the
rise of Islam in Mecca.

But if there was so much trade going on
in Mecca before Islam, it is amazing that
the Islamic sources have essentially noth-
ing to say about Meccan trade after the city
became Islamic. Watt speculates that Islamic
rules against usury “stopped the old lucrative
speculations in high finance” (Muhammad
at Medina, 76), but one wonders why trade
continued in other Islamic cities. Indeed, as
Francis Peters correctly notes, the only prob-
lem with the idea of Mecca as a major trad-
ing center is that “it happens not to be true”
(Peters, Jesus and Muhammad, 59.)

For their part, the Islamic sources attribute
the rise of Islam not to any “vague feeling” but
to God. Nevertheless, they still emphasize the
Meccans’ involvement in trade. The idea of
the Quraysh as a tribe of greedy traders pre-
sumably lies behind the report that on several
occasions they sought to pay Muhammad
to keep quiet. Muhammad, however, would
not betray his cause, declaring at one point:
“If they put the sun in my right hand and



the moon in my left on the condition that I
abandoned this course, until God has made
it victorious, or I perish therein, I would not
abandon it” (Ibn Ishag, 119).

In most accounts of the Quraysh’s opposi-
tion to Muhammad, however, the issue is not
Meccan trade but Meccan pride. Jerusalem,
after all, was a foreign city to the Romans sta-
tioned there, but the pagans of Mecca were in
their native city. Muhammad was one of their
own, and he was insulting the religion of their
fathers.

Accordingly, when Muhammad began
preaching Islam, a group of the Quraysh com-
plained to his uncle, Abu Talib, declaring:
“Your nephew has cursed our gods, insulted
our religion, mocked our way of life and
accused our forefathers of error!” (Ibn Ishagq,
119). On a second occasion they came to Abu
Talib and complained, “By God, we cannot
endure that our fathers should be reviled”
(Ibn Ishaq, 119). For its part, the Qur’an con-
demns the unbelievers’ attachment to the reli-
gion of their fathers: “And when it is said to
them, ‘Follow what God has sent down, they
say, ‘No; but we will follow such things as we
found our fathers doing” What? And if their
fathers had no understanding of anything,
and if they were not guided?” (Q 2:170).

The standoff continued for some time.
Most of the Quraysh refused to accept Islam,
and Muhammad continued to malign their
religion. Eventually the Quraysh sought to
attack him. On one occasion, they threatened
him and seized his robe in front of the Ka‘ba,
but Muhammad’s friend Abu Bakr inter-
vened and saved him. On another occasion,

Muhammad’s fiercest opponent, Abu Jahl,
approached the Prophet with a stone in order
to attack him, but he was confronted with a
vision of a terrible camel. “He made as though
he would eat me,” Abu Jahl later explained
(Ibn Ishaq, 135).

The Quraysh also began to persecute
Muhammad’s growing number of follow-
ers. According to one report, Umar, who
would later become a Muslim (and the sec-
ond caliph), beat one of his slave girls who
had become a Muslim until he could hit her
no more. “I have only stopped beating you
because I am tired,” he said. “May God treat
you in the same way,” she replied.

Eventually Muhammad became so dis-
traught at the persecution of his followers
that he decided to send some of them to the
Christian kingdom of Ethiopia across the Red
Sea, where they were welcomed and given
protection. Most traditions put this event in
the fifth or sixth year of Muhammad’s minis-
try (ca. 614—15 cE).

The Quraysh, Islamic tradition tells us,
responded by sending two men of their own
to the Ethiopian king, in order to deprive
Muhammad’s followers of this refuge. They
lavished gifts upon the Ethiopians and asked
the king to hand over the Muslims to them.
The king, however, insisted on hearing about
the Muslims’ new religion first. In response,
one of the Muslims (a son of Abu Talib named
Ja‘far) explained Islam briefly and then read a
passage from the Qur’an. The Christian king
stood up and proclaimed: “Of a truth, this and
what Jesus brought have come from the same
niche. You two may go, for by God, I will never
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give them up to them and they shall not be
betrayed” (Ibn Ishaq, 152). Although nothing
is said of this incident in Ethiopian tradition,
Islamic tradition recounts that the Muslims
remained peacefully in Ethiopia and that the
king himself became a Muslim before he died.

Nevertheless, Muhammad’s conflict with
the pagans in Mecca continued. When the
Quraysh perceived Muhammad’s power
growing, they signed a pact to boycott the two
clans with the largest numbers of Muslims.
Muhammad cursed the man who wrote the
pact, and his fingers miraculously withered,
but the Quraysh enforced the boycott (which
included abstaining from business and mar-
riages) nevertheless.

They also began to confront Muhammad
publicly. On one occasion, a member of the
pagan Quraysh took out an old bone, crushed
it, and blew it in pieces before Muhammad’s
face in order to ridicule the idea (preached
by Muhammad) of the resurrection of the
body. The pagan declared: “Do you allege that
God can revivify this after it has decayed?”
Muhammad replied, “Yes I do say that. God
will raise it and you, after you have become
like this. Then God will send you to Hell” (Ibn
Ishaq, 165).

It was this state of affairs, so the classical
Islamic sources tell us, that led to the proc-
lamation of the satanic verses. Muhammad
had grown increasingly depressed by the
hard-heartedness of the Quraysh—his own

people—and he meditated often on how he

might convince them to accept Islam. He was
in this state of longing when God revealed
the first part of chapter 53 in the Qur’an, up
to the verses (19-20) that mention the pagan
goddesses of the Meccans: “Have you con-
sidered El-Lat and El-‘Uzza, * and Manat the
third, the other?”

However, Satan too was meditating, and
this was the moment he chose to act, whisper-
ing to the Prophet a false revelation: “These
are the exalted cranes, whose intercession is
approved.” The Quraysh heard the Prophet
praise their goddesses and bowed down in
prostration with the Muslims. But the angel
Gabriel intervened, declaring to the Prophet,
“What have you done, Muhammad?” (Ibn
Ishaq, 166). Muhammad realized his mistake
and repented. He retracted the message that
had come from Satan, and God gave him new
verses in its place.

Indeed, if Satan was prowling about look-
ing for ways to seduce Muhammad, God was
constantly finding ways to support him. This
support frequently took the form of miracles.
When a man named Rukana, famed among the
Quraysh for his strength, expressed his doubt
in Muhammad’s claims, the Prophet chal-
lenged him to a wrestling match (Ibn Ishagq,
178). Muhammad promptly threw him to the
ground. Rukana was amazed, and Muhammad
added, “I can show you something more
wonderful than that if you wish.” At this the



Prophet called out to a tree, which traveled
across the earth and planted itself before him.

Another, more famous, miracle story has
the Prophet himself travel on a miracu-
lous “night journey” to Jerusalem. Ibn Ishaq
quotes a number of versions of this miracle.
According to one of them, the Prophet was
sleeping next to the Ka‘ba one night when the
angel Gabriel stirred him with his foot three
times. Muhammad stood up and saw “a white
animal, half mule, half donkey, with wings
on its sides” (Ibn Ishaq, 182). Muhammad
mounted this animal, named Buraq, and
flew to Jerusalem on its back, with Gabriel
accompanying. In Jerusalem, Muhammad
met Abraham, Moses, Jesus (“a reddish man
with many freckles on his face as though he
had just come from a bath”; 184), and other
prophets. He led them in prayer and then
returned to Mecca. However, a second tradi-
tion, attributed to the Prophet’s beloved wife
‘A’isha, relates that the Prophet indeed trav-
eled to Jerusalem, but only in spirit.
According to still other accounts, the
Prophet’s business that night did not end in
Jerusalem. One tradition relates that while
Muhammad was in Jerusalem, a ladder was
brought to him. He climbed up it with the
angel Gabriel until he reached the entrance of
heaven. At the entrance of heaven, he sawaman
who would not smile. This, Gabriel explained,
is Malik, the keeper of hell. Muhammad had
Gabriel ask Malik to open the cover to hell.
Muhammad recounts what happened when

Malik did so: “The flames blazed high into the
air until I thought that they would consume
everything. So I asked Gabriel to order him to
send them back to their place which he did”
(Ibn Ishaq, 185).

Thereafter, Muhammad began to climb up
through the various levels of heaven. On the first
level, he saw Adam, who was reviewing souls,
his offspring all, passing by him. According to
a tradition in Bukhari, the Prophet saw Adam
looking right and laughing and looking left and
weeping. Muhammad asked Gabriel to explain
why Adam was acting this way, and the angel
replied: “Those on his right are the people of
Paradise and those on his left are the people of
Hell and when he looks towards his right he
laughs and when he looks towards his left he
weeps” (Bukhari, 1:345).

On the second level, Muhammad met
Jesus and John the son of Zechariah (John
the Baptist of Christian tradition). On the
third level, he met Joseph, and on the fourth
a Prophet named Idris. On the fifth level, he
met Aaron, and on the sixth level Moses (“a
dark man with a hooked nose”). Finally, he
arrived at the seventh heaven, where he met
Abraham.

According to one version of this story,
Muhammad also met God Himself in the sev-
enth heaven, who imposed on him the require-
ment of fifty prayers a day. On Muhammad’s
way down from the seventh heaven, however,
Moses stopped him and, after learning how
many prayers he had been commanded to
perform, explained: “Prayer is a weighty mat-
ter and your people are weak, so go back to
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FIGURE 1.4. A late-fifteenth-century painting by Nezami
of the Prophet Muhammad on the heavenly mount Burag,
flying above Mecca toward Jerusalem on his night journey.

your Lord and ask Him to reduce the num-
ber for you and your community” (Ibn Ishag,
186). Muhammad went back to God, and
God removed ten prayers, but Moses insisted
that forty was still too many. Again and again,
Muhammad went between God and Moses,

until the number of prayers had reached five.
Moses urged him to ask for a further reduc-
tion, but Muhammad refused to do so. He later
explained to his followers that whoever prays
the five prayers “in faith and trust will have the
reward of fifty prayers” (Ibn Ishaq, 187).



Back in Mecca, the Prophet began to look
for allies in his struggle against the pagan
Quraysh, and he would soon find them in a
city to the north named Yathrib. Watt reports
that Yathrib—usually described as a settle-
ment built around the cultivation of date
palms—suffered from overpopulation. This
overpopulation had led the city into “a mal-
aise as serious as that of Mecca” (Muhammad
at Mecca, 142). Watt’s interpretation finds
little clear support in the Islamic sources, and
appears (as with his interpretation of the situ-
ation in Mecca) principally to be the product
of his imagination.

For their part, the Islamic sources tell us that
the problem in the Yathrib was a long, and at
times bloody, conflict between the two princi-
pal Arab clans in the settlement. Muhammad
was to provide the solution. Members of both
clans had heard of his preaching in Mecca.
Some of them, on both sides, converted to
Islam and looked to Muhammad to resolve
their conflict.

Thus the traditional sources relate that (in
what would be the year 621) twelve Arabs
of Yathrib (presumably a symbolic number,
like the twelve apostles of Jesus) met with
Muhammad during an annual trading fair at
a site outside of Mecca named Aqaba. There
they pledged their loyalty to the Prophet. In the
following year, seventy-two Arabs of Yathrib
met with Muhammad at Aqaba, swearing now
to protect him, even in battle: “By Him Who
sent you with the truth we will protect you as
we protect our women. We give our allegiance
and we are men of war possessing arms which

have been passed on from father to son” (Ibn
Ishaq, 203).

Thus Muhammad made up his mind to
leave Mecca and to pursue his destiny in
Yathrib, soon to be known as madinat al-nabi
(“The City of the Prophet”), or simply, Medina.
Those Muslims who moved to Medina with
the Prophet would be known in Islamic tra-
dition as muhajirun (“the migrants”); those
Medinans who joined Muhammad’s religion
would be known as the ansar (“the helpers”).
The Islamic sources have precious little to say
about the resolution of the earlier conflict
between the two clans in the settlement—they
imply that all of the Arabs were almost imme-
diately unified under the banner of Islam.

The sources say that Muhammad had
his followers leave for Medina before him,
and that the pagan Quraysh let them go
freely. Watt suggests that the Quraysh were
happy to see the troublesome Muslims leave
(although one wonders why the Quraysh once
attempted to impede the Muslims’ emigration
to Ethiopia). Muhammad was one of the last
to make the journey, which he arranged to do
with his friend Abu Bakr. The only Muslims
they would leave behind were Abu Bakr’s fam-
ily and Muhammad’s cousin ‘Ali, the son of
Abu Talib.

Before Muhammad left on his emigration
(Ar. hijra), he became aware of a Qurasyh plot
to kill him. They planned—not unlike the
assassins of Julius Caesar—to have one man
from each clan stab him in his sleep, believ-
ing that thereby they would all be safe from
vengeance (since Muhammad’s followers
would not be able to seek revenge from all of
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the clans). But the angel Gabriel warned the
Prophet of their plot. Muhammad thus had ‘Ali
lay down in his bed on the night of the attack,
while he escaped to the desert. According to
Tabari (6:144), when the Quraysh found ‘Ali
they were furious but eventually let him go
unharmed.

Meanwhile, Muhammad, accompanied by
Abu Bakr, is said to have departed to a cave
south of Mecca (in the opposite direction
from Medina), on a mountain named Thawr.
There they remained for three days. However,
Ibn Ishaq’s description of their stay in the cave
hardly inspires confidence in its authenticity.
He tells us that Abu Bakr instructed his son
to come up to the cave every night to relay
news from Mecca, and his daughter to come
up to the cave with food. If these visits would
not have been enough to give away their hide-
out, presumably Abu Bakr’s instructions to a
servant to bring his entire flock to the cave at
night would have done the job. But the tradi-
tional narrative insists that the pagan Quraysh
were confounded in their attempts to find
Muhammad. Thus the Prophet and Abu Bakr
proceeded to Medina, and ‘Ali joined them
three days later.

As the young Muslim community settled
into a new city, a second dramatic develop-
ment was about to take place. Just before the
hijra, Muhammad received a revelation from
God permitting him to unsheathe his sword.
God told him: “Fight [the unbelievers] until
there is no more disorder and the religion is
God’s alone” (Q 2:193a, my translation). The
conflict between Muhammad and Quraysh
was soon to be a bloody one.

How much of this story told above—based
primarily on the traditional biography of Ibn
Ishag—can be considered historically reliable?
This is a difficult question to address, and one
we will return to in part 2 of this work. For
now, we should note that we know of these
events only from Islamic sources such as Ibn
Ishaq. No pagan, Jewish, or Christian authors
who lived at the same time as Muhammad
mention them (or him) at all. This does not
mean, of course, that the story is entirely leg-
endary. Indeed, if there are no non-Islamic
sources that confirm this story, there are
also none that contradict it, and much of the
account of Muhammad in Mecca could very
well have taken place as Ibn Ishaq describes it.

Yetin order toarrive ata closer estimation of
the reliability of the traditional story, we must
appreciate the nature of the Islamic sources.
All of these sources (other than the Qur’an)
date well after the emergence of Islam. Some
of the accounts they relate include fantastic
supernatural anecdotes, such as the account
of a tree obediently coming forward at the
Prophet’s call. Other accounts seem simply
impractical—as when Muhammad and Abu
Bakr successfully escape notice in a cave even
though various people and animals visited
them regularly.

Finally, the Islamic sources often include
contradictory versions of the same account.
As we saw, Ibn Ishaq describes Muhammad’s
physical night journey to Jerusalem but then
quotes a tradition in which ‘A’isha insists that



he journeyed only in spirit. In a further tra-
dition (found in Bukhari), we find that the
night journey skips Jerusalem entirely. Here it
is combined with the story of the washing of
Muhammad’s heart, and Muhammad travels
directly from Mecca to heaven: “While I was
at Mecca the roof of my house was opened
and Gabriel descended, opened my chest,
and washed it with zam-zam water. Then he
brought a golden tray full of wisdom and
faith and having poured its contents into my
chest, he closed it. Then he took my hand
and ascended with me to the nearest heaven”
(Bukhari, 1:345).

In brief, it is difficult to know how much the
traditional narrative of Muhammad in Mecca
tells us about the Muhammad of history. But
it does teach us two important lessons about
the Muhammad in whom Muslims believe:
First, Muhammad did not found a new reli-
gion but rather preached anew the very reli-
gion that Abraham, Moses, and Jesus preached
before him; second, Muhammad and his fol-
lowers, not unlike the Israelites in Egypt, suf-
fered abuse and persecution in Mecca. Their
state of affairs, however, was soon to change
dramatically.

Describe the traditional Islamic portrayal of pre-Islamic Mecca.What role does this portrayal have in

the biography of the prophet Muhammad’

Who were Bahira and Waraqa? What function do they have in the biography of the Prophet!

What is the symbolic importance of the story of Muhammad’s night journey and ascent to heaven?

What are the principal differences between the two stories of emigration (the first to Ethiopia; the

second to Yathrib/Medina)?
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When it was the day of Badr, and the
Messenger of God looked at the polythe-
ists and their number, and then looked at
his companions, who were something over
three hundred, he turned toward [Mecca]
and began to pray, saying, “O God, ful-
fill what you have promised me. O God, if
this band of Muslims perishes, you will not
be worshipped on the earth.” He contin-
ued to say this until his cloak fell off. Abu
Bakr picked it up and put it back on him,
then grasped him from behind and said, “O
Prophet of God, whom I value more than
my father and mother, this is enough of call-
ing upon your Lord. He will assuredly ful-
fill what he has promised you.” Then God
revealed, “When ye sought help of your Lord
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and he answered you (saying): I will help you
with a thousand of the angels, rank on rank
[Q 8:9]. (Tabari, 7:54)

The Prophet’s migration from Mecca to
Medina held such great significance to later
Muslims that they chose it to mark the begin-
ning of the Islamic calendar. Thus Islamic
years are abbreviated aH, from the latin anno
hegirae, “in the year of the hijra.” (One Islamic
year corresponds to twelve cycles of the moon,
and not the revolution of the earth around
the sun, and so it is shorter than the standard
Gregorian year.) This choice suggests that the
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key moment in Islam’s emergence was not
the birth (570 ck) or the death (632 ck) of the
Prophet, or the year in which he was called by
God (610 cE), but rather his arrival in Medina
(622 ck), where Islamic rules would first be
established and Islamic law enforced.

In fact, the move to Medina is a watershed
in the traditional biography of Muhammad.
From this point on, Tabari changes the orga-
nization of his history. He now groups his
reports Islamic year by Islamic year. Moreover,
Ibn Ishaq and Tabari (and most other biogra-
phers) now focus their attention above all on
the Prophet’s battles against and raids on the
unbelievers. (A third early historian, named
al-Wagqidi, names his entire biography of
Muhammad “The Book of Raids [maghazi].”)

For all of these biographers, the Prophet’s
call in Medina for an Islamic holy war (or
jihad) is not a problem to explain away but a
pious act to celebrate. We see this conviction
in a hadith preserved by Bukhari:

A man came to Allah’s Apostle and said,
“Instruct me as to such a deed as equals
Jihad [in reward].” He replied, “I do not
find such a deed.” Then he added, “Can you,
while the Muslim fighter is in the battle-
field, enter your mosque to perform prayers
without cease and fast and never break your
fast?” The man said, “But who can do that?”

(Bukhari, 4:44)

Today, however, jihad is a controver-
sial topic. Anti-Islamic polemicists, follow-
ing a long tradition of Western caricatures,
often present Muhammad as an immoral,

intolerant, and merciless bandit who con-
verted people to Islam by the sword. Robert
Spencer titles one of his recent books to this
effect: The Truth about Muhammad: Founder
of the World’s Most Intolerant Religion. For
their part, Muslim apologists, deliberately
ignoring the most ancient Islamic traditions,
present Muhammad as a man of peace rival-
ing Gandhi. Muhammad Abdel Haleem, for
instance, writes that Muhammad fought all
of his raids in self-defense, even if Ibn Ishaq
reports that the Prophet “went forth raiding”
(281) almost immediately after his arrival in
Medina (only to be frustrated when he could
not find any Quraysh to attack).

Later in this work, I will discuss further the
question of the Prophet’s moral standing on
matters such as war. For now, we note simply
that for the authors of the classical sources the
Prophet’s moral standing is not a problem.
The Prophet’s feats in war are miraculous
signs of divine blessing, similar to his other
miraculous signs. In the story of the tree that
comes forth to meet Muhammad, the point is
not whether doing so was good or bad for the
tree. The point is that only a prophet could
do such a thing. In the same way, the point
of stories in which Muhammad outsmarts,
outmaneuvers, and triumphs over superior
forces in battle is neither that war is good
or bad, nor that Muhammad always acted
in self-defense or in aggression. Rather, the
point is that only a prophet could do such a
thing. We might compare the attitude to war
in the classical Islamic sources to the flag of
Saudi Arabia today, which presents the words
“There is no god but God and Muhammad is
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FROM A CLASSICTEXT « 2.

Hadith on the Virtues of the Prophet

The hadith in Bukhari’s book “Virtures and Merits of the Prophet and His Companions” give to
Muhammad those qualities that medieval Muslims scholars considered proper for all Muslims, or
attribute to him miracles meant to prove that Muhammad was a prophet. Other hadith seem to
respond to the curiosity of Muslims, for whom drawings or paintings of Muhammad were forbid-
den, to visualize Muhammad’s appearance. Later mystical (or Sufi) works make Muhammad a
mystic who experienced a certain unity with God and who taught his followers to value above all
the hidden mysteries of the faith. Thus in Islamic tradition the figure of Muhammad appears above
all through the lens of the faith of later Muslims.

The Example of the Prophet

(on Muhammad’s fidelity to the Islamic law)

Narrated ‘A’isha:

The people of Quraish worried about the lady from Bani Makhzum who had committed theft.
They asked, “Who will intercede for her with Allah’s Apostle?” Some said, “No one dare to do
so except Usama bin Zaid the beloved one to Allah’s Apostle” When Usama spoke about that
to Allah’s Apostle Allah’s Apostle said (to him), “Do you try to intercede for somebody in a case
connected with Allah’s Prescribed Punishments?” Then he got up and delivered a sermon say-
ing, “What destroyed the nations preceding you, was that if a noble amongst them stole, they
would forgive him, and if a poor person amongst them stole, they would inflict Allah’s Legal
punishment on him. By Allah, if Fatima, the daughter of Muhammad stole, I would cut off her
hand.” (Bukhari, 4:681)

Narrated ‘A’isha:

Whenever Allah’s Apostle was given the choice of one of two matters, he would choose the
easier of the two, as long as it was not sinful to do so, but if it was sinful to do so, he would not
approach it. Allah’s Apostle never took revenge (over anybody) for his own sake but (he did)
only when Allah’s Legal Bindings were outraged, in which case he would take revenge for Allah’s
Sake. (Bukhari, 4:760)

(on Muhammad’s acceptance of different readings of the Qur’an)

Narrated Ibn Mas’ud:

[ heard a person reciting a (Quranic) Verse in a certain way, and I had heard the Prophet recit-
ing the same Verse in a different way. So I took him to the Prophet and informed him of that but
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I noticed the sign of disapproval on his face, and then he said, “Both of you are correct, so don’t
differ, for the nations before you differed, so they were destroyed.” (Bukhari, 4:682)

(On good manners)

Narrated Abu Huraira:

The Prophet never criticized any food (presented him), but he would eat it if he liked it; other-
wise, he would leave it (without expressing his dislike). (Bukhari, 4:764)

(The Multiplication of Loaves)

Narrated Anas bin Malik:

Abu Talha said to Um Sulaim, “I have noticed feebleness in the voice of Allah’s Apostle which
I think, is caused by hunger. Have you got any food?” She said, “Yes.” She brought out some
loaves of barley and took out a veil belonging to her, and wrapped the bread in part of it and
put it under my arm and wrapped part of the veil round me and sent me to Allah’s Apostle.
I went carrying it and found Allah’s Apostle in the Mosque sitting with some people. When
I stood there, Allah’s Apostle asked, “Has Abu Talha sent you?” I said, “Yes.” He asked, “With
some food?” I said, “Yes.” Allah’s Apostle then said to the men around him, “Get up!” He set out
(accompanied by them) and I went ahead of them till I reached Abu Talha and told him (of the
Prophet’s visit). Abu Talha said, “O Um Sulaim! Allah’s Apostle is coming with the people and
we have no food to feed them.” She said, “Allah and His Apostle know better.” So Abu Talha went
out to receive Allah’s Apostle. Allah’s Apostle came along with Abu Talha. Allah’s Apostle said,
“O Um Sulaim! Bring whatever you have.” She brought the bread which Allah’s Apostle ordered
to be broken into pieces. Um Sulaim poured on them some butter from an oilskin. Then Allah’s
Apostle recited what Allah wished him to recite, and then said, “Let ten persons come (to share
the meal).” Ten persons were admitted, ate their fill and went out. Then he again said, “Let
another ten do the same.” They were admitted, ate their fill and went out. Then he again said,
“Let another ten persons (do the same.)” They were admitted, ate their fill and went out. Then
he said, “Let another ten persons come.” In short, all of them ate their fill, and they were seventy
or eighty men. (Bukhari, 4:778)

(Spraying water from his fingertips)

Narrated ‘Abdullah:

We used to consider miracles as Allah’s Blessings, but you people consider them to be a warn-
ing. Once we were with Allah’s Apostle on a journey, and we ran short of water. He said, “Bring
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the water remaining with you.” The people brought a utensil containing a little water. He placed
his hand in it and said, “Come to the blessed water, and the Blessing is from Allah.” I saw the
water flowing from among the fingers of Allah’s Apostle, and no doubt, we heard the meal glo-
rifying Allah, when it was being eaten (by him). (Bukhari, 4:779)

(Mastery over the rain)

Narrated Anas:

Once during the lifetime of Allah’s Apostle, the people of Medina suffered from drought. So
while the Prophet was delivering a sermon on a Friday a man got up saying, “O Allah’s Apostle!
The horses and sheep have perished. Will you invoke Allah to bless us with rain?” The Prophet
lifted both his hands and invoked. The sky at that time was as clear as glass. Suddenly a wind
blew, raising clouds that gathered together, and it started raining heavily. We came out (of the
Mosque) wading through the flowing water till we reached our homes. It went on raining till
the next Friday, when the same man or some other man stood up and said, “O Allah’s Apostle!
The houses have collapsed; please invoke Allah to withhold the rain.” On that the Prophet
smiled and said, “O Allah, (let it rain) around us and not on us.” I then looked at the clouds to
see them separating forming a sort of a crown round Medina. (Bukhari, 4:782)

(A crying tree-trunk)

Narrated Ibn ‘Umar:

The Prophet used to deliver his sermons while standing beside a trunk of a datepalm. When he
had the pulpit made, he used it instead. The trunk started crying and the Prophet went to it,
rubbing his hand over it (to stop its crying). (Bukhari, 4:783)

(The earth rejects an apostate)

Narrated Anas:

There was a Christian who embraced Islam and read [Suras two and three of the Qur’an], and
he used to write (the revelations) for the Prophet. Later on he returned to Christianity again
and he used to say: “Muhammad knows nothing but what I have written for him.” Then Allah
caused him to die, and the people buried him, but in the morning they saw that the earth had
thrown his body out. They said, “This is the act of Muhammad and his companions. They dug
the grave of our companion and took his body out of it because he had run away from them.”
They again dug the grave deeply for him, but in the morning they again saw that the earth had
thrown his body out. They said, “This is an act of Muhammad and his companions. They dug
the grave of our companion and threw his body outside it, for he had run away from them.”
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They dug the grave for him as deep as they could, but in the morning they again saw that the
earth had thrown his body out. So they believed that what had befallen him was not done by
human beings and had to leave him thrown (on the ground). (Bukhari, 4:814)

(Giving the power of memory to a companion known for reporting hadith)

Narrated Abu Huraira:

I said, “O Allah’s Apostle! I hear many narrations from you but I forget them.” He said, “Spread
your covering sheet.” I spread my sheet and he moved both his hands as if scooping something
and emptied them in the sheet and said, “Wrap it.” I wrapped it round my body, and since then
I have never forgotten a single Hadith. (Bukhari, 4:841)

The Appearance of the Prophet

Narrated Rabia bin Abi Abdur-Rahman:

I heard Anas bin Malik describing the Prophet saying, “He was of medium height amongst the
people, neither tall nor short; he had a rosy color, neither absolutely white nor deep brown; his
hair was neither completely curly nor quite lank. Divine Inspiration was revealed to him when
he was forty years old. He stayed ten years in Mecca receiving the Divine Inspiration, and stayed
in Medina for ten more years. When he expired, he had scarcely twenty white hairs in his head
and beard.” Rabi’a said, “I saw some of his hairs and it was red. When I asked about that, I was
told that it turned red because of scent.” (Bukhari, 4:747)

Narrated Al-Bara:
Allah’s Apostle was the handsomest of all the people, and had the best appearance. He was nei-
ther very tall nor short. (Bukhari, 4:749)

Narrated Anas:
I have never touched silk or Dibaj (i.e. thick silk) softer than the palm of the Prophet nor have
I smelt a perfume nicer than the sweat of the Prophet. (Bukhari, 4:761)

The Mysticism of the Prophet

We said, “Prophet of God, whenever we see you, our hearts grow soft and we become like the
people of the Hereafter. When we leave your company, this world becomes attractive to us and
we embrace women and children.” The Prophet said, “If you were to remain at all times in the
condition in which you were when you were with me, the angels would shake your hands with
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their very own, and visit you in your houses.” (Ibn Hanbal [d. 855], Musnad, trans. T. Khalidji,
Images of Muhammad, 164—65)

“The Prophet was asked about the best kind of jihad. He replied, “It is a just word in the pres-
ence of an unjust ruler.” (al-Qushayri [d.1072], Epistle on Sufism, trans. T. Khalidi, Irmages of

Muhammad, 166)

His messenger” written above an unsheathed
sword. The sword is a sign of Muhammad’s
victories in battle, and those victories are a
sign that he is the messenger of God.

The Great Battle of Badr

Thus Ibn Ishaq describes with pride, and not
with embarrassment or consternation, the
manner in which the small band of Muslims

in Medina began attacking the Quraysh. After
a number of raids that ended, for the most
part, without bloodshed, Muhammad decided
(about twenty months after his emigration from
Mecca) to ambush a caravan of the Quraysh at
Badr, a site near Medina. Abu Sufyan, one of
Muhammad’s fiercest opponents in Mecca,
was leading the caravan, which was returning
from Damascus on its way to Mecca. Initially

FIGURE 2.1. The flag of Saudi Arabia.
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it seemed that Muhammad’s plot would end in
disaster. A woman in Mecca had a vision and
divulged his plans, and a man named Damdam
rushed to Mecca after learning of the ambush
and did the same. Although the chronology
hardly makes sense, Ibn Ishaq tells us that the
Meccans found the time to organize a large
force—led by an impious man named Abu
Jahl—that met up with Abu Sufyan’s caravan
before Muhammad could launch his ambush.

The Muslims, however, were not discour-
aged. One of them, referring to the Israelites
who refused to fight with Moses when they
heard reports of a people of giants living in
the promised land (Num. 13), exclaimed, “We
will not say as the children of Israel said to
Moses, ‘You and your Lord go and fight and
we will stay at home’ (see Q 5:24), but you and
your Lord go and fight, and we will fight with
you” (Ibn Ishaq, 293-94). What is more, God
was with them: he sent a rain that miracu-
lously hindered the progress of the Quraysh
but not that of the Muslims.

Before the battle, Muhammad had his forces
block up the wells in reach of the Quraysh
and secure their own water in a cistern. Soon
a series of individual contests took place—
not unlike that between Achilles and Hector
before the walls of Troy. Finally the fighting
began. Ibn Ishaq reports: “The apostle took
a handful of small pebbles and said, turning
towards Quraysh, ‘Foul be those faces!” Then
he threw the pebbles at them and ordered his
companions to charge. The foe was routed”
(Ibn Ishaqg, 303).

Ibn Ishaq explains that the Muslims received
the help of angels. He quotes a veteran of the

Battle of Badr who told his companions, “If I
were in Badr today and had my sight I could
show you the glen from which the angels
emerged.” Another Muslim warrior remem-
bers, “I was pursuing a polytheist at Badr
to smite him, when his head fell off before I
could get at him with my sword” (Ibn Ishagq,
303). Muhammad himself considered the
defeat of the polytheists a divine act. When
he inspected the severed head of Abu Jahl,
the leader of the forces that had come from
Mecca, he gave praise to God.

Muhammad’s praise on this occasion
might be compared to that of Moses, who in
the book of Exodus leads the Israelites in a
song of praise to Yahweh after the demise of
the Egyptians in the Sea, shouting, “Horse and
rider He has thrown into the sea!” In Exodus
Yahweh triumphs over the Egyptians who had
enslaved his people and provoked his wrath
with their disdain for Him. In the biography
of Muhammad, the God of Islam triumphs at
Badr over those who had defied him with their
unbelief. Badr is thus a story that expresses the
sentiment of the Muslim slogan: Allahu akbar,
“God is greater” (and not “God is the greatest,”
as it is often translated).

The story of Badr, in other words, is shaped
as a lesson on the power and might of a God
who humiliates those who challenge Him.
The importance of this lesson to Ibn Ishaq is
evident from the unusual attention he pays
to this account. He describes the birth of
Muhammad in less than a page, Muhammad’s
call to prophecy on Mount Hira’ in a page and
a half; to the description of the Battle of Badr
Ibn Ishaq dedicates twenty-five pages. To this



he adds twelve pages of lists of the Muslims
who fought at Badr, the polytheists who were
killed there, and the polytheists who were
taken captive there, and twenty-one pages of
poetry about the battle.

The story of Badr, nevertheless, is still very
much about Muhammad. The Qur’an insists
that there is no separating devotion to God
and devotion to Muhammad: “Say: ‘Obey
God, and the Messenger. But if they turn
their backs, God loves not the unbelievers” (Q
3:32). The Islamic profession of faith, accord-
ingly, involves more than monotheism. It also
involves the belief that Muhammad is the
Prophet of God. And to Muslims, Muhammad
is not just any prophet. He is the last prophet
and the greatest prophet. No person has ever,
or ever will, match Muhammad’s virtue. To
Muslims, then, the Battle of Badr is also a
story of Muhammad’s greatness.

Although Muslims
Muhammad divine,

do not consider
their veneration of
him can hardly be overestimated. When the
Wahhabi movement spread in the Arabian
peninsula in the late eighteenth century,
they insisted on destroying the tomb-shrines
of Muslim mystics and other holy figures.
They did not, however, touch the tomb of
Muhammad, which remains a site of enor-
mous veneration in Medina. Similarly, over
the centuries, most Muslim leaders (although
not the Taliban) have come to permit figural
representations of people and animals (which
many early Muslim jurists thought of as a sort
of idolatry). Almost none, however, will allow

Muhammad to be represented, whether in an
image, statue, or even on film. In the 1976 film
The Message, the narrative of which centers on
the story of Muhammad’s life, Muhammad
himself is neither seen nor heard.

To this end, it might be added that insults
of God may pass without notice in the
Islamic world, but insults of Muhammad
inevitably lead to public outrage, and some-
times to bloodshed. In part, this eagerness to
defend Muhammad might be inspired by the
reports in his biography which suggest that
the Prophet did not take insults lightly. Ibn
Ishaq tells the story of “Uqba, a man who had
maligned the Prophet in Mecca before being
taken prisoner at the Battle of Badr. Although
Muhammad showed mercy to other Meccan
prisoners that day, he ordered ‘Ugba to be
killed. Hearing the Prophet’s orders, ‘Ugba
asked, “But who will look after my children,
O Muhammad?” “Hell,” Muhammad replied
(Ibn Ishagq, 308).

If battles are at the center of the traditional
biography of the Prophet, his marriages
still have a significant place in them as well.
Ibn Ishaq reports that after Khadija died,
but before Muhammad left Mecca, he mar-
ried an older woman named Sawda and was
betrothed to ‘A’isha, the young daughter of
Abu Bakr. ‘A’isha, however, was so young at
the time of the betrothal, Ibn Ishaq explains,
that their marriage was only consummated
after the Prophet’s arrival in Medina.

39
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Sunni tradition gives ‘A’isha a special posi-
tion among the Prophet’s wives (although the
same is not true, as we will see, in Shi‘ite tradi-
tion). In a tradition cited by Tabari, she boasts
of nine virtues that distinguish her from the
Prophet’s other wives.

The angel brought down my likeness; the
Messenger of God married me when I was
seven; my marriage was consummated when
I was nine; he married me when I was a vir-
gin, no other man having shared me with
him; inspiration came to him when he and
I were in a single blanket; I was one of the
dearest people to him; a verse of the Qur’an
was revealed concerning me when the com-
munity was almost destroyed; I saw Gabriel
when one of his other wives saw him; and he
was taken [that is, died] in his house when
there was nobody with him but the angel
and myself. (Tabari, 7:7)

‘A’isha’s tone of boasting in this tradition
suggests that she or (if this tradition is a later
forgery) the author of the tradition consid-
ered her young age at the time of her mar-
riage to the Prophet to be a virtue. Evidently
this tradition shows no concern for modern
ideas regarding a minimum age for mar-
riage. Many modern Muslims, of course, are
concerned for such things. Accordingly, Salih
Al-Wardadi, author of the 1997 work Difa’
“‘an al-rasul did al-fuqaha’ wa-l-muhaddit-
hun (“the defense of the Messenger from
jurisprudents and theologians”), rejects the
tradition of ‘A’isha’s young age. Al-Wardadi,

after noting the contradictions between vari-
ous reports on the Prophet’s marriage to
‘A’isha (including a report that has her married
to a man named Jubayr before Muhammad),
argues that these reports are false, that they
were invented in order to distinguish ‘A’isha
from the Prophet’s other wives, and from the
aged Khadija in particular.

Something similar might be said regard-
ing Muhammad’s polygamy. Although mod-
ern authors often explain away the Prophet’s
polygamy by arguing that he married for
political or social reasons, the authors of the
classical Islamic sources never see it as a prob-
lem. In these works, the authors consider the
wives of Muhammad—known in Islamic tra-
dition as the “mothers of the believers”—to
be honored and blessed by their union with
him. And if Muhammad married more than
the four wives allowed to other Muslims, he
did so because God Himself granted him this
privilege. Indeed, the sources describe how
God intervened in his marital life on more
than one occasion.

One day while in Medina, his biographers
relate, Muhammad went to visit his adopted
son Zayd. When Muhammad arrived at Zayd’s
house, however, he happened to see Zayd’s
wife Zaynab without a veil, and he was smit-
ten by her beauty. Zayd soon learned what had
happened and immediately offered to divorce
Zaynab so that Muhammad could marry her.
The Prophet hesitated, but God granted him
permission to do so in a revelation: “So when
Zayd had accomplished what he would of
her, then We gave her in marriage to thee” (Q
33:37).
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"‘A'ISHA

In Ibn Ishaq’s biography of the Prophet Muhammad, Muhammad spends the final moments of
his life lying in the bosom of his young wife ‘A’isha. She softens a stick for him to chew on and,
when Muhammad informs her that the moment of his death has arrived, she proclaims,“You
were given the choice and you have chosen, by Him Who sent you with the truth!” (Ibn Ishag,
682).This scene illustrates the principal role of *A’isha in the biography of the Prophet: She is
Muhammad's intimate companion, who knows the private details of his life. Accordingly, many
of the hadith that purport to preserve something of the Prophet's personal habits are told
on her authority: "Narrated ‘A’isha: Whenever Allah's Apostle took a bath of Janaba [ritual
washing after sexual relations], he washed his hands first” (Bukhari, :262);"Narrated ‘A’isha:
The Prophet said, “Fever is from the heat of the (Hell) Fire, so cool it with water” (Bukhari,
4:485);"Narrated ‘A’isha: | used to perfume Allah’s Apostle with the best scent available till |
saw the shine of the scent on his head and beard” (Bukhari, 7:806).

The traditional biography of the Prophet seems to emphasize the intimacy between
Muhammad and ‘A’isha. Ibn Ishaq does not shy away from describing Muhammad's passion-
ate love for ‘A’isha, or the degree of influence that she had over him; indeed, he seems to
emphasize both. ‘A’isha’s influential personality also appears in the accounts of her conduct
after the Prophet's death. She actively supports her father, Abu Bakr, when he is named caliph,
condemning the partisans of ‘Ali for their hesitation to acknowledge his authority. Moreover,
when ‘Ali is finally elected (the fourth) caliph, “A’isha organizes a force to oppose him and
only relents when she is defeated at the "Battle of the Camel” (so named because ‘A’isha
watched the battle from her perch on a camel's back).

This was not the only time that God inter-  with his wife Hafsa (daughter of ‘Umar), and

vened in the Prophet’s marital life. According that he did so in Hafsa’s bed to boot. When

to the traditional narrative, towards the end of
his life a ruler in Alexandria gave Muhammad
a Christian Egyptian girl named Mariyya as
a gift. The sources disagree on whether the
Prophet married Mariyya or she remained his
concubine, but many of them report that he
was so attracted to her that he lay with her in
bed on a night when he was supposed to be

Hafsa found the two together, she became so
angry that the Prophet, in order to calm her,
swore he would never touch Mariyya again.
God, however, revealed Qur’an 33:51: “Thou
mayest put off whom thou wilt of them, and
whom thou wilt thou mayest take to thee.”
Hearing of this new revelation, ‘A’isha pro-
claimed, “I feel that your Lord hastens in



42

THE EMERGENCE OF ISLAM

fulfilling your wishes and desires” (Bukhari,
6:311).

Most traditional
Muhammad had thirteen wives in all, although

sources report that
those sources that count Mariyya and a Jewish
woman from Medina named Rayhana as wives
(and not concubines) may raise that number
to fifteen. Some of his wives, including Hafsa
the daughter of ‘Umar, had become widows
when their husbands were killed while fight-
ing Meccans. The Prophet’s decision to marry
them, therefore, is appropriately presented as
an act of compassion and as a manner of hon-
oring their former husbands, martyrs in the
struggle for Islam.

In Medina, the struggle for Islam was no
longer exclusively a question of confront-
ing pagans. According to Ibn Ishaq, the city
of Medina was dominated by three Jewish
tribes, and when Muhammad arrived he
sought their allegiance. He even established a
sort of treaty with the Jews—known today as
the “Constitution of Medina”—a treaty that
required each community to help the other.
This document, Ibn Ishaq relates, began as
follows.

In the name of God the Compassionate,
the Merciful. This is a document from
Muhammad the Prophet between the believ-
ers and Muslims of Quraysh and Yathrib
[i.e., Medina], and those who followed them
and joined them and labored with them.
They are one community to the exclusion of
all men. (Ibn Ishaq, 231-32)

Some Western scholars argue that dur-
ing this early period in Medina, Muhammad
shaped even his religious teaching in order to
win the support of the Jews. They find proof
for this idea in the traditional report that
while in Medina, Muhammad instructed the
Muslims to follow the Jewish Yom Kippur
fast and to pray toward Jerusalem, the Jewish
direction of prayer.

However, Muhammad’s friendly relation-
ship with the Jews did not last long. Several
months before the Battle of Badr, according
to the traditional sources, God commanded
Muhammad to change the direction of prayer,
or gibla, to Mecca, or, more specifically, to the
Ka‘ba. At the time when God revealed this
command, Muhammad was in the midst of
his prayer prostrations, and facing Jerusalem,
to the north. He stood up, turned around, and
made his next prostration toward the south.
(Today a mosque in Medina known as “The
Mosque of Two Qiblas” commemorates this
event.) Around this same time—another tra-
dition reports—God also revealed Qur’an
2:185, which instituted a fast for the Arab
month of Ramadan.

To many Western scholars, the new direc-
tion of prayer and the new fast are signs that
Muhammad, frustrated in his attempt to
win the allegiance of the Jews, had decided
to give Islam an Arab character. William
Montgomery Watt explains Muhammad’s
decision accordingly.

So long as Muhammad claimed to be receiv-
ing revelations identical in essence with the

revelation in the hands of the Jews, they
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BOX 2.1 % DAILY PRAYERS

According to the doctrine of Sunnis and Shi‘ites alike, all Muslims are obliged to perform five
prayers a day. Indeed, according to one school of Sunni jurisprudence (the Hanbali school),
failure to do so is enough to make one an unbeliever. The doctrine of five daily prayers, how-
ever, is based not on the Qur’an but on the hadith. The Qur’an itself refers only to three times
of prayer (Q 24:58 mentions prayer at dawn and at night; Q 2:238 and 17:78 refer to a “middle
prayer”). For this reason, some members of the contemporary “Qur ‘anist” movement (accord-
ing to which Islam should be based on the Qur’an alone) recognize only three daily prayers,
and Shi‘ites generally permit the five daily prayers to be combined so as to be completed during
only three sessions.

According to Islamic belief, God imposed these prayers on humanity. The angel Gabriel
taught Muhammad every word, and every movement, of each prayer. Muhammad’s followers
imitated his manner of praying, and Muslims today are to do the same. Muslims may add per-
sonal invocations before or after their obligatory prayers, but the obligatory prayers are to be
performed according to the standard Islamic formula. Thus all Muslims pray in Arabic (what-
ever their native language and whether or not they understand Arabic), since God, through the
angel Gabriel, taught Muhammad his prayers in Arabic. Nevertheless, there are a fair number of
details surrounding the daily prayers (from the proper position of the hands, to the number of
prostrations, to the manner of performing the obligatory washing beforehand), which are the
subject of disagreement between Muslim scholars.

Muslims generally agree, however, that when praying, the believer must be oriented toward
the Islamic gibla, or proper direction, namely the Ka‘ba in Mecca. For this reason, all mosques
include a small niche (known as a mihrab) to indicate the direction of Mecca. Today Muslims
may also use mobile devices with GPS to locate the gibla from any place in the world (although
there are some debates over what vector should be used to locate Mecca).

were in a strong position, and could either Maxime Rodinson argues that when
support Muhammad by acknowledging Muhammad turned away from the Jews, he
the similarity or hinder his cause by draw- decided to shape his preaching around the
ing attention to differences. It was mostly notion that the Arabs were heirs of Abraham’s
the latter that they chose to do, and conse- monotheistic legacy.

quently they threatened to undermine the

intellectual foundations of his political and From then on, from an ideological point of
religious position. (Watt, Muhammad at view, the situation was reversed. It was no

Medina, 204) longer Muhammad, the untutored son of
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BOX 2.2 + RAMADAN FAST

Muslims generally consider the Ramadan fast, like the Meccan pilgrimage, to be one of the
five pillars of Islam (the other three being the profession of faith, prayer, and almsgiving).
Ramadan is the only month mentioned in the Qur’an by name. The second sura declares that
the “Qur’an” was sent down in the month of Ramadan; it adds: “And whosoever of you is pres-
ent, let him fast the month” (Q 2:185). Two verses later, the Qur’an announces to its audience,
“It is permissible to go into your wives during the night of the fast” and adds, “so eat and drink
until you can distinguish a white thread from a black thread” (that is, by virtue of the morning
light; Q 2:187).

Later Muslim scholars established precise instructions for the Ramadan fast. Muslims,
according to most of these scholars, are to fast from eating, drinking, smoking, and engaging in
sexual relations during daylight hours (although certain people, such as those who are traveling
or women in menstruation, are exempt). At night, all of these activities are permissible, and in
the Islamic world, the nights of Ramadan often have a festal atmosphere. In a number of hadith,
the Prophet promises heavenly benefits to those who fast well during Ramadan. The angels,
according to one tradition, implore God to forgive all of the sins of those who are fasting until
the moment they break their fast in the evening.

a barbarous and idolatrous people without
scriptures or Law, who was entering into
the community of the keepers of the revela-
tion of Moses. It was the Jews, the faithless
children of those to whom that revelation
had been addressed, who were called upon
to confess the truth of the messages which
Allah sent to a descendant of their common

ancestor. (Rodinson, 187)

Muhammad, Ibn Ishaq explains, first con-
fronted the Jews sometime after the Battle of
Badr, when he accused one of the three Jewish
tribes of Medina, Banu Qaynuqa, of treachery
against him:

The apostle assembled [Banu Qaynuqa] in
their market and addressed them as follows:
“O Jews, beware lest God bring upon you the

vengeance that He brought upon Quraysh

However, Ibn Ishaq puts the change in the and become Muslims. You know that I am
Islamic gibla, and the institution of the a prophet who has been sent—you will find
Ramadan fast, before Muhammad’s first con- that in your scriptures and God’s covenant
flict with the Jews (a sequence of events which with you.” They replied, “O Muhammad,
would not seem to confirm the ideas of Watt you seem to think that we are your peo-

and Rodinson). ple. Do not deceive yourself because you



encountered a people with no knowledge of
war and got the better of them; for by God
if we fight you, you will find that we are real
men!” (Ibn Ishaq, 363)

Fighting did indeed soon break out between
the Muslims and Banu Qaynugqa, but it was
the Muslims who proved to be the real men.
Banu Qaynugqa surrendered, and the Prophet
had them expelled them from the city.

A similar fate awaited a second Jewish tribe,
Banu Nadir. According to Ibn Ishaq, one of the
Jews of this tribe plotted to kill Muhammad
at some point after the Battle of Uhud, the
second major confrontation between the
Meccans and the Quraysh (about which I will
comment below). He climbed up on top of a
house while the Prophet was sitting below and
prepared to throw a rock on him, but “news
came to [Muhammad] from heaven . . . so
he got up and he went back to Medina” (Ibn
Ishaq, 437). Muhammad then called for a raid
against Banu Nadir and had their palm trees
(on which they counted for the harvest of date
palms) cut down and burned. The Jews sur-
rendered to the Prophet, who sent them, like
the Banu Qaynuga, into exile.

A more ominous fate was in store for a
third Jewish tribe, the Banu Qurayza. The
traditional sources report that Banu Qurayza
offered to cooperate with the Quraysh against
the Muslims in a third battle, the Battle of
the Trench (aH 5/627 ck). The planned coop-
eration fell through (in part because Banu
Qurayza refused to fight on the Sabbath), and
the offensive of the Quraysh failed. However,

the angel Gabriel informed Muhammad of the
Jews’ evil intentions, and the Prophet attacked
them. Besieged, the Banu Qurayza submitted
themselves, as had the other two Jewish tribes,
to Muhammad’s mercy. On this occasion,
however, little mercy was forthcoming. He
ordered their men beheaded and their women
and children enslaved. Then he divided the
property of the Banu Qurayza among the
Muslims, after first taking possession of one-
fifth of it himself, his regular share of booty.

Thus the traditional sources insist that the
Prophet’s relationship with Jews was marked
by confrontation and, ultimately, bloodshed.
The Prophet’s relationship with Christians,
however, is described in different terms. Ibn
Ishaq relates that soon after the Prophet
arrived in Medina, before the Battle of Badr,
a deputation of sixty Christians came to visit
him from the Yemeni city of Najran.

It is hard to imagine that Muhammad—
when he had so few followers—would have
attracted this sort of a deputation, and from
so far away (it would have taken a caravan no
fewer than thirty days to reach Medina from
Najran). Nevertheless, Ibn Ishaq recounts in
detailed fashion how one day the Christians
of Najran entered Medina wearing sumptu-
ous robes while Muhammad was at afternoon
prayer. He greeted them, and when the time
came for the Christians to pray, the Prophet
allowed them to do so in his mosque.

Ibn Ishaq then informs the reader that
the Christians in the delegation from Najran
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were divided over their teaching on Christ
(although it would seem peculiar to send
out a delegation with such divisions). He
reports that one group among them declared
that Christ was “God,” because “he used to
raise the dead, and heal the sick, and declare
the unseen, and make clay birds and then
breathe into them so that they flew away [Q
3:49; 5:110]”; a second group declared that he
was “Son of God” because “he had no known
father; and he spoke in the cradle [Q 3:46;
19:30ft.]”; a third group declared that he was
the “third of three” (cf. Q 5:73) because God
says, “We have done” instead of “I have done”
(Ibn Ishaq, 271).

While the division of Christians into three
groups reflects the division of the Eastern
church in the Middle Ages into Melkites (or
Chalcedonians), Monophysites (or Jacobites),
and Nestorians (or East Syrians), the manner
in which Ibn Ishaq defines the three groups of
the delegation of Najran does not. He seems
to have imagined how three Christian groups
might have been divided on the basis of the
Qur’an. The miracles of Jesus with which
he associates the first group come from the
Qur an; the idea that Christians would argue
that Christ is “Son of God” on the basis of the
Virgin Birth is implied by the Qur’an, and the
description of God as “the third of three” (Q
5:73) is an accusation made by the Qur’an
against unbelievers. Moreover, the very idea
that the Christians were divided among them-
selves may be taken from the Qur’an, in which
God announces, “We have stirred up among
[the Christians] enmity and hatred, till the
Day of Resurrection” (Q 5:14).

Otherwise, the story of the deputation of
Christians seems to have been written to explain
why a large section of the Qur’an’s third sura
(titled “The Family of Imran”) is dedicated to
Christians. To this end, Ibn Ishaq relates:

The apostle said to [to the deputation of
Christians], “Submit yourselves.” They said,
“We have submitted.” He said: “You have not
submitted, so submit.” They said, “Nay, but
we submitted before you.” He said, “You lie.
Your assertion that God has a son, your wor-
ship of the cross, and your eating pork hold
you back from submission.” They said, “But
who is his father, Muhammad?” The apostle
was silent and did not answer them. So God
sent down concerning their words and their
incoherence the beginning of the Sura of the
Family of Imran. (Ibn Ishaq, 272)

Ibn Ishaq proceeds to quote much of this
sura, including verse 59, which compares
Jesus to Adam. He has Muhammad explain to
the Christians that the creation of Jesus with-
out a father is “no more wonderful” than the
creation of Adam with neither a father nor a
mother. Finally, Muhammad challenges the
Christians to a sort of ordeal in which God’s
curse would come upon the party that lied.
Before the ordeal takes place, however, the
Christian deputation gives up, backing down
from the challenge and turning around to
begin the long journey back to Najran.

The story of the ordeal (which seems
peculiar, since nowhere else in the Prophet’s
biography do we read of such a practice) is
meant to explain the verses that follow, in



sura 3. In verse 61, the Qur’an declares, “And
whoso disputes with thee concerning him,
after the knowledge that has come to thee,
say: ‘Come now, let us call our sons and your
sons, our wives and your wives, ourselves and
your selves, then let us humbly pray and so
lay God’s curse upon the ones who lie.” Two
verses later, the Qur’an explains, “And if they
turn their backs, assuredly God knows the
workers of corruption.”

In any case, this story illustrates an impor-
tant difference in the way the classical sources
portray Muhammad’s relations with the Jews
and the Christians. The Jews are the personal
opponents of Muhammad. As they turned
against Moses in the Old Testament, and Jesus
in the New Testament, they now turn against
Muhammad. This portrayal of the Jews as a
stubborn and vindictive people reflects the
Qur’an’s description of them as the killers of
prophets (Q 4:155), a people whose hearts God
has hardened (Q 5:13), and a people who, along
with the polytheists, are the most severe in their
enmity to Muslims (Q 5:82).

The Christians, on the other hand, have
gone astray in their beliefs, not in their deeds.
Indeed, they may have friendly relations with
the believers (see Q 5:82)—as did the king of
Ethiopia and the deputation from Najran—
but their teaching on Christ is an offense
against God.

In any case, the central drama of the tradi-
tional biography of Muhammad is neither

his relationship with the Jews nor his rela-
tionship with the Christians, but rather his
confrontation with the pagans. Only three
months after the Battle of Badr, the classical
sources relate, the Quraysh, seeking revenge,
organized a force of some three thousand
that at Badr—and
marched to Medina. They circled around to

men—several times

the north side of Medina and took up a posi-
tion at the foot of a mountain named Uhud.
When Muhammad prepared for battle, some
of his followers insisted that it would be wiser
to stay within the city, but he explained, “It is
not fitting that a prophet who has put on his
armor should lay it aside until he has fought”
(Ibn Ishaq, 372).

The Muslims set out in the evening and sur-
reptitiously found their way around the
Quraysh. The next morning, they were on
the slopes of the mountain itself, a strategi-
cally advantageous position. In the battle that
ensued, however, the cavalry of the Quraysh
outflanked the Muslims when some of the
Muslim archers left their position on the high
ground. The Muslims were forced into retreat,
during which the Prophet himself was struck
in the face. As he washed away the blood from
his wound, Muhammad exclaimed, “The
wrath of God is fierce against him who blood-
ied the face of His prophet” (Ibn Ishaq, 382).
Among the slain at the Battle of Uhud was
the Prophet’s paternal uncle Hamza. At Badr,
Hamza had killed the brother and father of
Hind, wife of the Meccan leader Abu Sufyan.
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Now Hind, in an act of vengeance, found the
dead body of Hamza on the battlefield, carved
out his liver, and ate it.

However, the Meccans did not continue
their pursuit of the Muslims and did not
attempt to sack Medina. Thus Muhammad’s
position there was in no way weakened; in
fact, his position there was strengthened once
he exiled the Jewish tribe Banu Nadir.

Realizing their mistake, the Meccans
decided to return to Medina two years later
(AH 5, or 627 cE) to lay siege to the city itself.
This time they gathered a confederacy of ten
thousand men, while the Muslims could only
muster three thousand. The Muslims foiled
the Quraysh, however, when a Persian convert
to Islam named Salman proposed the idea of
building a trench around the city. The sources
relate that the Meccans—even though their
force was made up primarily of infantry—
were completely confounded by this trench
and, after twenty nights, gave up trying to
Cross it.

Watt, who reasonably doubts that a trench
could have caused this much trouble, pro-
poses that the Meccans also suffered because
of unusually cold weather or because their
hopes for help from the last Jewish tribe, Banu
Qurayza, came to naught (Watt, Muhammad
at Medina, 39).

Ibn Ishagq relates that after the failure of the
Meccan siege, often referred to as the Battle
of the Trench, Muhammad began to launch
an increasing number of raids on pagan Arab
tribes. The Muslim forces were almost always
victorious in these raids, and the vanquished
accepted Muhammad’s

tribes  generally

authority over them. Other tribes, having
heard of Muhammad’s growing power, came
to Medina of their own will to swear their alle-
giance to the Prophet. But Muhammad was
not yet ready to attack Mecca itself. Instead,
he decided to visit it.

According to Ibn Ishaq, in the year after
the Battle of the Trench (AH 6/628 cE),
Muhammad decided to perform the lesser
pilgrimage, or ‘Umra, and went out toward
Mecca with a large group of followers, “with
no intention of making war” (Ibn Ishagq,
499). The Quraysh, however, came forth
from Mecca to block his way. Meanwhile,
Muhammad’s camel knelt down at a place
named Hudaybiyya and would move no
more. Muhammad explained, “The One who
restrained the elephant from Mecca [when
Abraha attacked] is keeping it back” (Ibn
Ishaq, 501). Guided by this divine sign, he
met with the Quraysh and came to terms. He
agreed to turn back to Medina and to keep
a ten-year truce, the Quraysh having assured
him that he could perform the minor pil-
grimage the following year.

Otherwise, the Prophet remained as ambi-
tious as ever. Later that same year, Tabari
reports, Muhammad sent out letters to a
number of leaders, including the ruler of
Alexandria, named al-Muqawgqis; the ruler
of the Arab Ghassanid tribe, allies of the
Byzantines; the Byzantine emperor him-
self, Heraclius (r. 610—641); the ruler of the
Arab tribe Banu Hanifa; the Persian emperor
Khosrau (i.e., Khosrau II, r. 590-628); and the
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Ethiopian king (Tabari, 8:98). The Prophet out of these letters to Jesus, sending out his
invited these leaders to accept Islam, for their  apostles to different peoples throughout the
own good. Ibn Ishaq compares the sending world (Ibn Ishaq, 653).

FROM A CLASSIC TEXT « 2.2

Muhammad’s Letters to the Emperors of Byzantium and Persia

Most critical scholars question the tradition by which Muhammad sent out letters to world lead-
ers—including the Byzantine and Persian emperors—with invitations to accept Islam. This epi-
sode is never mentioned in Byzantine or Persian (or any other non-Islamic) sources. If indeed it
was a tradition developed by medieval Muslim scholars, it is still valuable for what it shows of their
religious vision. The idea that Muhammad wrote letters to the rulers of the Eastern Roman and
Persian Empires seems to be a way of illustrating God’s will that Islam spread throughout the world.
The idea that he did so when he ruled over nothing but a small corner of western Arabia seems to
be a way of offering a sign, or proof, of his prophethood (for it suggests that Muhammad knew even
then that his followers would overwhelm the Byzantines and the Persians alike).

The account of the letter to Heraclius quoted below comes from the hadith collection of Bukhari
(which includes a more detailed account of this letter than Ibn Ishaq’s biography) and the account
of the letter to Khosrau from Ibn Ishaq. The contrast between the two accounts is telling. Heraclius
is presented as a tragic figure, a ruler who recognized (like other righteous Christians in Muham-
mad’s biography) the truth of Islam but who was prevented by his followers from forsaking Christi-
anity. Khosrau, however, is a figure of arrogance. He refuses to recognize the truth of Islam (whereas
one his followers does so) and, not surprisingly, he is soon killed. The relatively positive portrayal
of Heraclius may be a way of explaining his victory over the Persians in the war that preceded the
Islamic conquests and the relative success of the Byzantines in their later confrontation with Islam.
Whereas the Persian Empire was annihilated by the Muslim forces, Heraclius managed to establish
a line of defense in southern Anatolia that would hold for centuries.

Muhammad’s Letter to Heraclius

(Abu Sufyan, Muhammad’s erstwhile opponent in Mecca, is made to recount a conversation he
had with Heraclius during a trip to Syria [before his conversion to Islam]. After posing a number
of questions, Heraclius concludes:)

“If what you have said is true, [this prophet] will very soon occupy this place underneath my
feet and I knew it (from the scriptures) that he was going to appear but I did not know that he
would be from you, and if I could reach him definitely, I would go immediately to meet him and
if I were with him, I would certainly wash his feet.” Heraclius then asked for the letter addressed
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by Allah’s Apostle which was delivered by Dihya to the Governor of Busra, who forwarded it to
Heraclius to read. The contents of the letter were as follows:

“In the name of Allah the Beneficent, the Merciful (This letter is) from Muhammad the slave of
Allah and His Apostle to Heraclius the ruler of Byzantine. Peace be upon him, who follows the
right path. Furthermore I invite you to Islam, and if you become a Muslim you will be safe, and
Allah will double your reward, and if you reject this invitation of Islam you will be committing
a sin by misguiding your Arisiyin [heretics]. (And I recite to you Allah’s Statement: ‘O people
of the scripture! Come to a word common to you and us that we worship none but Allah and
that we associate nothing in worship with Him, and that none of us shall take others as Lords
beside Allah. Then, if they turn away, say: Bear witness that we are Muslims (those who have
surrendered to Allah).” (Q 3:64).

Abu Sufyan then added, “When Heraclius had finished his speech and had read the letter, there
was a great hue and cry in the Royal Court. So we were turned out of the court. I told my com-
panions that the question of [the Prophet Muhammad] has become so prominent that even the
King of [the Byzantines] is afraid of him. Then I started to become sure that he (the Prophet)
would be the conqueror in the near future till I embraced Islam (i.e. Allah guided me to it).”
(Bukhari, 1:6)

(Ibn Ishaq’s report of Khosraw’s rejection of Muhammad’s invitation to accept Islam is followed by
a narrative set in Persian-occupied Yemen. Muhammad’s prophethood is thereby evident by his
miraculous knowledge of the assassination of Khosrau [killed by his son after the Battle of Nineveh,
which took place in 627]).

‘Abdallah b. Hudhafa brought the apostle’s letter to Khosrau and when he had read it he tore
it up. When the apostle heard that he had torn his letter up he said, “His kingdom will be torn
in pieces. ...

Then Khosrau wrote to Badhan, who was governor of Yemen, “Send two stout fellows to this
man in the Hijaz and tell them to bring him to me.” So Badhan sent his steward Babawayh who
was a skilled scribe with a Persian called Kharkhasrah to carry a letter to the apostle ordering
him to go with them to Khosrau. He told Babawayh to go to this man’s country and speak to
him and then come back and report. . ..
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The two men came to the apostle and Babawayh told him that the king of kings Khosrau had
written to the governor Badhan ordering him to send men to bring him to him and that they
had been sent to take him away. If he obeyed, Badhan would write to the king of kings on his
behalf and keep him from him; but if he refused to come he knew what sort of man he was: he
would destroy his people and lay waste to his country. They had come in to the apostle’s pres-
ence with shaven beards and long moustaches, so that he could not bear to look at them. He
advanced on them and said, “Who ordered you to do this?” To which they replied, “Our Lord”
meaning Khosrau. The apostle answered, “But my Lord has ordered me to let my beard grow
long and to cut my moustache.” Then he told them to come back in the morning.

News came from heaven to the apostle to the effect that God had given Shirawayh power
over his father Khosrau and he had killed him on a certain night of a certain month at a certain
hour. Thereupon he summoned them and told them. They said: “Do you know what you are
saying? We can take revenge on you. What is easier? Shall we write this as from you and tell the
king of it?” He said, “Yes, tell him that from me and tell him that my religion and my sovereignty
will reach limits which the kingdom of Khosrau never attained. Say to him, ‘If you submit I will
give you what you already hold and appoint you king over your people in Yemen.” Then he gave
Kharkhasrah a girdle containing gold and silver which one of the kings had given him.

They left him and came to Badhan and reported. He exclaimed, “This is not the speech of
a king. In my opinion he is a prophet as he says. We will see what happens. If what he said is
true then he is a prophet who has been sent by God; if it is not, we must consider the matter
further.” Hardly had he finished speaking when there came a letter from Shirawayh saying that
he had killed Khosrau because he had angered the Persians by killing their nobles and keeping
them on the frontiers. He must see that his men pledged their obedience to the new king. He
must see the man about whom Khosrau had written, but not provoke him to war until further
instructions came.

When Badhan received this letter he said, “Without doubt this man is an apostle,” and he
became a Muslim as did the Persians with him in Yemen. (Ibn Ishaq, 658-59)

These letters are never mentioned in non-  easy to understand why later Muslims would

Islamic sources; thereis no record, for example,  create the tradition of Muhammad’s letters: it

in Byzantine or Persian documents of a letter
from a prophet in Arabia (although a museum
in Istanbul claims to possess the letter that
Muhammad sent to Heraclius). It would be

would have been a useful way of asserting that
Islam is a religion for the entire world and not
for the Arabs alone.
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FIGURE 2.2. Two different purported manuscripts of a letter from Muhammad
to the Byzantine emperor Heraclius.



Ibn Ishaq insists that Muhammad’s concern
after the truce at Hudaybiyya was to estab-
lish his dominance in the immediate region.
After waiting two months, Ibn Ishaq reports,
Muhammad conquered Khaybar, a Jewish
settlement where the exiled Banu Nadir had
taken refuge, and divided up its spoils.

The (aH  7/629 cE),
Muhammad indeed carried out the lesser pil-

following year

grimage as stipulated in his agreement with
the Quraysh. The ten-year truce, however, did
not last. When the Quraysh aided one of their
allies, the Banu Bakr tribe, in an attack against
an ally of Muhammad, the Khuza‘a tribe, the
Prophet determined that the truce was bro-
ken and began preparations for an attack on
Mecca.

Abu Sufyan, Muhammad’s old nemesis,
recognized the imminent danger and went to
Medina to beg for a new truce. In Medina, he
stayed in the house of his own daughter, Umm
Habiba, who had become Muhammad’s wife.
When she refused to let her father sit on the
Prophet’s carpet, Abu Sufyan exclaimed, “My
dear daughter . . . I hardly know if you think
that the carpet is too good for me or that I
am too good for the carpet!” Umm Habiba
explained, “It is the apostle’s carpet and you
are an unclean polytheist” (Ibn Ishaq, 543).
Muhammad refused to speak with him, and
when Abu Sufyan asked for the help of ‘Umar,
the latter replied, “Should I intercede for you
with the apostle! If I had only an ant I would
fight you with it” (Ibn Ishaq, 543).

Thus Abu Sufyan, Ibn Ishaq explains,
When
Muhammad marched with his forces and

returned to Mecca in shame.

camped outside of Mecca the following year
(aH 8/630 cE), Abu Sufyan went out to the
Muslims’ camp, on the back of a mule, to beg
for mercy. Upon seeing Abu Sufyan, ‘Umar
shouted out, “Let me take off his head!” (Ibn
Ishaq, 547), but Muhammad agreed to spare
his life along with all those in Mecca who took
refuge in his house, or in the Ka‘ba, or who
locked themselves in their own houses.

With the submission of Abu Sufyan,
there was little fight left in the Meccans, and
Muhammad entered his native city with
almost no resistance at all. Muhammad hon-
ored the amnesty he had agreed to with Abu
Sufyan, although Muhammad sought ven-
geance on a few individuals. Ibn Ishaq relates,

The apostle had instructed his commanders
when they entered Mecca only to fight those
who resisted them, except a small number
who were to be killed even if they were found
beneath the curtains of the Ka‘ba. Among
them was ‘Abdallah b. Sa‘d. . . . The reason
he ordered him to be killed was that he had
been a Muslim and used to write down rev-
elation; then he apostatized and returned to
Quraysh and fled to ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan [later
the third caliph]. ... The latter hid him until
he brought him to the apostle after the situ-
ation in Mecca was tranquil, and asked that
he might be granted immunity. They allege
that the apostle remained silent for a long
time till finally he said yes. When ‘Uthman
had left he said to his companions who were
sitting around him, “I kept silent so that one
of you might get up and strike off his head!”
One of the [Medinans] said, “Then why
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didn’t you give me a sign, O apostle of God?”
He answered that a prophet does not kill by
pointing. (Ibn Ishag, 550)

The Muslims killed several others Meccans—
most of whom were accused of mocking
Muhammad—but otherwise the conquest of
the city took place quickly and peacefully. As
for Abu Sufyan, he became a Muslim and took
up arms alongside Muhammad. In one of
their raids, on the city of Ta’if, Abu Sufyan lost
an eye. Years after the death of Muhammad,
while fighting the Byzantines at the Battle of
Yarmouk, he lost the other.

Muhammad’s triumph over the Meccans
was now complete. Watt comments: “He had
harried them and provoked them; then he had
wooed them and frightened them in turn; and
now practically all of them, even the greatest,
had submitted to him” (Watt, Muhammad at
Medina, 70).

On the same day of the conquest, Ibn Ishaq
reports, Muhammad entered into the Ka‘ba.
According to one tradition, Muhammad
pointed a stick at the idols housed inside
and “they collapsed on their backs one after
the other” A second tradition relates that
Muhammad ordered all of the pictures in the
Ka‘ba erased, except for certain pictures of
Jesus and Mary that the Quraysh had placed
there (Ibn Ishaq, 552). Other traditions, whose
authors were perhaps uncomfortable with
this concession to Christianity, relate simply
that he ordered all pictures to be erased. Thus
the Ka‘ba, which Abraham had dedicated to
the worship of the one God, was returned to
its original state of purity.

Soon after the conquest of Mecca, a tribe
known as the Hawazin—old rivals of the
Quraysh—gathered their forces to confront
Muhammad. The Prophet rode out to meet
them, Ibn Ishaq reports, with twelve thousand
men. Yet as they were riding through a canyon,
the Muslims fell into an ambush and were
soon in disarray. The Prophet called out to
them, “Where are you going men, I am God’s
apostle! I am Muhammad the son of ‘Abdal-
lah!” (Ibn Ishaq, 569). Only the best men of
Islam rallied to him, one hundred men in all.
Nevertheless, they turned to face their enemy
together, and God sent down angels to fight
with them, as He had at Badr, and they soon
routed the Hawazin. According to Ibn Ishagq,
the Hawazin had brought all of their women,
children, and livestock with them to the bat-
tle; now the entire lot fell into Muslim hands.
They took special care to distribute this booty
to newly converted Muslims (or to offer it as
an incentive for pagans to convert), a practice
referred to as ta’lif al-qulub, “the firming-up
of hearts.”

A month later, the Muslims unsuccessfully
laid siege to Ta’if, an important city in the high
grounds near Mecca. But the resistance of the
city (which would later surrender to Muslim
forces anyway) was only a minor annoyance
to the Prophet, who now set his sights further
afield. Ibn Ishaq reports that Muhammad
(who had no intention of settling in his native
city of Mecca) soon returned to Medina and
ordered his followers to prepare for a raid on
the Byzantines. If Muhammad had once sent
out a letter inviting the Byzantine emperor to
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BOX 2.3 %+ REPRESENTATIONS OF MUHAMMAD

Whereas at different times certain Christian movements or denominations have condemned
the veneration of holy images (a position known as iconoclasm), Muslims have—to various
degrees—opposed the representation of any humans or animals in general and the representa-
tion of the Prophet Muhammad in particular. This position is often justified with reference to
those qur’anic passages (e.g., Q 37:83-99) in which Abraham opposes the idol worship of his
people (and his own father), and with reference to the story of Muhammad cleaning out the
Ka‘ba of idols (a story that might be based on the Abraham material in the Qur’an). For their
part, Sunni jurisprudents were particularly influenced by a series of hadith in which Muhammad
explains that angels will not enter a house with pictures (“I heard Allah’s Apostle saying, ‘Angels
[of Mercy] do not enter a house wherein there is a dog or a picture of a living creature’”; Bukhari,
4:448). These hadith are generally not found in Shi'ite collections, and Shi'ites historically (espe-
cially in the Iranian world) were in fact less strictly opposed to figural representation—even of
the Prophet Muhammad. Indeed, Muhammad is depicted in the Iranian Shi‘ite image of the
night journey above (fig. 1.4). Today there is a great diversity of opinions among Shi'ites and
Sunnis on images. Pious Sunni Muslims may still refuse to have pictures hanging on the walls
of their home, but very few would refuse to have photos or books with pictures in them. Sunnis
and Shi‘ites alike, however, are generally opposed today to the representation of the Prophet
Muhammad. This opposition was evident in the violent response to malevolent cartoons of the
Prophet published in a Danish newspaper in 2005, and in a 1976 film about Muhammad titled
The Message, a film in which Muhammad himself is neither seen nor heard.

convert to Islam, he was now ready to send
out an army to attack him.

According to Ibn Ishaq, Muhammad’s fol-
lowers were not eager for this new raid. One
man requested to be excused from the cam-
paign on the grounds that they would lose
his self-control if he saw Byzantine women.
Others refused to go on the grounds that he
could not bear the long journey in fearsome
heat (Ibn Ishaq, 602-3). In fact, both of these
reports seem to be ways of explaining qur ‘anic
verses (Q 9:49: “Among them is the one who

2l

says, ‘Give me leave and do not tempt me”

[my translation]; and Q 9:81: “They said, ‘Go
not forth in the heat’ Say: ‘Gehenna’s fire is
hotter, did they but understand”).

In any case, Ibn Ishaq explains that the raid
never took place. When Muhammad arrived
at a site named Tabuk near the northern point
of the Red Sea, he made a treaty with the
Christian governor of Ayla (modern day Eilat,
or Aqaba) and soon began the long trip back
to Medina.

The following year (aH 10/631-632 CE) is
remembered in Islamic sources as the year of
deputations, as the Prophet received a large
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number of deputations from Arab tribes eager
to become Muslims and thereby win his favor.
By the end of the year, however, the Prophet
sensed that his death was near, and he set out
for Mecca to perform the major pilgrimage,
or hajj. The Islamic sources remember this
event as the “farewell pilgrimage,” the occa-
sion on which Muhammad taught his follow-
ers the proper rites of the pilgrimage, rites the
angel Gabriel himself had given him. During
this time, the Prophet also delivered a public
address in which he finalized a number of reli-
gious laws and Islamic principles. According
to Ibn Ishaq, Muhammad began the address
with the words, “O men, listen to my words. I
do not know whether I shall ever meet you in
this place again after this year.” He concluded
with the words: “Know that every Muslim is a
Muslim’s brother, and that they are brethren.
It is only lawful to take from a brother what he
gives you willingly, so wrong not yourselves. O
God, have I not told you!?” (Ibn Ishaq, 651).

But if the Prophet sensed that his death was
near, he had lost none of his military ambi-
tions. In the final months of his life, Ibn Ishaq
reports, Muhammad sent out an increasing
number of raids, including attacks against
Byzantine territory in the north and Persian-
controlled Yemen to the south. This, the
Islamic sources told us, signaled to his succes-
sors that the Islamic conquests were meant to
continue.

The Prophet himself had grown ill and
took to staying in the house of his beloved
wife ‘A’isha. In these final days, he would ask
to have water poured over him and to have his
head bound in a cloth, in order to relieve the

pain of his illness. When Muhammad’s illness
became so severe that he was unable to lead
the prayer, he asked Abu Bakr to pray in his
place. To Sunni Muslims this report, by which
Abu Bakr physically took the place of the
Prophet, is a proof that Muhammad wished
Abu Bakr to take his place as leader of the
Islamic community after his death.

According to a tradition that Ibn Ishaq
reports on the authority of ‘A’isha, the cir-
cumstances of the Prophet’s death were as
follows:

The apostle came back to me from the
mosque that day and lay in my bosom. A
man of Abu Bakr’s family came in to me
with a toothpick in his hand and the apos-
tle looked at it in such a way that I knew he
wanted it, and when I asked him if he wanted
me to give it him he said Yes; so I took it and
chewed it for him to soften it and gave it to
him. He rubbed his teeth with it more ener-
getically than I had ever seen him rub before;
then he laid it down. I found him heavy in
my bosom and as I looked into his face, lo
his eyes were fixed and he was saying, “Nay,
the most exalted companion is of paradise.”
I said, “You were given the choice and you
have chosen, by Him Who sent you with the
truth!” And so the apostle was taken. (Ibn
Ishaqg, 682)

Tabari reports that Muhammad died in the
month of First Rabi’, the third Islamic month,
of the eleventh Islamic year, on a Monday
(Tabari, 9:183). He adds, “The oath of alle-
giance was given to Abu Bakr on Monday, the



very day on which the Prophet died” (Tabari,
9:183). This oath of allegiance, which led to
Abu Bakr’s rise as the first caliph, assured sta-
bility for the Islamic community for the time
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being. The same oath of allegiance, however,
sowed the seeds of the greatest division in that
community, the only division that has lasted
to our days.

Why do you think later Muslims chose the Prophet’s migration to Medina as the starting point of the

Islamic calendar?

What is the importance of the Battle of Badr to Islamic self-understanding?

What role does Muhammad’s conflict with the Jews have in his larger biography?

What is the importance of Muhammad’s military successes to classical Muslim authors such as Ibn

Ishaq?



When the apostle was dead ‘Umar got up
and said, “Some of the disaffected will allege
that the apostle is dead, but by God he is not
dead: he has gone to his Lord as Moses . . .
went and was hidden from his people for
forty days, returning to them after it was
said that he had died. By God, the apostle
will return as Moses returned and will cut
off the hands and feet of men who allege
that the apostle is dead” When Abu Bakr
heard what was happening he came to the
door of the mosque as ‘Umar was speaking
to the people. He paid no attention but went
in to ‘A’isha’s house to the apostle, who was
lying covered by a mantle of Yamani cloth.

He went and uncovered his face and kissed
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him, saying, “You are dearer than my father
and mother. You have tasted the death which
God had decreed: a second death will never
overtake you.” Then he replaced the mantle
on the apostle’s face and went out. ‘Umar
was still speaking and he said, “Gently,
‘Umar, be quiet” But ‘Umar refused and
went on talking, and when Abu Bakr saw
that he would not be silent he went forward
to the people who, when they heard his
words, came to him and left ‘Umar. Giving
thanks and praise to God he said: “O men, if
anyone worships Muhammad, Muhammad
is dead: if anyone worships God, God is
alive, immortal.” (Ibn Ishaq, 682—-83)
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The Prophet was dead and no new prophet
was to be born. In the Bible (2 Kgs. 2), the
prophet Elisha takes up the mantle of the
prophet Elijah, but no one—according to
Islamic belief—could take up Muhammad’s
mantle. The Qur’an describes Muhammad as
the “seal of the prophets” (33:40). This phrase,
according to Islamic tradition, means that
Muhammad was the last prophet. Thus with
the death of Muhammad, God ceased speak-
ing to the world. According to standard Sunni
Islamic belief, prophets are the only people to
whom God speaks. There is no gift or charism
of prophecy—or private revelations—that all
people might share in; there are only proph-
ets and nonprophets. God will not speak to
humans again before the Day of Resurrection.
Nevertheless, as Ibn Ishaq and other clas-
sical Sunni sources tell it, with the death of
Muhammad the Muslim community still
needed a political successor, a caliph—a leader
to ensure that the religion of God would not
disappear with the disappearance of God’s
prophet. That leader was to be Abu Bakr.

The citation above, in which Abu Bakr is a pic-
ture of calm and prudence at a time of tragedy,
encapsulates his role in the story of Islam’s
emergence. Abu Bakr, the faithful friend of
Muhammad who once had remained hid-
den with the Prophet in a cave for three days
during the hijra, was now to be the one who
kept the community faithful to the Prophet’s
religion.

But according to the classical sources, the
process by which Abu Bakr became the first
caliph was anything but smooth. Soon after
the Prophet’s death, Ibn Ishaq and Tabari
report, the Muslims of Medina (known as the
ansar, or “helpers”) gathered together to dis-
cuss the future of their community. Among
them was a man named Sa‘d b. ‘Ubada, one
of the original twelve Medinans who had
pledged allegiance to Muhammad even before
the hijra. Sa“d, who had grown so sick that he
could no longer speak in a loud voice, had the
following statement read on his behalf.

Company of the ansarl You have prece-
dence in religion and merit in Islam that
no [other] tribe of the Arabs can claim.
Muhammad remained ten-odd years in his
tribe, calling them to worship the Merciful
and to cast off idols and graven images, but
only a few men of his tribe believed in Him.
... Then God bestowed upon you faith in
Him and in His Apostle, and protection for
him and his companions and strength for
him and his faith, and battle [jihad] for his
enemies. . .. [So] keep [control of] this mat-
ter to yourselves, to the exclusion of others,

for it is yours and yours alone. (Tabari, 10:2)

When the statement was read, most of the
ansar shouted their approval and demanded
that a caliph be chosen from among their
ranks. Others, however, were worried about
how the Meccans (known as the muhajirun)
would react. They accordingly proposed
a compromise, namely that one leader be
chosen for the muhajirun and another for



themselves. Sa"d moaned, “This is the begin-
ning of weakness” (Tabari, 10:3).

When ‘Umar and Abu Bakr heard that the
ansar had gathered, they were not pleased.
They rushed to join the meeting—which was
being held in a portico belonging to a Medinan
clan named Banu Sa‘ida—and refused to turn
back when two of the ansar tried to stop them.
Entering into the portico, Abu Bakr addressed
the gathering.

Oh company of the ansar, your superiority
in religion and great precedence in Islam
are undeniable. May God be satisfied with
you as helpers [ansar] for His religion and
His Apostle. He made his hijra to you, and
the majority of his wives and his compan-
ions are among you; so after the first muha-
jirun—there is no one among us who is in
your station. We are the leaders, and you the
helpers. (Tabari, 10:5)

Thereafter one of the ansar’s own, Bashir
b. Sa‘d, stood up and declared, “In truth
Muhammad was from Quraysh, and his peo-
ple are more entitled to [hold] (authority)
and more suitable” (Tabari, 10:7). At this, Abu
Bakr proposed that ‘Umar or Abu “Ubayda
(another leader of the muhajirun) be desig-
nated as the Prophet’s successor. Both ‘Umar
and Abu ‘Ubayda, however, insisted that Abu
Bakr was more deserving. They swore their
allegiance to him, followed by Bashir and a
number of ansar, and soon most of the city of
Medina had done so. Sa‘d, however, refused,
and confusion ensued. ‘Umar lost his cool
and stepped on his head (Sa‘d, apparently, had

been knocked down by this point), shouting,
“Kill him; may God slay him!” Sa“d, appar-
ently, was up to the fight: he grabbed ‘Umar’s
beard and grunted, “By God, if you remove a
single hair from [my head] you'll return with
no front teeth in your mouth” (Tabari, 10:9).

But Sa‘d was not the only one who did not
swear allegiance to Abu Bakr. Tabari reports
that during the meeting at the portico of Bani
Sa‘ida, ‘Ali was busy preparing the Prophet’s
body for burial, in the Prophet’s own house.
He did not, according to Tabari, cease his
burial arrangements in order to swear loyalty
to Abu Bakr. Indeed, he refused to do so as
long as his beloved wife Fatima, the daughter
of the Prophet, was alive. (By some accounts,
‘Ali held back from acknowledging Abu Bakr
because Abu Bakr refused to allow Fatima to
inherit her father’s property.) When Fatima
died six months later, ‘Ali summoned Abu
Bakr and explained: “It is neither the denial
of your good qualities nor the rivalry of good,
which God has given you, that prevented us
from giving you the oath of allegiance, but the
fact that we considered that we have a right
in this authority which you have monopo-
lized” (Tabari, 9:197). That same day, after the
noon prayers, Ali publicly swore allegiance to
Abu Bakr, whom the people now universally
acclaimed as the first caliph.

From the perspective of Shi‘ites, however,
‘Ali remained opposed to Abu Bakr privately.
Seeing that the impious plot of Abu Bakr and
‘Umar to gain power (which transpired while
‘Ali was piously attending to the Prophet’s
burial) had been successful, he knew that
opposition to them now would lead to a civil
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ABU BAKR

Ibn Ishaq has the Prophet comment, "I have never invited anyone to accept Islam but he who
has shown signs of reluctance, suspicion, and hesitation, except Abu Bakr When | told him of
it he did not hold back or hesitate” (Ibn Ishag, I16). This quotation captures the essence of
Abu Bakr's character in the traditional biography of the Prophet. Therein Abu Bakr is the first
free, adult male to accept Islam. After his conversion, he never wavers from his Islamic faith or
from his devotion to Muhammad. For this constancy, Islamic tradition offers him the nickname
al-Siddig, “The Faithful One." This faithfulness is exhibited in the story of Muhammad's flight
(hjra) to Medina, the moment of Muhammad's greatest vulnerability. He has sent most of his
followers before him, and his Meccan enemies have collectively vowed to end his life. It is Abu
Bakr, and Abu Bakr alone who travels with him on this fateful journey, three days of which they
spend hiding in the darkness of a cave.

When Muhammad dies ten years later, Abu Bakr (according to the standard account)
insists that a successor be chosen from among the Prophet’s Meccan tribe. He proposes that
either “Umar or Abu Ubayda, two of his Meccan friends, be appointed caliph. Yet when both
‘Umar and Abu Ubayda insist that Abu Bakr alone has the merit to be caliph, he does not
refuse the position. To Sunnis, it is precisely Abu Bakr's merit that is the point. The biography
of the Prophet does not have Muhammad designate, or appoint, Abu Bakr as his successor. It
does, however, have Muhammad demonstrate trust in him.When the Prophet, struck by illness
toward the end of his life, is unable to lead the public prayer in Medina, he asks Abu Bakr to
do so in his place. This ceremonial act, in which Abu Bakr stands in the place of Muhammad
while the Prophet is still alive, is seen as proof that he is the right choice to lead the Islamic
community after the Prophet's death.

Once chosen to be the first caliph, Abu Bakr proves to be an aggressive leader. When cer-
tain Arab tribes insist that they be free of his authority (since they had only pledged allegiance
to Muhammad), Abu Bakr goes to war to compel them to accept it. His victorious campaigns
against them are remembered as the “Wars of Apostasy.”

war. Thus for the sake of the Islamic com- a quiet life of prayer and farming, a signal of
munity, he did not protest Abu Bakr’s rule. his inner opposition.

However, he refused to fight with the Islamic According to these sources, ‘Ali was opposed
armies under Abu Bakr and his two succes- to Abu Bakr’s rule because Muhammad had
sors (‘Umar and ‘Uthman). Instead, ‘Ali lived  personally designated him to lead the Islamic



community. According to a tradition cited
in Shi‘ite (and some Sunni) sources, the
Prophet, while returning from his final pil-
grimage, stopped at a pond named Khumm.
There he raised ‘Ali’s hand and declared,
“Whoever considers me his master, ‘Ali is his
master.” The eleventh-century Shi‘ite scholar
al-Shaykh al-Mufid explains, “This is clear
[evidence] of the nomination of him for the
Imamate and for succession to his position”
(Shaykh al-Mufid, 3).

The term “Imamate” generally means
“leadership.” To Shi‘ites, however, this term
carries a second meaning. According to Shi‘ite
doctrine, it was not God’s will to have a politi-
cal successor, a caliph, chosen by the Islamic
community after the death of the Prophet.
Instead, God willed that a line of twelve
descendants of Muhammad, or Imams, be
his representatives on earth until the Day of
Resurrection. Thus Muhammad was the last
Prophet and ‘Ali the first Imam. Abu Bakr, for
his part, was an usurper.

Western scholars generally follow instead
the Sunni version of these events as recounted
by scholars such as Ibn Ishaq and Tabari.
Accordingly, they are left to wonder how
Muhammad, an astute politician committed
to the unity and expansion of his community;,
failed to appoint a successor. One explana-
tion, famously presented by a French scholar
named Paul Casanova, is that Muhammad
believed that the end of the world would come
before the end of his life.

A Western scholar with Shi‘ite sympathies,
Wilfred Madelung, poses a second question
to those who follow the Sunni sources. If

those gathered (except for Sa‘'d) at the por-
tico of Banu Sa‘ida agreed that it was fitting
to choose a successor from the Prophet’s own
people—the Quraysh—would it not have
been still more fitting for them to choose a
successor—Ali—from the Prophet’s own
family? ‘Ali himself asks a similar question in
a beloved Shi‘ite work known as the Peak of
Eloquence: “How strange? Could the caliphate
be through the [Prophet’s] companionship
but not through [his] companionship and
[his] kinship?” (Peak of Eloquence, 609).

In any case, Sunni and Shi‘ite sources agree
that Abu Bakr became the first caliph, for bet-
ter or for worse. They also agree that his first
act as caliph was war. According to the tra-
ditional narrative, when Muhammad died a
number of tribes in the central Arabian region
known as Najd refused to pay taxes to the new
caliph. Other tribes, in Bahrain in eastern
Arabia, and in Oman and Yemen in southern
Arabia, demanded complete political inde-
pendence. None of these tribes, according to
the traditional narrative, rejected Islam. We
might imagine that they simply saw no need to
follow a man—Abu Bakr—who claimed to be
Muhammad’s successor after his death, when
Muhammad never appointed a successor dur-
ing his life. Or, like the ansar, they might have
wanted a ruler from among their own people.

Yet the classical sources report that Abu
Bakr was also faced with four groups of
rebels led by “false” prophets. Among these
was a religious leader named Musaylima
(inevitably referred to in Islamic sources as
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Musaylima “the Liar”), who had gathered a
large following in the central-Arabian region
of Yamama. During Muhammad’s lifetime,
Musaylima, according to Ibn Ishaq, sent a
letter to Muhammad with two heralds, pro-
posing that he and Muhammad share power.
When Muhammad read the letter, he shouted,
“By God, were it not that heralds are not to
be killed I would behead the pair of you!”
(Ibn Ishaq, 649). Another of the rebel leaders
was Sajah, a “false” prophetess, who gained
a following among the tribes of northeast-
ern Arabia and ultimately joined forces with
Musaylima against Abu Bakr.

The story of Musaylima, whether or not
it is historically reliable, offers a number of
insights on Islamic beliefs. Ibn Ishaq reports
that Musaylima was a monotheist (although
he preferred to call God “Al-Rahman” [“The
Merciful”] instead of “Allah”), that he believed
in the final judgment, and that he instructed
his followers to pray daily and to fast regularly.
In other words, his teachings were not funda-
mentally unlike those of Muhammad. Thus
this story demonstrates that allegiance to
Muhammad, and no one else, is a sine qua non
of Islamic identity. Earlier prophets, of course,
might be acknowledged, but only when it is
understood that they were all Muslims who
prepared the way for Muhammad. And any-
one such as Musaylima who lived during or
after the time of Muhammad, and claimed to
be a prophet, was a liar.

Accordingly, the Islamic sources describe
those who followed Musaylima as apostates,
and Abu Bakr’s wars against them as the
Wars of Apostasy. Although the Qur’an does

not recommend any punishment for apos-
tates (insisting only that God will punish
them in the afterlife), in a well-known hadith
the Prophet declares that their punishment
should be death (Bukhari, 9:27). The story of
Abu Bakr’s campaign against the Arabian reb-
els exemplifies this teaching: the rebels were
either to return to Islam or be killed.

The Wars of Apostasy, however, involved
much more than apostasy. Abu Bakr, accord-
ing to Tabari, was as determined to fight
against those who refused to pay taxes as he
was to fight against false prophets. When sev-
eral tribes informed Abu Bakr that they would
continue to pray the Islamic prayers, but
would cease paying the alms tax, he declared:
“If they refuse me even [a leather strap], I
shall fight them for it” (Tabari, 10:45).

The account of the Wars of Apostasy thus
proved useful to later Islamic rulers, who used
it as a justification to enforce tax collection. It
was also useful to religious leaders who sought
to warn people against any religious deviancy.
The warning would have appeared especially
effective at the end of the story, when all four
false prophets are killed.

According to Tabari, Abu Bakr personally
led the Muslim armies in campaigns against
those rebels located closest to Medina, and he
did so mercilessly: “Abu Bakr swore that he
would certainly make slaughter among the
polytheists [in vengeance for] every killing [of
a Muslim|” (Tabari, 10:49). To those who sub-
mitted, however, Abu Bakr showed leniency
and thereby won their favor.

He also sent various forces against those
rebels in more distant regions. Among these
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BOX 3.1 + MUHAMMAD'S PROPHETHOOD

Despite the traditional Islamic teaching on the finality of Muhammad’s prophethood, a num-
ber of religious movements have been founded in recent centuries by those who claimed to
have completed his teaching. Sikhism, first taught by Guru Nanak (d. 1539) in what is now
the Pakistani Punjab, emerged in the late fifteenth century. Although Guru Nanak came from
a Hindu family, he is said to have traveled to Mecca, and his teaching is indeed often presented
as a correction of Islamic doctrine. The Baha'i faith is shaped by the doctrine that Baha’ullah
(d. 1892), who was born an Iranian Shi‘ite Muslim, is the final prophet, sent by God to unify all
religions—including Islam—in one universal teaching. Because of their belief in Baha ullah’s
prophethood, Baha’i’s have suffered frequent persecution in the Islamic world, notably in
Baha’ullah’s native Iran, where, since the 1979 Islamic revolution, the government has orches-
trated a sustained campaign to encourage or compel the conversion of Baha'i’s to Islam. A still
more recent post-Muhammadan Muslim prophet is Rashad Khalifa, an American of Egyptian
background who taught that he was given an inspiration to reveal the full meaning of the
Quran (the religious movement that follows his teaching today is known as “The Submitters”).
Khalifa was murdered outside of a mosque in Tucson, Arizona, in 1990.

was Khalid b. al-Walid, who had once led
the cavalry of the pagan Quraysh against the
Muslims at the Battle of Uhud. Khalid, who
had since become a Muslim, was now one

in Syria before his death in August 634. The
Islamic conquests had begun.

of the community’s greatest generals. Abu
Bakr sent him out to fight against the rebels
in Najd, and then against Musaylima’s forces
in Yamama. Khalid devastated the forces of
the false prophet—Tabari remarks that ten
thousand of Musaylima’s men were killed
in a spot known thereafter as the Garden of
Death. Musaylima himself was killed, he adds,
while suffering from demonic possession and
unable to defend himself.

When Muslim forces had subdued all the
rebels, Abu Bakr turned his vision further
afield. He sent out forces to attack the Persian
Empire in Iraq and the Byzantine Empire

The Early Islamic Conquests

Retelling the story of these conquests is no
easy task. There is no question, of course, that
the Islamic conquests took place. Skeptical
scholars might reasonably doubt much of
the biography of Muhammad, but there is no
doubting that Arab armies swept through the
Middle East in the middle decades of the sev-
enth century. Nevertheless, our understand-
ing of these conquests is far from perfect.

For example, Islamic sources provide over
a dozen different versions of the conquest of
Syria (which in a classical sense consists of
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modern day Jordan, Israel/Palestine, Lebanon,
and Syria), versions that differ even on basic
matters of chronology. For example, Tabari
puts the great battle between the Muslims
and the Byzantines—the Battle of Yarmuk—
before the death of Abu Bakr in August 634.
Most other sources, however, date Yarmuk
to the caliphate of ‘Umar, in the year 636.
Meanwhile, non-Islamic sources present
very few details on the conquests, and they
describe the conquerors in a way that hardly
agrees with the Islamic account. Thus the
reader should be aware that any description
of the Islamic conquests is speculative. We
are still swimming in very murky historical

waters.

The standard reconstruction of the con-
quests is that of Fred Donner, who concludes
that they began when Abu Bakr sent his gen-
eral Khalid to the desert region west of the
Euphrates sometime in 634/635. While Khalid
subdued the nomadic Arab tribes there and
towns with large Arab populations such as al-
Hira, other Muslim forces launched an offen-
sive against the Arab allies of the Byzantines
in Syria. According to Tabari, many of these
Arab allies willingly deserted the Byzantines
to join the Muslims. On one occasion, when
the Muslim armies approached a larger force
of Arabs, the latter simply abandoned their
camp. “Nearly all those who had gathered
against [the Muslims] entered Islam,” Tabari
comments (Tabari, 11:77). Thus the Muslims
soon came to dominate the open countryside
of Syria.

When Khalid marched across the barren
Arabian desert to meet up with the Muslim
generals in Syria, they began to attack the
towns. The first town they took was Bostra,
a significant Byzantine settlement (with a
largely Arab population) in what is now
southern Syria. Bostra withstood a siege for
some time before submitting to the Muslims.
The Christians there agreed to acknowledge
Islamic authority and to pay a tax, or jizya,
demanded of non-Muslims. In return, the
Muslims spared their lives and property.

The account of Bostra’s submission helps
explain the success of the Islamic conquests
in Syria. While the population of fighting-
age men in Byzantine Syria certainly far out-
numbered the invading Muslim armies (one
source reports that there were no more than
twenty thousand Muslim fighters in Syria),
very few of those fighting-age men in fact
fought. Moreover, many of them were reli-
giously Christians but ethnically Arabs. To
them, Arab Muslim rule may have been no
more objectionable than the rule of Greek-
speaking Christians.

Moreover, although most of the popu-
lation of Syria (Arab or otherwise) was
Christian, most Christians there belonged to
the Jacobite, or Monophysite church, which
differed from the Melkite, or Chalcedonian,
church of the Byzantine Empire. Thus on reli-
gious grounds they might have felt no great
hesitation about submitting to the Muslim
forces. For their part, the Muslim forces seem
to have been primarily interested in estab-
lishing their political authority and collecting
taxes in the conquered cities. The revenues



from these taxes, meanwhile, allowed them
to recruit more and more fighting men into
their forces. And so the conquests continued.

In August 635, Damascus fell—like Bostra
before it—when the city capitulated after
a long siege. Soon a number of smaller cit-
ies in Syria also fell, and the Byzantine
emperor Heraclius (r. 610-641) was forced
to act. He sent a great force (although prob-
ably not the one hundred thousand men
that Islamic sources report) to Damascus.
The Muslims retreated to the south, first to
the Golan Heights and then to the banks of
the River Yarmuk, a river that feeds into the
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Jordan River from the northeast, in modern-
day Jordan. There the armies met, and the
Muslims routed the Byzantines. Those who
were not killed by the sword fell to their death
into a ravine while fleeing the battlefield. A
measly remnant retreated to the north.

Now one Syrian city after another fell into
Muslim hands in rapid succession, includ-
ing Jerusalem, Caesarea, Tyre, Sidon, Beirut,
Aleppo, and Antioch. Finally, the Byzantine
forces regrouped and made a stand at the
Taurus Mountains, in the south of modern-
day Turkey, and there the Byzantine/Islamic
border would stand for centuries.
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FIGURE 3.1. The early Islamic conquests.
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In Iraq, the conquests transpired differently.
The Sassanian Empire was in the midst of
intense political turmoil, in part caused by
their decisive defeat at the hands of Byzantines
at the Battle of Nineveh in 627 and the ensu-
ing overthrow of the emperor Khosrau II.
Khosrau’s son, Kavadh, was enthroned in
his place, but he soon died, and then in great
rapidity a series of rulers fell victim to politi-
cal conspiracies. Despite this instability, how-
ever, a Sassanian force managed to defeat the
invading Muslim armies when the two sides
first met in Iraq, in a conflict known as the
Battle of the Bridge. However, the Sassanian
ruler (repeating the mistake of the Quraysh at
Uhud) failed to pursue the Muslim armies, as
he was compelled to return to the capital city,
Ctesiphon, to deal with a new uprising.

the
responded to news of the defeat quickly,

Meanwhile, new caliph, ‘Umar,
sending a larger force to attack Iraq. By the
time they entered Sassanian territory a new
Persian emperor, Yazdegerd III, had taken
the throne. Yazdegerd, it seemed, had finally
ended the chaos raging in the royal house,
and he prepared a massive force to meet the
Islamic threat. The two sides met at the edges
of the Iraqi desert, near the city of Qadisiyya,
probably in 636. (Tabari reports that veter-
ans from the Battle of Yarmuk arrived just in
time to support the Muslims at Qadisiyya.)
The Persians far outnumbered the Muslims,
but they were defeated anyway and fell into an
unorganized retreat.

The Muslims (unlike the Persians after the

Battle of the Bridge) pursued their enemies

and decimated them: “They killed them in
every village, in every thicket, and on every
river bank, and then returned in time for the
noon prayer” (Tabari, 12:127-28). Meanwhile,
the youngest members of the Muslim army
were sent out to inspect the battlefield: “They
gave water to the Muslims in whom there
was a breath of life and killed the polytheists
in whom there was a breath of life” (Tabari,
12:127).

The next year, Muslim forces reached
Ctesiphon itself, which fell after a two-month
siege. The emperor and his followers now
fled in desperation to the northeast, but the
Muslims forces pursued them relentlessly,
month after month, year after year. Finally,
Yazdegerd, the last emperor of the Sassanian
Persian Empire, was seized and killed in far off
Merv—modern-day Turkmenistan—in 651.
The Persian Empire had collapsed, and a new
Islamic empire had risen in its place.

How, we might ask, did the Islamic con-
quests succeed so terrifically, when the
Muslims had fewer fighting men and, pre-
sumably, more-primitive weapons than their
enemies? In answering this question, Donner
notes that historical circumstances favored
the Muslims. The Byzantines ruled over eth-
nically or religiously disaffected subjects. The
Sassanians were weakened by political feuds.
Both were exhausted from long mutual war-
fare. He argues, however, that the key factor
was [slam:

The Muslims succeeded, then, primarily
because they were able to organize an effec-

tive conquest movement, and in this context



the impact of the new religion of Islam,
which provided the ideological underpin-
nings for this remarkable breakthrough in
social organization, can be more fully appre-
ciated. In this sense, the conquests were truly

an Islamic movement. (Donner, 269)
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The example of a mujahid [the jihad war-
rior] in Allah’s Cause—and Allah knows
better who really strives in His Cause—is
like a person who fasts and prays continu-
ously. Allah guarantees that He will admit

the mujahid in His Cause into Paradise if

he is killed, otherwise He will return him to

In Praise of the Holy War his home safely with rewards and war booty.

Thus at its emergence, Islam was at once a (Bukhari, 4:46)

religion and a movement of extraordinary

military conquests. Accordingly, it is no sur- The Prophet said, “Last night two men came

prise to find chapters on the merits of fight- to me (in a dream) and made me ascend a

ing the jihad in the classical collections of the tree and then admitted me into a better and

Prophet’s hadith. superior house, better of which I have never
Presumably, these hadith were written with seen. One of them said, “This house is the

the purpose of convincing believers to join house of martyrs.” (Bukhari, 4:49)

the campaigns of Muslim armies. To this end,
they have Muhammad describe the battlefield The Prophet said, “Nobody who dies and
martyr as the noblest Muslim of all. finds good from Allah (in the Hereafter)

BOX 3.2 « |IHAD

Today the word jihad is commonly used in English and is (almost) inevitably associated with the
Islamic holy war. In the Qur’an, jihad (and the verb jahada to which it is related) indeed seems
to be used in this way. The Qur’an frequently praises those who jahada “in the path of God”
(e.g., Q 2:218; 8:74; 9:20) and those who jahada “with their money and their selves” (e.g., Q
8:72;9:88; 49:15). These references match the Qur’an’s commands elsewhere to “fight” (gatala)
“in the path of God” (e.g., Q 2:190, 244, 246). The hadith collections of Bukhari and Muslims
both include books on jihad that are exclusively concerned with when and how Muslims are to
pursue holy war. By the eleventh century, however, a tradition appeared in some Islamic sources
according to which Muhammad, upon returning from a battle, said to his companions, “You
have come from the lesser jihad to the greater jihad” When his companions asked him what
this greater jihad could be, he answered, “The striving of a servant against his lust.” This idea of
a “greater jihad” is emphasized by Muslim mystics, who elevate the spiritual life above worldly
matters, and by Muslims today who seek to disassociate Islam from the concept of holy war.
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would wish to come back to this world even
if he were given the whole world and what-
ever is in it, except the martyr who, on seeing
the superiority of martyrdom, would like to
come back to the world and get killed again
(in Allah’s Cause).” (Bukhari, 4:53)

It is far from certain that Muhammad really
said any of these things. The hadith come from
collections written down only in the ninth
century and have many legendary, tenden-
tious, exegetical, and anachronistic features.
But whether or not they are forgeries, these
hadith reflect the belief that the best Muslims
will join the fight against non-Muslims. These
Muslims fight for Islam, for the honor of its
Prophet, and for the glory of his community.

We see this same attitude in the way later
Muslim scholars divided the world into two
domains: the “Sphere of Islam” ( Dar al-Islam)
and the “Sphere of War” (Dar al-Harb). It
was often because of the fight to expand the
“Sphere of Islam” that new conversions of
Islam occurred: “During Muhammad’s life-
time, and for very long thereafter, conversion
to Islam followed upon conquest; it never
preceded it” (Peters, Jesus and Muhammad,
168).

According to most Western scholars, the great-
est personality behind the early Islamic con-
quests was ‘Umar, who was chosen as caliph
in 634 upon Abu Bakr’s death. This choice,
according to most sources, was met with little

if any objection, even though Abu Bakr never
publically declared “Umar to be his successor.
‘Umar, however, had shown himself to be Abu
Bakr’s right-hand man during the controver-
sies that followed the Prophet’s death. ‘Umar
is also remembered as an aggressive, even
fearsome, man. One tradition relates to this
effect how ‘Umar visited Muhammad’s house
one day and a group of women sitting with
the Prophet retreated in fear behind a curtain.
Muhammad remarked, “If the devil himself
were to meet you on the street he would dodge
into a side alley!” (See Andrae, Muhammad:
The Man and His Faith, 130). One imagines
that few would have dared to oppose ‘Umar
when he became caliph.

In the classical sources, ‘Umar is the first caliph
to be called amir al-mu'minin, “Commander
of the Faithful,” a title that evidently reflects
his devotion to the holy war. “Umar is also said
to have been devoted to the strict enforcement
of Islamic law. ‘Umar, it is said, even beat his
own son, whom he caught drinking alcohol.
Yet ‘Umar is also said to have lived modestly
and to have demanded that all Muslims be
treated with compassion and respect.

Tabari reports that when ‘Umar named
a new governor, he would stipulate that the
governor “not ride an expensive horse, or eat
white bread, or wear any fine cloth, or pre-
vent the people’s needs [from being satisfied]”
(Tabari, 14:113). ‘Umar was a man, accord-
ing to the traditional sources, who cooked
food for the hungry with his own hands and
distributed money to the poor with his own



hands. Yet he was also a man who carried a
whip in his hands to punish anyone who acted
haughtily or irreligiously.

After a ten-year reign, however, ‘Umar was
murdered. According to Tabari, he was killed
by a Christian slave named Abu Lu'lu’a who
was upset by a tax imposed by the caliph
(although some Western scholars theorize
that he might have been killed by an assassin
sent by ‘Ali). Abu Lu’'lu’a met “Umar as the lat-
ter entered a mosque to pray, and stabbed him
six times.

‘Umar knew that his wounds were fatal,
Tabari reports, but he refused to appoint a
successor. Instead he appointed a council, or
shura, of the Prophet’s companions to make
this decision (an act Muslim reformists often
cite today as a precedent for democracy). The
classical sources disagree on the exact makeup
of this council, but they agree that both ‘Ali
and ‘Uthman were part of it, and that the two
were in an open rivalry. Eventually ‘Uthman
prevailed, and ‘Ali left the council with the
parting words: “[God’s] decree will come in
its time!” (Tabari, 1:153).

‘Uthman would reign as caliph for twelve
years. According to most traditions, he did so
piously—as ‘Umar had before him—for the
first six years. But otherwise, he held little in
common with his predecessor. The people
admired ‘Umar for his jealous defense of
Islam and his leadership in warfare. ‘Uth-
man, however, had not fought at Badr and
was often considered to be indolent: “The lack
of energy and initiative ascribed to ‘Uthman

had become clear right from the start of
his career, and must have been a real defect
of character” (““Uthman,” Encyclopaedia of
Islam, 10:946b). But ‘Uthman had family con-
nections going for him; he was a member of
the powerful Umayyad clan—which included
Muhammad’s former nemesis Abu Sufyan—
and he had married two of the Prophet’s
daughters (Rugayya and Umm Kulthum).

After six years, however, the accusations
against ‘Uthman became more severe. Now
he was accused not only of indolence but also
of impiety. A number of traditions report
that “Uthman’s impiety began when he lost
the ring that Muhammad once wore, and
which had been passed down to Abu Bakr and
‘Umar. Tabari explains,

‘Uthman b. Affan ruled and wore [the ring]
for six years. He dug a well in Medina to sup-
ply water for the Muslims. He was sitting on
the edge of the well and began fiddling with
the ring and twisting it around his finger.
The ring slipped off and fell into the well.
They searched for it and [even] drained the
well of its water, but without success. [ Uth-
man] established a magnificent reward for
anyone who could bring it [to him] and

became deeply depressed. (Tabari, 15:63)

‘Uthman’s loss of the Prophet’s ring—which
was never found—foreshadowed his infidel-
ity to the Prophet’s commands. Complaints
soon arose that ‘Uthman appointed his own
relatives as provincial governors regardless of
their religious merits, and that he put aside
war booty for his own family, depriving in
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part the Muslim fighters who had risked their
lives to win it.

‘Uthman is also credited with compiling
the standard version of the Qur’an during the
last half of his reign. According to the standard
account, he did so to address conflicts among
his soldiers over how the Qur’an was to be
pronounced (one of his generals, Hudhyafa, is
said to have implored him, “Save this nation
before they differ about the Book as Jews and
Christians did before them!”). Yet in compil-
ing an official version of the Qur’an, ‘Uth-
man had all competing versions burned, an
act that infuriated certain elder companions
of the Prophet. Among them was Ibn Mas‘ud,
who brawled with the men whom ‘Uthman
had sent to seize his version of the Qur’an.
On this occasion, Ibn Mas‘ud is said to have
shouted that he was already a Muslim when,
Zayd, the Qur’an scribe of “Uthman, was still
in the loins of an unbeliever.

Thus opposition to ‘Uthman spread.
Finally, in the year 656, a large contingent of
protestors arrived in Medina from Egypt with
a list of demands. ‘Uthman, the sources tell us,
agreed to them all, but as the protestors made
their way back to Egypt, they intercepted
a messenger of the caliph who was carry-
ing orders for the execution of their leaders.
Immediately they returned to Medina and laid
siege to the caliph’s palace. ‘Uthman claimed
that the orders were forged, but he could no
longer pacify the rebels. They broke into the
caliph’s residence and stabbed him to death.
At the moment when he was attacked, ‘Uth-
man—the caliph accused of impiety—was

piously reading the Qur’an, and his blood
poured out onto the holy text.

From the perspective of Sunni Muslims, the
murders of ‘Umar and ‘Uthman were tragic.
The killing of ‘Uthman was especially so, for
it was not the act of a disgruntled Christian
but rather the act of pious Muslims; more-
over, it ushered in a period of internal dissen-
sion—known as the fitna—that would not be
resolved for generations. From the perspec-
tive of Shi‘ite Muslims, on the other hand, a
greater tragedy had already taken place when
‘Ali was not made the ruler after Muhammad’s
death. Now, with the death of ‘Uthman, ‘Ali
finally had his chance.

After the death of ‘Uthman, Tabari reports,
the (Meccan) clan that had supported him—
the Umayyads—fell into disarray, unsure how
to react to the assassination of their relative.
The (Medinan) ansar thus seized the oppor-
tunity to elect their own man. While ‘Ali was
not one of them—he was of course a Meccan
from the family of the Prophet—he was also
not an Umayyad and he had been no ally of
Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman. This was
enough to win the support of the ansar.

Ultimately, most of the Meccans also
agreed to support ‘Ali, but not all of them did
so willingly. Talha, an elder companion of
Muhammad, is reported to have said: “I gave
allegiance with a sword over my head” (Tabari,
16:9). A second elder companion, Zubayr,
is reported to have said something similar:
“I gave allegiance with a sword at my neck”
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"ALlI

If Abu Bakr is remembered as the first free, adult male to accept Islam, ‘Al is remembered as
the first male, of any age, to accept Islam. In the biography of the Prophet as told by Ibn Ishag,
‘Ali is only a boy of ten at the time he accepts Islam, and thus his acceptance is considered
less valuable than that of a full-grown man. Still, Shi‘ite Muslims are quick to point out that
‘Ali had certain merits that Abu Bakr lacked. He was a cousin of Muhammad himself. What is
more, Muhammad takes ‘Ali into his own house after the death of ‘Ali's father Abu Talib (who
had raised Muhammad as his own son). Thus ‘Al is from the same family, and from the same
house, as Muhammad. It is perhaps appropriate, then, that “Ali takes the place of the prophet—
sleeping in his bed—when Muhammad flees for Medina with Abu Bakr. The importance of this
act for Shi‘ites should not be underestimated. It is *Ali, and not Abu Bakr, who is in the more
dangerous position. He has taken the place of the Prophet, knowing of the conspiracy against
him, and is willing to die for his sake.

The intimacy of the relationship between Muhammad and ‘Ali is suggested by a hadith
reporting that ‘Ali's favorite nickname was “Father of the Dust” (Abu I-Turab). The name hardly
appears flattering, but ‘Al cherishes it because it was given to him by Muhammad when the
Prophet found him sleeping on the dirt floor near the wall of a mosque. In another hadith,
the Prophet folds a cloak around ‘Al Fatima (Muhammad's daughter and “Ali's wife), Hasan,
and Husayn (the two sons of ‘Ali and Fatima) and prays for their purification. This prayer, to
Shi‘ites, suggests that the line of “Ali and Fatima ("“The People of the House [of the Prophet]”
ahl al-bayt) is favored by God, and that the twelve Imams (the first of whom was ‘Ali himself)
were protected from sin and error.

Islamic tradition also makes much of ‘Ali's prowess and courage in war, and piety in religion.
‘Ali is victorious in individual combat before the larger battle at Badr, slaying his opponent
Walid b. ‘Utba. Later, he receives a sword with two points at the end, named “Dhu al-Figar”
(the notion of two points might be imagined from the term figar, “bifurcated”), with which he
fights at Uhud, and which is an iconic symbol to Shi‘ite Muslims today. In one tradition, Muham-
mad gives ‘Ali this sword from the booty seized after the Battle of Badr. In another tradition,
an angel brings this sword down to ‘Ali from heaven.
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(Tabari, 16:15). But if these men declared
their support for ‘Ali only reluctantly, it was a
woman who refused to do so at all.

‘A’isha, the beloved wife of the Prophet and
the daughter of Abu Bakr, was no friend of
‘Uthman. According to Tabari, when ‘Uth-
man’s murder was imminent, she did not
hang around Medina to support him but
rather left for Mecca under the pretense of a
pilgrimage. Only after “Uthman’s murder did
she begin the trip back to Medina. On the way,
however, she learned of ‘Ali’s election. ‘A’isha
and ‘Ali already had a bitter relationship when
the Prophet was still alive, and the bitterness
between them had only intensified when ‘Al
hesitated to accept the election of her father
Abu Bakr as the first caliph. If ‘A’isha had been
secretly pleased at “Uthman’s murder, she was
now openly furious that ‘Ali had been cho-
sen to replace him. She immediately turned
around, retraced her steps to Mecca, and
began to organize resistance to the new caliph.

Talha and Zubayr soon joined her in Mecca.
The three of them rallied a small group of fol-
lowers and set out across the desert toward
Iraq, where they hoped to garner further sup-
port. ‘Ali, however, had no intention of letting
them proceed peacefully. Egypt was in tur-
moil, and Syria was controlled by an Umayyad
named Mu‘awiya, one of ‘Uthman’s governors
and the son of Abu Sufyan. If ‘Ali lost Iraq,
he would have no significant power base left.
Thus he intercepted their party and attacked
them. In the conflict that ensued, known as
the Battle of the Camel (as A’isha is said to
have observed the fighting from the back of
a camel), ‘Ali’s forces killed Talha and Zubayr

and routed their followers. For his part, ‘Ali
was magnanimous in victory; he mourned
their death and treated ‘A’isha with honor.

But ‘A’isha’s resistance was not the end of
his troubles. Mu‘awiya remained stubbornly
opposed to ‘Ali’s election. How, Mu‘awiya
complained, could ‘Ali be elected caliph when
he had failed to punish those responsible for
the murder of (Mu‘awiya’s relative) ‘Uthman?
‘Ali, for his part, was not prepared to back
down (as doing so presumably would have
been a fatal show of weakness).

In fact, the brewing conflict involved more
than a proper investigation of ‘Uthman’s
killing. In part, it was a conflict between the
Medinan supporters of ‘Ali and the Meccan
Umayyad clan (a strange echo of the Prophet’s
own struggles with the Meccans when they
were led by Mu‘awiya’s father, Abu Sufyan). It
was also a conflict between Iraq, from which
‘Ali drew most of his support, and Syria. And
of course, according to later Islamic sources,
this was a conflict between those who recog-
nized ‘Ali as the first Imam, the Shi‘ites, and
those who did not.

Whatever the reasons for their rivalry, the
forces of ‘Ali and Mu‘awiya finally met in
657 on a battlefield near the Syrian plain of
Siffin, on the banks of the Euphrates. There
they fought for three days. When, on the third
day, the tide finally began to turn against
Mu‘awiya, his followers attached leaves of
the Qur’an to their lances and shouted, “The
law of God shall decide between us!” ‘Alj,
distressed by the killing of Muslims on both
sides, agreed to submit to an arbitration. In
doing so, however, ‘Ali estranged his most



fervent supporters. Insisting that ‘Ali’s elec-
tion was an act of God, which could not be
left to human arbitration, a large contingent
of them (by some counts twelve thousand
men) left the battlefield. They consequently
became known as the Kharijites (“Those who
depart”).

According to Tabari, the arbitration even-
tually took place some months later in the
Arabian Peninsula, but the arbiters were
themselves divided. In the end, nothing
changed, but ‘Ali had lost much of his prestige.
Moreover, he was now faced with the opposi-
tion of the Kharijites, whom he was forced to
confront in Iraq, at a site named Nahrawan,
the following year. The battle ended in a
slaughter of the Kharijites, but it was a pyrrhic
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victory, for ‘Ali had slaughtered his former fol-
lowers. In fact, this battle would lead to ‘Ali’s
demise.

One of the Kharijites who had survived
the battle of Nahrawan, by the name of Ibn
Muljam, sought out ‘Ali at the entrance to
the Great Mosque in the Iraqi city of Kufa
two years later, in early 661. Seeking revenge
for the martyrs of Nahrawan, Ibn Muljam
attacked the caliph with a poisoned sword.
Two days later, ‘Ali—the cousin of the Prophet
and his son-in-law, who had once lay down
in the Prophet’s bed when Muhammad fled to
Medina—now lay dead.

Mu'awiya acted immediately. He moved
his forces into Iraq and compelled ‘Ali’s eldest
son, Hasan, to acknowledge him as the caliph.

FIGURE 3.2. A pious Shi ite rendering of the shrine containing Ali’s tomb (in Najaf, Iraq).
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FROM A CLASSICTEXT « 3.

The Assassination of ‘Ali, “Commander of the Faithful”

Al-Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 1022) presents “Ali as a figure whose life imitated that of the Prophet
Muhammad himself. He compares ‘ Ali’s struggles during the caliphates of Abu Bakr, ‘ Umar, and
‘Uthman to Muhammad’s struggles in Mecca. He compares * Ali’s struggles during his own caliph-
ate—when he was confronted with rebels led by * A’isha and Mu' awiya—to Muhammad’s strug-
gles in Medina (where he was confronted with pagan enemies and duplicitous Muslims). Finally,
al-Shaykh al-Mufid has‘ Ali die, just like Muhammad (see Bukhari 4:736), at the age of sixty-three.

The Imamate [period during which he was God’s chosen leader] of the “Commander of the
Faithful” [‘Ali]—peace be on him—was for thirty years after the Prophet—may God bless him
and his family. For twenty-four years and six months of these he was prevented from admin-
istering the laws (of the office) (and had to) exercise precautionary dissimulation and with-
drawal. For five years and six months of these, he was troubled by wars against the hypocrites,
those who broke their pledges, the unjust and those who deviated (from the religion) and he
was plagued by the seditions of those who had gone astray. In the same way the Apostle of God,
may God bless him and his family, had been prevented from (administering) the laws (of his
office) through fear and through being spied upon, and through being a fugitive and through
being exiled, so that he had no power to fight the unbelievers and no means of defending the
believers. Then he emigrated and for ten years after the emigration he remained making war on
the unbelievers and being troubled by the hypocrites until the time that God—may His name
be exalted—took him unto Himself and made him dwell in the gardens of Paradise.

The death of the Commander of the Faithful—peace be on him—occurred before dawn
of Friday, the twenty-first of the month of Ramadan, in the year 40 A.H. He was a victim of
the sword. Ibn Muljam al-Muradi—may God curse him—Zkilled him at the mosque of Kufa,
which he had come out to in order to wake the people for the dawn prayer on the night of the
nineteenth of the month of Ramadan. He had been lying in wait for him from the beginning
of the night. When he [*Ali] passed by him while the latter was hiding his design by feigning
sleep amid a group of people who were asleep, he [Ibn Muljam] sprang out and struck him
on the top of his head with his sword which was poisoned. He lingered through the day of the
nineteenth and the night and day of the twentieth and the first third of the night of the twenty-
first. Then he—peace be on him—died a martyr and met his Lord, Most High, as one who has
been wronged. He—peace be on him—knew of that before its time and he told the people of
it before its time. His two sons, al-Hasan and al-Husayn—peace be on them—performed (the
tasks) of washing him and shrouding him according to his bequest. Then they carried him to
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al-Ghari at Najaf in Kufa and they buried him there. They removed the traces of the place of his

burial according to his bequest which was made about that . . . by him, because of what he—

peace be on him—knew about the regime of the Umayyads (which would come) after him, and

their hostile attitude towards him. (For he knew) the evil action and abuse to which they would

be led by their wicked intentions if they had been able to know that (place). His grave—peace

be on him—remained hidden until al-Sadiq Ja’far b. Muhammad, peace be on him, pointed it

out during the Abbasid regime. For he visited it when he came to visit Abu Ja‘far (al-Mansur)

while the latter was in al-Hira. Then the Shi’a knew of it and they began from that time to make

visitation to his (grave), peace be on him and on his pure offspring.
On the day of his death he was 63 years of age. (al-Shaykh al-Mufid, trans. Howard, 5-6)

Thereafter he succeeded in winning almost
universal acknowledgment of his rule. But
Mu‘awiya never moved to Medina—the city
of the Prophet—where the caliphs before him
had ruled. Instead, he remained in Damascus,

a city by now familiar to him. A new era of
Islam, the Umayyad dynasty, had begun.
The fourth rightly guided caliph, or the first
Imam, was dead. Ruling in his place was the
son of Abu Sufyan.

By what logic do Sunni Muslims defend the selection of Abu Bakr as the first caliph?

By what logic do Shi‘ite Muslims argue that ‘Ali should have been the leader of the Islamic community

after Muhammad!?

What does the account of the Wars of Apostasy reflect of the Muslim understanding of Islam?

What is the Muslim understanding of the early Islamic conquests?



In his work Muhammad at Medina (published
in 1956), William Montgomery Watt intro-
duces his examination of Muhammad’s moral
character in the following way: “We may ask,
‘Was Muhammad a good man according to
the standards of the Arabia of his day?’ or we
may ask, ‘Was he a good man according to the
standards of, say, the best people in Europe
about the year 19502°” (327). Watt concludes
that Muhammad was an excellent man for his
time but that he cannot be considered a moral
exemplar for all times, as Muslims would have
him be.

With this matter (as with others), Watt
proves to be careful in his analysis of the
Islamic sources, but careless of the larger
problem of the sources themselves. Watt sorts
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through the reports found in Ibn Ishaq and
other classical sources, removing whatever
seems to him superstitious, irrational, imprac-
tical, anachronistic, or politically convenient.
Thus he rejects some of the reports that would
make Muhammad’s character suffer (by the
standards of a good European in 1950) but
retains others, such as his appetite for women
or the massacre of the Banu Qurayza.

In today’s context, those who would
demonize Muhammad use a similar strategy;
they ignore the reports that make him sincere
and tenderhearted. Those who would defend
Muhammad also use the same strategy, reject-
ing or explaining away less pleasant reports.
All of these approaches, however, miss the
basic problem of Muhammad’s biography.
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In the first two chapters of this work, we
saw how the most ancient biographers of
the Prophet show no particular interest in
the moral questions that concern modern
observers, such as women’s rights or just war-
fare. Instead, they are concerned above all
with (1) the presentation of Muhammad in
a way that proves he was a prophet like the
prophets of the Bible; and (2) the explana-
tion of qur’anic passages with stories about
Muhammad. All of the traditions they relate
about the Prophet, whether they make him
look good or bad according to the standards
of 1950—or any other year—are shaped by
these two concerns. Thus there is no way to
say that reports on Muhammad’s involvement
in raids, polygamy, or concubinage are more
or less authentic than reports on his concern
for justice and compassion, or, for that mat-
ter, on his fondness for toothpicks. The tra-
ditional biography, in other words, can in no
way prove that the Muhammad of history
was, or was not, a moral exemplar.

When it comes to the lives of the first
caliphs, the Islamic sources again appear to be
shaped by particular concerns. From a Shi'‘ite
perspective, the rule of Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and
‘Uthman was an age of unrighteousness;
the family of the Prophet was oppressed by
its enemies, and unholy men were falsifying
Islam. Indeed, some earlier Shi‘ite scholars
o so far as to say that “Uthman falsified the
Qur’an itself, erasing verses that referred to
‘Ali and the other Imams (an opinion rarely
expressed today).

Yet the light of (true, Shi‘ite) Islam was not
completely extinguished by this treachery.

While ‘Ali’s son Hasan never became caliph,
he was nonetheless the second Imam (his
brother Husayn became the third Imam after
him). All twelve Imams, even if they could no
longer act as political leaders as God intended,
continued to act as the source of wisdom on
religious and spiritual matters. To Shi‘ites, the
twelve Imams are not only infallible leaders,
they are also the very center of existence (Ar.
qutb, “pole,” or axis mundi), around which all
of creation revolves.

But the Sunnirulers who followed Mu‘awiya
continued to oppose the Imams. Most Shi‘ite
scholars insist that the first eleven Imams
were all murdered by their Sunni enemies.
For this reason, God cast a state of invisibility
on the twelfth Imam, Muhammad al-Mahdi,
soon after he was born (c. 869). Today, this
“Hidden” Imam is still alive and present in
this world, waiting for the moment when God
will cast visibility upon him again. At that
moment, he will rise up with the sword and
take revenge against the Sunnis. He will finally
establish the law of Islam, or sharia, in its true
form, and he will prepare the way for the final
era of humanity. Thus Shi‘ites wait still today
for this era, this golden age, to arrive.

From the Sunni perspective, however, the
period of the rightly guided caliphs—when
Muslims were vanquishing their enemies
and holy men were meticulously enacting
the law of God—was that golden age. Sunnis
insist that the proper role of these caliphs—
Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and ‘Ali—was to
guard the sharia and to lead the Islamic com-
munity (God’s community!) in its military
campaigns. They were not “divinely chosen”
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FROM A CLASSICTEXT « CONCL. |.]

The Peak of Eloquence

The 241 sermons attributed to  Ali b. Abi Talib, collected by al-Radi (d. 1015) in a work known as
the Peak of Eloquence, are considered by many Shi ites to have a spiritual value second only to the
Qur’an itself. A number of these sermons present the Shi ite narrative of the struggles for leadership
of the Islamic community after the death of Muhammad. Others, such as sermon 197, offer wis-
dom for the spiritual life. While not denying the importance of Islamic law and outward religious
practice, such sermons ask Muslims to turn their gaze inward and to examine the state of their soul.

Sermon 197

Allabh’s Attribute of Omniscience

Allah knows the cries of the beast in the forest, the sins of people in seclusion, the movements
of the fishes in the deep seas and the rising of the water by tempestuous winds. I stand witness
that Muhammad is the choice of Allah, the conveyor of His revelation and the messenger of
His mercy.

Advantages of Fear of Allah

Now then, I advise you to fear Allah, Who created you for the first time; towards Him is your
return, with Him lies the success of your aims, at Him terminate (all) your desires, towards Him
runs your path of right and He is the aim of your fears (for seeking protection). Certainly, fear
of Allah is the medicine for your hearts, sight for the blindness of your spirits, the cure for the
ailments of your bodies, the rectifier of the evils of your breasts, the purifier of the pollution of
your minds, the light of the darkness of your eyes, the consolation for the fear of your heart and
the brightness from the gloom of your ignorance.

Therefore, make obedience to Allah the way of your life and not only your outside covering,
make it your inner habit instead of only outer routine, subtle enough to enter your ribs (up to
the heart), the guide for all your affairs, the watering place for your getting down (on the Day of
Judgment), the interceder for the achievement of your aims, asylum for the day of your fear, the
lamp of the interior of your graves, company for your long loneliness, and deliverance from the
troubles of your abodes. Certainly obedience to Allah is a protection against encircling calami-
ties, expected dangers and the flames of burning fires. (Nahjul Balagha, 407)
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leaders. They were simply pious Muslims. No
one after Muhammad was divinely chosen.
God had given humanity sharia, and sharia
offers humanity all the guidance it needs.
Thus pious Sunnis, on the one hand, often
look back to the first days of Islam with nostal-
gia; some extremist Sunni groups such as the

Taliban dream of a return to those days. Many
pious Shi‘ites, on the other hand, instead look
forward to the last days, when the Hidden
Imam will appear, and the light of true Islam
will finally shine brilliantly throughout the
world.



PART 2




At various points in the first part of this book,
I reflect on the uncertain quality of the story
of Islam’s origins that I tell there. This uncer-
tainty is a product of the Islamic sources on
which this story is based. Ibn Ishagq, the earli-
est Islamic biographer of Muhammad, is said
to have died in 767 ck, well over a century
after the Prophet’s death. Yet the earliest ver-
sion of his biography is available to us only
through the quotations of it by Ibn Hisham,
who died in 833. Now Ibn Ishaq often attri-
butes his narratives on the life of the Prophet
to elders from the Prophet’s own day. For
example, before telling the story of the Battle
of Badr, he relates,
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Muhammad b. Muslim al-Zuhri and Asim
b. ‘Umar b. Qatada and Abdullah b. Abu
Bakr and Yazid b. Ruman from ‘Urwa b. al-
Zubayr, and other scholars of ours from Ibn
‘Abbas, each one of them told me some of
this story and their account is collected in
what I have drawn up of the story of Badr.
(Ibn Ishaq, 289)

This list of names cannot be properly called a
bibliography. Ibn Ishaq does not mention any
book, or any document, that he read about
the Battle of Badr. Instead, he gives the names
of some (but not all) of the scholars from
whom he has heard the story of the battle.
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Some of them (whom he leaves unnamed)
attributed their account to Ibn ‘Abbas, who
is said to have been born three years before
the Prophet’s migration to Medina; he would
have thus been only a young boy of five when
the Battle of Badr took place and could hardly
have been an eyewitness to it. However, Ibn
‘Abbas later gained the reputation of being
a great (if not the greatest) authority on the
life of the Prophet and the meaning of the
Qur an. Other scholars from whom Ibn Ishaq
heard about Badr (and whom he mentions
by name) attribute their account to ‘Urwa
b. al-Zubayr. According to tradition, ‘Urwa
was well known as the son of al-Zubayr, a
companion of the Prophet (and Asma’, the
daughter of Abu Bakr), and a well-respected
reporter of traditions. Thus Ibn Ishaq here
means to tell the reader that he has diligently
listened to how the best scholars of his own
day tell the story of Badr, and how he has con-
firmed that these scholars have a connection
to ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr and Ibn ‘Abbas, two
masters of Islamic traditions on the Prophet.
This introduction to the account of the Battle
of Badr, in other words, is meant to show that
Ibn Ishaq has done his homework and that
the reader can have confidence in the story he
is about to tell.

Such declarations are also a common fea-
ture in the “Book of Raids,” of Waqidi (d.
822),a second biography of the Prophet men-
tioned in the first part of the present volume.
However, an interesting development appears
in a third biography of the Prophet, that of
Wagqidi’s student Ibn Sa‘d (d. 845). At the
opening of his description of the Prophet’s

raids, Ibn Sa‘d presents a general list of his
authorities similar to that of Ibn Ishaq above.
However, when he comes to Badr itself, Ibn
Sa‘d adds a long series of specific reports
(forty-one in all), preceded in each case by a
precise list of transmitters. Regarding the date
of Badr, for example, Ibn Sa‘d recounts,

‘Affan Ibn Muslim and Sa‘id Ibn Sulayman
informed us: they said: Khalid Ibn ‘Abdal-
lah informed us: ‘Amr Ibn Yahya informed
me on the authority of ‘Amir Ibn ‘Abdallah
Ibn Zubayr, he on the authority of his father,
he on the authority of ‘Amir Ibn Rabi‘h al-
Badri; he said: “The Battle of Badr took place
on Monday the seventeenth of [the month
of | Ramadan.” (Ibn Sa‘d, 21)

In providing this list of transmitters, or isnad,
Ibn Sa‘d does not mean to show the reader
that he has relied on the best-known schol-
ars to investigate the question of the date of
the Battle of Badr. Instead, he means to prove
that he has a statement from an eyewitness.
The isnad leads to a figure named ‘Amir Ibn
Rabi‘ah al-Badri. Unlike ‘Urwa or Ibn ‘Ab-
bas, al-Badri has no status among the great
scholars of Islam whatsoever (in fact, he is so
obscure that a twelfth-century scholar named
Ibn Asakir devotes a paragraph in his book
On the History of Damascus to the question,
Who was ‘Amir Ibn Rabi‘ah al-Badri?). Yet al-
Badri has one virtue that ‘Urwa and Ibn ‘Ab-
bas lack: the name Badri, given to him because
he is included among the lists of eyewitnesses
to the Battle of Badr (Badri=“the one associ-
ated with Badr).



This isnad, then, suggests that Ibn Sa‘d
considers his report—that the Battle of Badr
took place on Monday the seventeenth of the
month of Ramadan—believable because it
has been transmitted from someone who was
there on that day. Of course, the absence of
such precise isnads in earlier works such as
Ibn Ishaq suggests that Ibn Sa‘d’s isnad (and
the report it leads to) may be his own creation.

By the ninth century, Muslim scholars
had come to see reports like that of Ibn Sa‘d,
which collectively came to be known as had-
ith, as something more than historical records.
In part due to the influence of a Sunni legal
scholar named Shafi'i (d. 820), a consen-
sus began to emerge that hadith reporting
the actions or the words of the Prophet are
a source of divine instruction. Shafi‘i argues
that Muhammad’s entire conduct, or sunna,
was guided by God. Therefore the records
of that conduct represent a source of revela-
tion, a guide to Islamic law second only to the
Qur’an. To make this point, Shafi‘i turns to
verses in the Qur’an that describe the Prophet
bringing both “the Book” and “the wisdom,”
such as Q 2:151: “We have sent among you,
of yourselves, a Messenger, to recite Our signs
to you and to purify you, and to teach you
the Book and the Wisdom, and to teach you
that you knew not.” According to Shafi‘i, the
“book” is the Qur’an, and the “wisdom” is
Muhammad’s sunna. He concludes,

So it is not permissible to regard anything
as a duty save that set forth in the Qur’an
and the sunna of His Apostle. For [God], as
I have [just] stated, prescribed the belief in

His Apostle. The sunna of the Apostle makes
evident what God meant [in the text of His
Book], indicating His general and particular
[commands]. (Shafi‘i, 112)

According to Shafi‘i, the hadith are not, like
the Qur’an, the very words of God. However,
those hadith that authentically preserve the
sunna of Muhammad represent God’s will
for humanity no less than the Qur’an. Thus,
for example, the report of Ibn Sa‘'d that
Muhammad launched the raid of Badr during
Ramadan serves as evidence that fighting the
holy war is permitted even during this holy
month of fasting.

Shi‘ites, it should be noted, expanded the
idea of hadithto include the Imams. According
to Shi'ite belief, the Imams were no less infal-
lible than Muhammad. Accordingly, their
words and deeds, like those of Muhammad,
are a source of revelation and a guide for
Islamic law. Thus Shi‘ites developed their own
collections of hadith in which traditions about
Muhammad are joined with traditions about
the Imams. Moreover, they look with skepti-
cism on the hadith in Sunni collections (many
of which were transmitted by the opponents
of ‘Ali and his family).

The basic problem for all Muslims, however,
was figuring out which hadith are authentic.
By the ninth century, hadith had begun to
appear in such great numbers that all agreed
many of them must be false. No individual,
even if he were a prophet, could say or do all
of the things attributed to Muhammad in one
lifetime. Furthermore, many hadith contra-
dict each other. In the hadith, Muhammad
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FROM A CLASSICTEXT % INTRO. 2.1

The Hadith: A Second Source of Revelation

Shafi'i (d. 820) is known as the founder of one of the four principal schools of Sunni jurisprudence,
yet his influence on the development of Islamic religious thought far exceeds legal matters. Shafi i
argued that the Qur’an itself binds Muslims to obey all of the instructions and to imitate all of the
practices of the Prophet Muhammad—even those not found in the Qur’an. His argument implies
that the Prophet Muhammad was infallible and impeccable, that all of his words and all of his
actions are a reliable manifestation of God’s will for humanity.

By this way of thinking, hadith by or about Muhammad are useful not only as historical reports
about the Prophet. Those hadith that can be validly traced back to the Prophet are in fact divine rev-
elation; they are authentic indications of true Islam, the religion which God desires all people to fol-
low. Determining which hadith are “valid” accordingly became one of the great scholarly activities
of Sunni Islam. The importance of prophetic hadith in the religious thought of Shi' ite Muslims (who
developed different hadith collections involving also the Imams)—while still considerable—is some-
what less, in part because they tend to emphasize instead the importance of philosophical thought.

In the following example, Shafi' i addresses the restrictions imposed upon a woman after her hus-
band’s death. A qur’anic verse (Q 2:234) implies that a woman is not allowed to marry for a
period (known in Islamic law as ‘idda) of four months and ten days after the death of her husband.
The purpose of this period, according to the common understanding, is to determine whether the
woman is pregnant with a child from her former husband (since the custody of the child would be
given to his family, and not to her, according to Islamic law). Shafi i notes, however, that the hadith
imposes other restrictions upon a widow during this period.

God said: “Those of you who die, leaving wives, let them keep to themselves for four months
and ten [days]; when they reach the end of their term, then it is no fault in you what they may
do with themselves honorably. God is aware of what you do” (Q 2:234). So God specified that
[women] who [suffer] the death [of their husbands] are under obligation of the ‘idda and that
upon the expiration of the term they shall be free to do honorably with themselves whatever
they may wish, but He mentioned nothing else to be avoided during the ‘idda. The literal mean-
ing of the divine communication is that [the widow] should abstain only from getting married
during the ‘idda and that she should stay in her house.

[The communication] may [also] mean that [the widow] should [not only] abstain from
marriage, but also from certain other things which were not forbidden to her before the ‘idda
such as [the use of ] perfume and [the wearing of ] ornaments. Since the Prophet decreed that the
widow must abstain from the use of perfume and the like, she is under obligation to do so [by
virtue] of the duty imposed by the sunna, but her abstention from marriage and her stay in the
house of her [deceased] husband are [imposed on her] by the Book and the sunna. (Shafi‘i, 172)




blesses and condemns Shi‘ism, supports and
opposes the doctrine of free will, offers differ-
ing instructions on exactly how to pray, and
permits and forbids the consumption of cer-
tain foods, such as shellfish.

Evidently, the temptation to present one’s
personal view as a prophetic hadith—and
thereby to convince others to accept it—was
too difficult to resist. One sign that this was
the case is a hadith in which Muhammad
himself is made to warn against the multipli-
cation of forged hadith: “After my departure
the number of sayings ascribed to me will
increase in the same way as sayings have been
ascribed to previous prophets” (Goldziher,
2:56). Evidently, this hadith was forged by
someone who hoped to convince Muslims to
stop forging hadith.

Bukhari (d. 870), the author of the most
collection of hadith,
became famous for sorting out many of the
authentic hadith from forged hadith. In a
well-known tradition, Bukhari recounts hav-

authoritative Sunni

ing a dream in which he stands in front of
Muhammad, who is fast asleep. Flies swarm
around the Prophet’s mouth, while Bukhari
shoos them away with a fan. Bukhari asked
dream interpreters what this scene could
mean, and they informed him that he would
be the one to protect the Prophet from lies.
Thus Bukhari made it his mission to iden-
tify hadith that had been wrongly put into
Muhammad’s mouth.

Bukhariand other hadith scholars after him
determined a hadith’s authenticity by examin-
ing isnads. They did not look for reports that
are illogical, anachronistic, or inconsistent.

Instead, they examined the list of transmit-
ters in the isnad to see if anything was wrong.
They asked whether each transmitter could in
fact have passed on the hadith to the next one
in the chain. This method of identification
meant verifying the birth and death dates of
the transmitters (following the principle that
a dead person could no longer transmit had-
ith) and the region in which they lived (since,
without telephones or the Internet, a Muslim
in Spain could not have passed on a hadith to
a Muslim in Iran).

They also asked whether the authori-
ties mentioned in the isnad are to believed,
which meant examining the moral virtue and
religious piety of each transmitter, since the
absence of either might mean that this trans-
mitter was willing to forge a hadith. These
sorts of examinations, incidentally, led to the
rise of an entire new field of research in Islam:
“the science of men” (“ilm al-rijal). Through
this science, Muslims produced remarkable
biographical dictionaries the likes of which
would not be found outside of the Islamic
world until centuries later.

Scholars gave a hadith that passed the test
of this isnad criticism the title sahih, or “valid.”
Bukhari thus gave the name al-Sahih (“The
Valid”) to his hadith collection. His biogra-
phers report that in his travels Bukharilearned
over 600,000 hadith. Of these he determined
that about 2,600 were valid.

Yet reliance on the isnad led Muslim schol-
ars such as Bukhari to accept as valid hadith
that, on the basis of their content, appear to
be quite invalid. Ignaz Goldziher, a Hungarian
author of the landmark work of Western
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scholarship on the hadith, notes that hadith
believed to come from Muhammad on the
basis of their isnad often, on the basis of their
content, appear to come from well after his
death.

This seems to be the case, for example, of
the many hadith on the duty of Muslims to
obey even a sinful and impious ruler. In one
such hadith, the Prophet reports, “It is bet-
ter to have a tyrannical government for a
time than to have a period of revolution”; in
another, he declares: “Hell has seven gates;
one of them is destined for those who draw
the sword upon my community” (Goldziher,
2:94). These “calming hadiths,” as Goldziher
describes them, would have had no place in
the time of Muhammad, since the ruler at
the time was the sinless and pious messen-
ger of God. Yet they would have had a place
in the Umayyad period, when caliphs such
as Mu‘awiya and his son Yazid were under
threat from various religious movements that
accused them of impiety.

Goldziher argues that these hadith were
invented in order to convince the populace
to remain docile. “All of them have the same
purpose,” Goldziher comments, “to teach that
even a wicked government must be obeyed
and that it must be left to God to cause the
downfall of rulers of whom He disapproves”
(Goldziher, 2:93-94). All of these hadith
seem to have come from someone other
than Muhammad, their impressive isnads
notwithstanding.

In order to understand the importance of
this point for the study of Islam’s emergence,
we must first note that hadith do not make up

only one particular science of Islamic tradi-
tion, or one genre of Islamic literature (even
if books, such as Bukhari’s Sahih, are made up
of hadiths organized by topic). The hadith are
the basic building blocks of most Islamic sci-
ences (including jurisprudence, history, mys-
ticism, and even grammar). So too they are
the building blocks of the Prophet’s biogra-
phy. Yet, as the contrast between Ibn Ishaq and
Ibn Sa‘d suggests, the hadith on Muhammad’s
biography (for example, regarding what day
the Battle of Badr took place) were a rela-
tively late phenomenon and might be taken
with a grain of salt. Their connection with the
Muhammad of history is anything but sure,
and they should not be taken as a reliable
foundation on which to describe the origins
of Islam.

All in all, the problems with the Prophet’s
biography are significant enough to suggest
that a different approach to the emergence of
Islam is worth considering. In part 1 of the
present volume, I examined the traditional
biography of the Prophet and the first caliphs.
Occasionally, I noted verses of the Qur’an that
are cited or alluded to in that biography. Here
in part 2, I will begin instead with the Qur’an
itself. Ignoring the links that the traditional
biographers make between the Qur’an and
the life of Muhammad, I will ask what we can
know about the emergence of Islam from the
witness of the Qur’an alone.

This approach is atypical. Most Western
scholarsinsist that we can only properly under-
stand the Qur’an in the light of the Prophet
Muhammad’s biography, even when the
Qur’an makes no mention of him. Following



a traditional Islamic idea, they argue that each
sura of the Qur’an was proclaimed at a cer-
tain point during either the Meccan or the
Medinan period of Muhammad’s career. In
order to understand a certain passage in the
Qur an, they insist, it is first necessary to iden-
tify its sura as “Meccan” or “Medinan” and
thereby to connect the passage in question to
the Prophet’s biography. However, the notion
of Meccan and Medinan suras is nowhere
found in the Qur’an itself. Thus in part 2 of
this work, I will base my narrative only on
what is found in the Qur’an and thereby ask
what the holy book of Islam might teach us.
This is precisely the goal, I might add, of
a contemporary Islamic movement known
as the Qur’anists (in Arabic al-Qur’aniyyun),
a movement inspired in part by an Egyptian
scholar named Ahmad Subhi
While still a professor at Al-Azhar university

Mansour.
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in Cairo, Mansour began to argue that both
Sunnism and Shi‘ism are sects that deviated
from the true, original Islam when they began
to rely on hadith as an authoritative source of
religious practice and doctrine. (Mansour was
later removed from his post at al-Azhar for
his views and today lives in exile in the United
States.)

This argument is the basic premise of the
Qur’anist movement today. Qur’anists are
suspicious of the authenticity of hadith (and
of the way Muslim clerics use the hadith in
fatwas) and consider the Qur’an to be the only
divine source of Islamic religion. This perspec-
tive often leads them to differ substantially on
basic questions of Islamic religious practices
that are not clearly taught in the Qur’an (such
as praying five times a day or wearing a heads-
carf). It may also lead them to doubt those
methods of qur’anic interpretation—such as

BOX 4.1 + MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS

Most classical Islamic manuals of law, on the basis of hadith, declare musical instruments for-
bidden. To this end, a manual known as Reliance of the Traveller by Ahmad al-Misri (d. 1368)
quotes a hadith in which the Prophet Muhammad declares, “Allah Mighty and Majestic sent me
as a guidance and mercy to believers and commanded me to do away with musical instruments,
flutes, strings, crucifixes, and the affair of the pre-Islamic period of ignorance,” along with a sec-
ond hadith, in which the Prophet declares, “On the Day of Resurrection, Allah will pour molten
lead into the ears of whoever sits listening to a songstress.” Al-Misri concludes, “All of this is
explicit and compelling textual evidence that musical instruments of all types are unlawful.”
For his part, the Qur’anist Ahmad Subhi Mansour responds to a question on the permissibility
of music with the following fatwa: “Muslim, songs, drama, and all the different kinds of art are
halal [permitted]. It is prohibited to make them haram [forbidden]. As an Islamic rule, no one
has the right to make anything haram unless it is mentioned clearly in the Qur’an” (http://ahl-
alquran.com/arabic/show_fatwa.php?main_id=588).
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the division of the Qur’an into Meccan and
Medinan suras—that rely on ideas and tradi-
tions nowhere found in the Qur’an itself.

The approach of the present book, to be
clear, is not “Qur’anist” in the religious sense
of the term. Yet I have made the case that the
Qur’an comes from the period of Islam’s

origins, while the hadith (and the traditions
that make up the Prophet’s biography) do not.
For this reason, I believe that we might gain a
revealing view of Islam’s emergence by relying
on the Qur’an alone. In this way, then, what
follows is distinctly “Qur anist.”



It is He who shows you the lightning, for fear
and hope, and produces the heavy clouds; *
the thunder proclaims His praise, and the
angels, in awe of Him. He looses the thun-
derbolts, and smites with them whomsoever
He will; yet they dispute about God, who
is mighty in power. * To Him is the call of
truth; and those upon whom they call, apart
from Him, answer them nothing, but it is as
a man who stretches out his hands to water
that it may reach his mouth, and it reaches it
not. The prayer of the unbelievers goes only
astray. (Q 13:12-14)

93

The Qur’an is a relatively short book (just
over half the length of the New Testament). It
is divided into 114 chapters, or suras, and each
of these suras is divided into verses. According
to Islamic tradition, the division into suras
was revealed by God to the Prophet; the angel
Gabriel taught Muhammad how to form suras
from the pieces of revelation given to him by
God. At the end of each year, Gabriel would
visit Muhammad in order to review the suras
that had thus far been compiled. (Gabriel had
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Muhammad review the suras twice during the
last year of his life, which Muhammad took
as a sign that his death was near.) The divi-
sion into verses, however, was not revealed by
God but was developed by later generations
after the death of the Prophet. In fact, before
the standardization of the Qur’an in the early
twentieth century, a good deal of variation in
verse numbering existed.

All but two suras of the Qur’an are pre-
ceded by the invocation, “In the name of
God the Merciful, the Compassionate.” In
al-Fatiha, the first sura of the Qu’ran, these
words become part of the sura (verse 1); they
are missing altogether in sura 9. Each sura also
has a name, a feature similarly understood to
be the work of Islamic tradition (on this, too, a
good deal of variation existed). The traditional
names are not like those of biblical books. The
first book of the Bible is known to Christians
as Genesis because it tells the story of origins,
and to Jews as Be-reshit (“In the beginning...”)
because it opens with these words. However,
the names of the suras, for the most part, are
neither their first words nor their main top-
ics. Instead, they appear simply to be labels by
which one sura might be distinguished from
others. The first sura of the Qur’an is known
as al-Fatiha, “The Opening,” because it is the
first sura. The second sura is known as “The
Cow” not because it is about a cow but only
because it refers briefly (verse 67) to a story in
which Moses instructs his followers to touch
a murdered man with the flesh of a sacrificed
cow (that he may come to life and, presum-
ably, accuse his murderer; a story with connec-
tions to Num. 19:1-10 and Deut. 21:1-9).

The Qur’an’s 114 suras are organized, for
the most part, in decreasing order of length
(an ordering principle that has a precedent in
the arrangement of Paul’s letters in the New
Testament). This principle is not applied pre-
cisely, however. Sura 2, and not sura 1, is the
longest chapter of the Qur’an; the shortest
sura (with only three verses) is 108, not 114.

In fact, the exceptions to this principle are
telling. For the most part, the Qur’an speaks
in the voice of God, like the sections of the
Pentateuch or the Old Testament prophetic
books in which God is quoted. However, the
first sura—which has only seven verses—
seems to be a prayer, the words of a believer
speaking to God. The last two suras of the
Qur’an—sometime called “charm suras”
because they seem to be incantations against
evil—also seem to be in the voice of a believer
(although they begin with the command
“Say!” and thus are understood as the words
of God, who is telling humans how to pray).
It is sometimes argued that these suras at the
beginning and end of the Qur’an were ini-
tially prayers, and only later were added to the
text, and became scripture.

Meanwhile, in the middle of the text, the
ordering principle of the suras seems to be
broken in order to keep certain groups of
suras together. Twenty-nine suras begin with
a series of letters that in manuscripts are writ-
ten individually (Arabic is otherwise written
in a cursive script); for this reason, they are
known in Islamic tradition as “the broken let-
ters.” Their precise meaning is unclear, which
is why Western scholars have given them the
more dramatic name “the mysterious letters.”



However, their place in the text is not entirely
mysterious. It seems clear at least that they
served as labels for certain groupings of suras.
The broken letters a.lr. appear at the begin-
ning of suras 10-15 (sura 13 has a.l.m.r.). Yet
suras 13—15 are all shorter than sura 16, in
contrast to the larger organizing principle of
the Qur’an. Presumably, they were kept before
sura 16 because the “a.L.r.” suras formed a unit
of some kind even before the present Qur’an
was put together. (Similarly, sura 40—which is
longer than sura 39—seems to be in its place
because it opens with the letters h.m. along
with suras 41-46.) This is one small hint into
the way in which the Qur’an was compiled, a
process which is otherwise poorly known.

All of the Qur’an’s suras have some sort of
rhyme (usually based on the penultimate let-
ter of the last word of each verse). Yet Muslim
scholars traditionally insist that the Qur’an is
not poetry, and understandably so. According
to the classical understanding (evident in the
Greek notion of “muses”), poets were not
like other writers or storytellers, who told
tales from their memory or created them
with their wit. Instead, they were closer to
oracles inspired by supernatural spirits. Thus
the Qur’an warns its audience against poets
(“And the poets—the perverse follow them”;
Q 26:224).

The attitude of later
tion to poetry is ambiguous. In the hadith,

Islamic tradi-

Muhammad both accepts and condemns
poetry (“Some poetry contains wisdom”
[Bukhari, 8:166]; “It is better for a man to fill

the inside of his body with pus than to fill it
with poetry” [Bukhari, 8:175]). Muslim juris-
prudents generally do not consider poetry
forbidden (whereas many consider music for-
bidden), but the idea that poets are inspired
either by a genie or a demon is widespread in
classical Islamic sources. One of the Prophet’s
own companions, named Hassan b. Thabit,
is said to have attributed his poems celebrat-
ing Muhammad’s victories in battle to “his
brother genie.” This idea, not surprisingly,
led Muslims to insist that the Qur’an is not
poetry. Accordingly, they are careful to use a
special name for the Qur’an’s rhyme (fasila),
a name which differentiates it from the rhyme
of poetry (gafiya).

Yet rhyme, however it is named, clearly had
a formative influence on the words, and the
order of the words, in the Qur’an. This influ-
ence is evident in the opening of sura 95.

(1) Wa-I-tin wa-l-zaytun (2) wa-

Turi sinin (3) wa-hadha I-baladi I-amin

(1) By the fig and the olive, (2) the Mount

Sinai (3) and this land secure!

The word sinin at the end of the second verse
seems to be a version of the word sayna’, or
“Mount Sinai,” in Q 23:20. However, it has
been changed to fit the rhyme of un/in of sura
95 (although since the form sinin can also
mean “years,” one modern translation renders
this verse “and the mount of ages”).

We also see the importance of rhyme in the
order in which the Qur’an refers to Moses and
his brother Aaron. Qur’an 7:122 relates, “the
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Lord of Moses and Aaron [harun],” match-
ing the rhyme of un in the following verse.
Yet Qur’an 20:70 relates instead, “the Lord

»

of Aaron and Musa [musa],” matching the
rhyme of a in verses 69 and 71. Rhyme also
seems to be a formative factor in sura 55. Here
the Qur’an speaks of two heavenly gardens,
although elsewhere it speaks of only one, as
the dual form of gardens, jannatani, matches
the ani rhyme of the sura.

These brief observations on the Qur’an’s
structure and rhyme suggest that at its origin
the text was meant for public religious reci-
tation. The ordering of the text by the length
of suras (and not by topic) and the choice of
distinctive (and not descriptive) labels for the
titles of those suras seem to be the product of
a religious community with the practical goal
of establishing a text that could be used con-
veniently by the one reciting it and remem-
bered easily by his audience. Indeed, it could
be the importance of recitation that led early
Muslims to call their scripture al-qur’an, “the
recitation,” and not by any of the other names

(such as, for example, “the reminder” [al-
dhikr]) that the Scripture gives itself.

The Traditional Account
of the Qur’an’s Development

Pious Muslims, of course, would introduce
the origin of the Qur’an in a different man-
ner. Although the matter was an issue of fierce
debate for some time in the medieval period,
the prevailing Islamic tradition is that the
Qur’an has always existed in heaven, along
with God. This is the meaning, most com-
mentators explain, of the final verses of sura
85: “Nay, but it is a glorious Qur’an, * in a
guarded tablet” (Q 85:14-15). In this under-
standing, God did not “inspire” Muhammad.
He sent down a preexisting book to him.
Thus the Islamic view of the revelation of the
Qur’an is closer to the Christian view of the
incarnation of the Word of God in Jesus than
it is to the Christian view of the Bible.

BOX 4.2 + ETYMOLOGY OF THE WORD QUR’AN

The structure of the word Qur’an (in particular its ending -an) suggests that it was originally
borrowed from Aramaic (which, unlike Arabic, regularly forms nouns with the ending -an)
or, more specifically, a Christian form of Aramaic known as Syriac. Arabic and Aramaic/Syriac
are both part of the Semitic language family (which includes also Hebrew and Ethiopic) and
vocabulary exchange between Semitic languages is quite common. The possibility that the
Arabic word Qur’an was taken from Syriac is especially intriguing, since in the centuries before
Islam, Syriac-speaking Christians used a word quite close to Arabic Qur’an—geryana—to refer
to a book of Bible readings arranged for the sake of public recitation in churches. Thus Qur’an
seems to be the Arabic Islamic version of the Syriac Christian word geryana.




The Revelation of the Text
This understanding of the Qur’an’s revela-
tion is applied to the Sura of Destiny (Q 97),
which opens with the verse, “We sent it down
on the night of destiny” (my translation).
Most Muslim commentators understand
the pronoun “it” here as a reference to the
Qur’an. They explain that at the beginning of
Muhammad’s prophetic ministry, on a certain
night of great holiness, God commissioned
the angel Gabriel to transport the Qur’an
from the highest heaven to the lowest heaven.
The nature of most Islamic editions of
the Arabic text evokes the Qur’an’s heavenly
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origin. They are generally decorated with
ornate calligraphy and geometric patterns
and bound in leather with a special flap for
protection. Pious Muslims will often keep the
Qur’an on an ornate stand. They will be care-
ful never to let it touch the ground, and they
may kiss the text before reading it. This ven-
eration of the text reflects the conviction that
every Arabic edition of the Qur’an is the very
book brought down from heaven by the angel
Gabriel.

To this end, it is revealing that such editions
may include a brief guide to the symbols used
to indicate proper recitation of the text, but

L
i

FIGURE 4.1. The opening chapter of the Qur’an, and the beginning of the second chapter
of the Qur’an, in an ornate eighteenth-century Qur’an written by hand in Persia. A flap
intended to protect the text is visible to the left.
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they will not include an introduction to, or
footnotes on, the Scripture’s meaning (as one
might find with an edition of the Bible). In
other words, the most important thing about
reading the Qur’an in Arabic is to read it
well, to pronounce it precisely as the Prophet
Muhammad once did. Muslims who recite
the Qur’an in Arabic are thereby performing
aholy act and are assured of a certain spiritual
benefit, whether or not they understand what
they are reciting.

The idea of reading the Qur’an in trans-
lation, a practice that was almost nonexis-
tent before modern times, is quite different.

Muslims today might do so, but the point
of doing so is only to gain some sense of the
Scripture’s meaning. Therefore many Islamic
translations—unlike editions of the Arabic
text—do contain an introduction and foot-
notes. However, these translations are not the
words of God. God spoke to Muhammad in
Arabic.

The Collection of the Text

According to the tradition surrounding the
“night of destiny,” introduced above, the
angel Gabriel did not bring the Qur’an to the
Prophet directly but only to the lowest heaven.

FROM A CLASSIC TEXT + 4.

How to Handle the Word of God

According to the majority view of Islamic tradition, the Qur’an existed with God in heaven from
the beginning of time. The angel Gabriel brought the book down from the highest heaven to the
lowest heaven, and then disclosed the contents of the book to Muhammad in the form of oral rev-
elations. These revelations were later assembled by Muhammad’s followers in such a way that the
Qur’an read by Muslims today in Arabic is a perfect representation of the Arabic Qur’an that exists
still with God in heaven. From the perspective of pious Muslims, in other words, the Arabic Qur’an
(but not an English translation thereof) is a heavenly book to be treated with great reverence.

Over the centuries, this reverence was translated into precise rules regarding the proper handling
of the Qur’an. The passage below is an excerpt from a contemporary pamphlet meant to inform
English speaking Muslims on such rules.

The inviolability of the Qur’an:

1. Not to touch the Qur’an except in the state of ritual purity in ablution. Allah the Supreme
states “None may touch it, except with ablution” (Q 56:79).
Not to recite it when in need of obligatory [ritual] bath.

3. Itis unlawful for someone not in the state of ablution to carry a Qur’an, even by a trap or
in a box, or touch it, whether its writing, the spaces between its lines, its margins, binding,
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the carrying strap attached to it, or the bag or box it is in. States Allah the Supreme in “None
may touch it, except with ablution” (Q 56:79). It is however permissible to carry books of
Sacred Law (Shari‘ah), Hadith, or Qur’anic tafsir, provided that most of their text is not
Qur’an.

When one finishes reading the Qur’an, not to leave it open.

5. Not to place other books upon the Qur’an, which should always be higher than all other
books, whether they are books of Sacred Knowledge or something else.

6. To place the Qur’an on one’s lap when reading; or on something in front of one, not on the
floor.

7. Not to wipe it from a slate with spittle, but rather wash it off with water; and if one washes
it off with water, to avoid putting the water where there are unclean substances or where
people walk.

8. When writing the Qur’an to do so in a clear, elegant hand.

9. Not to write it on the ground or on walls, as is done in some new mosques.

10. When passing it to someone, pass it with respect. Not to toss or throw it towards someone.

11. Not to enter the lavatory carrying the Noble Qur’an. This is a great sin, and if done so on
purpose, it is kufr (blasphemy).

12. Not to enter the lavatory wearing an amulet having words from the Qur’an, unless it is
encased in leather, silver, or other, for then it is as if kept in the heart.

13. If one writes it and then drinks it (for a cure or other purpose), one should say the “In the
name of God” at every breath and make a noble and worthy intention, for Allah only gives
to one according to one’s intention.

The above amply illustrates the importance of handling the Qur’an with the deepest respect.
We hear some people say “Respect should be in the heart”. True. But does this mean that there
is no need to handle the Book with respect? Definitely incorrect to deem so. Actions reflect
your inner feelings. Only a fool would claim to have respect in the heart if his actions are to the
contrary!

There are some who also say, “The Qur’an needs to [be] read or adhered to in practice.” True.
But does this mean that there is no need to handle the Book with respect? Definitely incorrect
to deem so. Only an ignoramus would claim to be following the Qur’an while going against the
Qur’an’s injunction of having deep respect for it.

Wearing a finger ring with the name of Allah inscribed on it, is a Sunnah of the Beloved
Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). But the reverence of the inscribed words is so great,
that we are commanded to take it off when going to the toilet. (www.ahlesunnat.biz/rukya.pdf
[accessed April 19,2011])
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This tradition thus fits with a second notion
about the revelation of the Qur’an, namely,
that God (through the angel Gabriel) revealed
individual, discrete passages to Muhammad
according to the situation in which the
Prophet found himself.

Wehave seen examples of thisnotion already
in the first part of the present book: Qur’an
33:37 was revealed to inform Muhammad
that he could marry the divorced wife of his
adopted son; Qur’an 2:144a was revealed to
inform Muhammad, when he was in Medina,
that the time had come to pray toward Mecca
and no longer toward Jerusalem. In a similar
fashion, the verse condemning poets men-
tioned above (Q 26:224) is said to have been
revealed to Muhammad when he was still in
Mecca and pagans accused him of being a
poet himself. Thus Muslims generally hold
that the Qur’an was brought down in two
steps: first, in its entirety, from the highest to
the lowest heaven; second, in pieces, from the
lowest heaven to Muhammad.

Most traditions relate that the Prophet did
not write down the Qur’an himself, and that
he only had portions of it written down for
him. However, he proclaimed all of the rev-
elations publicly, and he learned the proper
shape and order of the suras from the angel
Gabriel (regarding which he instructed his
followers). Thus when Muhammad died, the
Qur’an existed in the hearts of the Muslims
who had memorized it, and on scraps of vari-
ous materials (such as the shoulder bones of
camels, the leaves of palm trees, and pieces
of parchment) where some of it had been
recorded.

A number of traditions explain that dur-
ing the bloody battles against Musaylima in
Yamama, in the time of Abu Bakr’s caliph-
ate, a great number of Muslims who had
memorized the Qur’an were killed. Abu Bakr
accordingly became concerned that some
of the divine revelation might soon be lost
forever, so he commissioned a council to
record the entire text. The council was led
by Muhammad’s personal scribe, a Medinan
named Zayd b. Thabit, and it contained a
number of religious scholars from Mecca (an
important point, since Muslims believe that
the Qur’an was revealed in the Meccan dialect
of Arabic). After gathering all of the written
fragments of the Qur’an and listening to the
recitations of those who had memorized it,
the council wrote an authoritative text on a
collection of sheets. When Abu Bakr died, the
sheets were passed down to ‘Umar, and when
‘Umar died, they were kept by his daughter
(and the widow of the Prophet), Hafsa.
of the
Qur’an’s collection, however, does not end

The traditional Islamic story
here. As mentioned in part one of the pres-
ent work, the third caliph, ‘Uthman, is said
to have established the official version of the
Qur’an when his general Hudhayfa informed
him that Muslim soldiers were fighting
among themselves about the pronunciation
of the text. To do the job, most Islamic tra-
ditions tell us, ‘Uthman again convened a
council with Zayd and the Meccan scholars.
The council compared the sheets in Hafsa’s
possession to all of the other written and oral
testimonies and established a second official
text. This time, however, ‘Uthman had the



text bound and copied. He sent out the cop-
ies of his Qur’an to all of the major cities of
Islam (and ordered that all other versions be
burned). Accordingly, Muslim and Western
scholars alike often refer to the Qur’an that
exists today as the codex of ‘Uthman.
Nevertheless, there is more than one reason
to doubt this story. Western scholars such as
Friedrich Schwally, by examining the tradi-
tional lists of the Muslims dead at the battle
of Yamama, have shown that very few of the
famous reciters of the Qur’an were among
them. Moreover, it hardly makes sense that
‘Uthman would gather together a council
with many of the same members of Abu Bakr’s
council, a council which was to do essentially
the same work. Finally, according to Islamic
tradition, the text that ‘Uthman codified
did not include the vowels that indicate the
Qur’an’s pronunciation, and thus it would
have hardly addressed the issue over which
Muslim soldiers were supposedly fighting.

Indeed, for a scholarly appreciation of the
Qur’an’s collection, it is better to begin not
with traditional stories about Abu Bakr and
‘Uthman but rather with the physical evi-
dence of ancient qur’anic manuscripts avail-
able to us today. These manuscripts are often
written with none of the marks that indicate
vowels in Arabic and with few—if any—of
the marks that differentiate one consonant
from another. This basic, shorthand script—
or scriptio defectiva, according to the Latin
term—of the Qur’an is almost identical in all
of the earliest manuscripts (whether scholars

choose to call them ““Uthmanic” is another
matter). Thus we can be relatively certain
that when the Qur’an was first written down
there was general agreement over its shape. It
even seems possible that there was one central
institution—such as a caliphate—that admin-
istered this project, for which reasons there
are few variations in the manuscripts.

However, we also know that later Muslim
scholars could not agree over what the full
script (or scriptio plena) of the Qur’an should
look like. The story that Hudhayfa’s soldiers
were fighting over the pronunciation of the
Qur’an may be a legend, but by the tenth cen-
tury, Muslim scholars were indeed fighting
over how the Qur’an should be pronounced.

An example of this disagreement is found
in an aforementioned phrase in Qur’an 2:119,
which is read in a way to mean: “You will not be
asked about those in hell.” According to most
Muslim commentators, this verse was revealed
when Muhammad was distraught that the
Jews of Medina had not accepted Islam; with
this verse, God informed Muhammad that
he would not be held responsible for their
unbelief. This understanding, however, is
based on reading an ambiguous word in the
scriptio defectiva as tus’al, “you will not be
asked.” Yet this same word can also be read as
tas’al, meaning “Do not ask.” Some Muslim
scholars followed this reading and explained
this verse with a different story, namely that
God revealed it when Muhammad was wor-
ried about the fate of his parents (who died
before Muhammad preached Islam), in order
to inform him that he should not question the
fate of those who died in unbelief.
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To Ibn Mujahid (d. 936),a Qur’an and had-
ith scholar from Baghdad, such disagreements
over the proper reading of the scriptio defectiva
of the Qur’an were in need of an explanation.
They seemed to undermine the basic Islamic
assertion that the Qur’an had been passed
down through a perfect oral transmission,
from God to the angel Gabriel, to Muhammad,
to his companions, and to each succeeding
generation of Muslims who zealously memo-
rized the proper pronunciation of every syl-
lable of the Qur’an. To address this challenge,
Ibn Mujahid argued that Muhammad himself
had pronounced the Qur’an in seven differ-
ent ways. In other words, Ibn Mujahid did not
argue that Muhammad pronounced tus’aland
that those scholars who pronounced tas’al
had got it wrong (or the other way around).
He insisted that Muhammad said both, and
that both groups of scholars got it right.

The idea that the Qur’an was revealed in
seven “readings” (other Muslim scholars
claimed that it was revealed in ten or fourteen
readings) became a prominent idea in later
Islamic doctrine, and today versions of the
Qur’an can be purchased in the Islamic world
that indicate each place in the text where
there is any difference between the readings.
However, the problem of the scriptio defectiva
found a new solution in 1924, when a com-
mittee in Cairo established a scriptio plena
text based on the most popular of these seven
readings (known as Hafs ‘an ‘Asim after the
two medieval Muslim authorities credited
with the authoritative preservation of this
reading). The Cairo text has since been pro-
mulgated throughout the world (in recent

years thanks to the Saudi sponsorship of this
text through a large publication enterprise in
Medina). Thus today, with very few excep-
tions, Muslims throughout the world read
precisely the same Arabic text of the Qur’an.

By now it should be clear that the Qur’an
is not the same sort of book as the Bible. At
the heart of the Bible is an account of God’s
relationship with the patriarchs, Israel, and
finally (in the New Testament), with those
who follow Jesus. The Qur’an, however, is not
an account at all. It is a book of God’s direct
speech, and in particular of his warnings and
admonitions. The Qur’an regularly moves
back and forth between the warnings that God
gave to earlier prophets and peoples, on the
one hand, and the warnings that God is giving
to Muhammad and the people of his time, on
the other. Thus the style of the Qur’an more
closely resembles Christian homilies or ser-
mons than it does the New Testament itself.
Like a good preacher, the Qur’an presents its
audience with reasons to repent and believe in
God. Three principal reasons to this end are
especially prominent in the Qur’an: punish-
ment in this world, punishment or reward in
the afterlife, and one’s response to the bless-
ings of nature.

The first of these reasons for belief is that
God punishes unbelievers. In the citation at
the opening of this chapter, the Qur’an insists
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FIGURE 4.2. (left) The opening of sura 20 of the Qur’an (after the horizontal divider) in

one of the earliest surviving Qur’an manuscripts, perhaps dating to the late seventh cen-

tury. (right) The opening of sura 20 of the Qur’an in the Qur’an edition prepared by the

Egyptian Ministry of Education and published in 1924, the edition that has since become
the standard text of the Qur’an worldwide.

that God strikes unbelievers dead with thun-
derbolts (an idea also known in Jewish and
Christian tradition). This sort of religious lan-
guage, or rhetoric, is sometimes called “paren-
esis,” by which a sort of moral exhortation is
meant to terrify the audience and thereby lead
them to piety. The Qur’an’s parenetic refer-
ence to thunderbolts is connected to other
passages in which the Qur’an describes the
destruction—through the forces of nature—
of earlier peoples who stubbornly rejected the

prophets. In sura 7, for example, the Qur’an
relates the following in quick succession, in a
passage that might be paraphrased as follows:

God sent Noah to his people. Noah called on
them to acknowledge him as a prophet and
to believe in God. They rejected his message
and God destroyed them with a flood (v. 64).

God sent a prophet named Hud (not
found in the Bible) to a nation named Ad.

He called on them to acknowledge him as a
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BOX 4.3 ¢ PRINTING THE QUR’AN

The publication of the 1924 Qur’an was the culmination of a slow process by which printing
of the Qur’an was accepted in the Islamic world. It was only in 1726 that the Ottoman Empire
promulgated a fatwa (“legal opinion”) that deemed printing itself acceptable. Even then, this
fatwa was intended to cover only nonreligious works. In the early nineteenth century, religious
scholars in Egypt delivered a series of fatwas against the printing of the Qur’an. Some fatwas
expressed concern that a printing press used for the Qur’an (unlike a pious Muslim scribe)
could be impure (for example, some product from an impure animal such as a pig could have
come into contact with it, or an impure person—such as a non-Muslim or a woman in men-
struation—could have touched it). Others argued that the very notion of applying pressure on
the Qur’an—in the physical process of printing—especially in passages where the name of God
appears, would be a sort of irreverent aggression against God. Still others maintained that the
very idea of printing the Qur’an is the sort of innovation (Ar. bid a) in religious matters that
should be rejected.

Despite this opposition, the Qur’an began to be published in Cairo and other cities in the
Islamic world in the second half of the nineteenth century. The committee that worked on the
1924 Qur’an was originally commissioned in 1907 by the Egyptian Ministry of Education in
response to the discovery of differences between the various editions of the Qur’an being used
in Egyptian public schools (some of which were imported from Istanbul and India, others
printed in Cairo). At one point, the education ministry became so frustrated with the problem
that they had a large quantity of imported Qur’ans (which they considered to have textual
errors) loaded onto a boat and sunk in the Nile River. The job of the Qur’an committee was to
establish an “error-free” Arabic text of the Qur’an for use in Egyptian public schools. By “error-
free” they meant a version of the Qur’an that faithfully preserved one tradition of its proper
recitation, not the evidence of ancient Qur’an manuscripts. This latter sort of a text—known
as a critical edition—has still not been produced for the Qur’an.

prophet and to believe in God. They rejected
his message and God destroyed them as well
(v. 72; the Qur’an does not say how).

God sent a prophet named Salih (also
not found in the Bible) to a nation named
Thamud. Salih called on them to acknowl-

edge him as a prophet and to believe in

God. They rejected his message and God
destroyed them with an earthquake (v. 78).
God sent Lot to his people. Lot called on
them to acknowledge him as a prophet and
to believe in God. They rejected his message
and God destroyed them in a “rainstorm” (v.

84; presumably a rain of fire).



God sent a prophet named Shu‘ayb (not
found in the Bible) to the nation of Midian.
He called on them to acknowledge him as a
prophet and to believe in God. They rejected
his message and God destroyed them in an
earthquake (v. 91).

God sent Moses to Egypt. Moses called
on them to acknowledge him as a prophet
and to believe in God. They rejected his mes-
sage and God struck the unbelieving people
of Pharaoh with plagues (v. 130) and then
drowned the forces of Pharaoh (v. 136) in

the sea.

The Qur’an has very little concern with
providing a precise historical account in these
references to stories of punishment. Indeed, it
offers no precise information on the geogra-
phy or chronology of these events, and there
is very little sense of a larger historical nar-
rative. Each nation, wherever and whenever
they existed, faced the same choice, and suf-
fered (more or less) the same fate. To this end,
it is telling that both Noah and Lot, who in
the book of Genesis are not called prophets
and do not preach to their people, here appear
as prophets like the others. They are recast in
a Qur’anic mold. These stories, then, are not
meant to form a salvation history but rather
to serve as proofs, or signs, that the God who
created humans also has the power to destroy
them, and that He is not afraid to use it. For
this reason, the Qur’an has the Prophet aptly
describe himself as a “warner” (e.g., Q 7:184;
11:12; 29:50).

Humans, the Qur’an relates elsewhere,
have a natural tendency to forget that God

controls their eternal fate. In 7:53 and 20:126,
the Qur’an insists that the people who are
“forgetful” on earth will be condemned to hell
in the afterlife. Elsewhere (Q 6:68; 58:19), the
Qur’an blames the devil for making humans
forgetful. This tendency of humans to think
that they have no need of God (except when
they are in trouble) leads God, in his mercy,
to send divine prophets with revelation to
remind them that this is not the case. The

Qur’an accordingly refers to itself as “a
reminder” (see, e.g., Q 3:58; 6:90; 7:2).

The Qur’an also refers to itself as a book sent
“to warn the evildoers, and [to give] good tid-
ings to the good-doers” (Q 46:12). Similarly,
it describes the prophets as “messengers
bearing good tidings, and warning” (e.g., Q
4:165; 5:19; 7:188). This double announce-
ment of the prophets concerns the fate of
humans in the afterlife, a second reason that
the Qur’an presents to convince its audience
to repent and believe. Not only do the proph-
ets of the Qur’an warn their people that God
might destroy them in this life, but they also
announce that God will send them to hell, or
heaven, in the next life. Some later Muslims
accordingly describe the Qur’an as a book
of takhwif and targhib, that is, “a book that
inspires fear [of hell] and desire [for heaven].”

The Qur’an pays particular attention to
the punishment awaiting unbelievers in hell,
which it describes in gruesome detail.

Surely those who disbelieve in Our signs—

We shall certainly roast them at a Fire; as
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often as their skins are wholly burned, We
shall give them in exchange other skins, that
they may taste the chastisement. Surely God
is All-mighty, All-wise. (Q 4:56)

As for the unbelievers, for them garments of
fire shall be cut, and there shall be poured
over their heads boiling water, * whereby
whatsoever is in their bellies and their skins
shall be melted; * for them await hooked
iron rods; * as often as they desire in their
anguish to come forth from it, they shall be
restored into it, and: “Taste the chastisement
of the burning!” (Q 22:19b-22)

Therein they shall shout, “Our Lord, bring
us forth, and we will do righteousness, other
than what we have done.” “What, did We not
give you long life, enough to remember in
for him who would remember? To you the
warner came; taste you now! The evildoers
shall have no helper.” (Q 35:37)

Is that better as a hospitality, or the Tree of
Ez-Zakkoum? * We have appointed it as a
trial for the evildoers. * It is a tree that comes
forth in the root of Hell; * its spathes are as
the heads of Satans, * and they eat of it, and
of it fill their bellies, * then on top of it they
have a brew of boiling water (Q 37:62-67).

Many more verses describe hell, its hor-
rors, and the remorse of those condemned to
it. Some scholars, and many pious Muslims,
attempt to present these verses in a way that
offers a coherent vision of the Muslim hell,
with details on exactly what punishments will

be given to whom and in what order. Yet the
parenetic nature of the Qur’an’s language on
hell suggests that it does not mean to give a
coherent description at all but rather to pre-
sent various, terrifying images (such as the
tree whose fruit is like the head of Satan) in
order to lead its audience to repentance and
belief. The Qur’an’s parenetic concern is
evident, for example, in Q 35:37, where the
doomed cry “bring us forth!” and promise to
repent, but God announces that their remorse
has come too late. This is the theme again of
Q 67:8b-11:

As often as a troop is cast into it, its keepers
ask them, “Came there no warner to you?” *
They say, “Yes indeed, a warner came to us;
but we cried lies, saying, ‘God has not sent
down anything; you are only in great error.”
* They also say, “If we had only heard, or had
understood, we would not have been of the
inhabitants of the Blaze” * So they confess
their sins. Curse the inhabitants of the Blaze!
(Arberry)

The Qur’an’s purpose in portraying such
passages is to convince its own audience to
make better choices than those made by the
doomed. It would be wrong to think that the
Qur’an is a morbid book or that the God of
the Qur’an is especially cruel. On the con-
trary, by presenting these terrible anecdotes,
the Qur’an means to save souls from hellfire,
and this is hardly a cruel act.

Moreover, the Qur’an also offers vivid
imagery of the pleasures of heaven. In order to
inspire its audience with this desire for heaven,



the Qur’an insists that its pleasures are better
than anything to be found in this world.

Decked out fair to men is the love of lusts—
women, children, heaped-up heaps of gold
and silver, horses of mark, cattle and tillage.
That is the enjoyment of the present life; but
God—with Him is the fairest resort. * Say:
“Shall I tell you of a better than that?” For
those that are godfearing, with their Lord
are gardens underneath which rivers flow,
therein dwelling forever, and spouses puri-
fied, and God’s good pleasure. And God sees
His servants. (Q 3:14-15)

Here the Qur’an acknowledges that man
(and here men in particular are meant) is nat-
urally attracted to the things of this world that
bring honor and pleasure: women, children,
and wealth. In doing so, it does not demand
that the audience give these things up by liv-
ing a life of celibacy or poverty. Instead, it
asks the audience to turn their thoughts to
the pleasures of heaven so that they will live
in obedience to God on earth. To this end, it
describes heaven as a garden, where rivers and
heavenly wives offer pleasure.

Elsewhere, the Qur’an enters into further
detail on this heavenly garden.

Those are they brought nigh the Throne,
* in the Gardens of Delight

* (a throng of the ancients

* and how few of the later folk)

* upon close-wrought couches

* reclining upon them, set face to face,

* immortal youths going round about them

* with goblets, and ewers, and a cup from a
spring

* (no brows throbbing, no intoxication)

* and such fruits as they shall choose,

* and such flesh of fowl as they desire,

* and wide-eyed houris

* as the likeness of hidden pearls,

* a recompense for what they laboured.

* Therein they shall hear no idle talk, no
cause of sin,

* only the saying “Peace, Peace! (Q
56:11-26)

According to some scholars, Muhammad
developed this image of heaven as a garden
because he was preaching to a people who
lived in the desert. He knew that the Arabs,
who suffered from a mercilessly hot and
arid climate, dreamed of well-watered, green
oases. Thus Muhammad, in order to gain
their attention, described heaven as just such
an oasis.

The problem with this idea is that it ignores
the identity of this heavenly garden. According
to other passages in the Qur’an, the garden of
paradise is the very garden in which Adam
once dwelled: the Garden of Eden. “God has
promised the believers, men and women, gar-
dens underneath which rivers flow, forever
therein to dwell, and goodly dwelling-places
in the Gardens of Eden!” (Q 9:72a; see also,
e.g., Q 13:23;16:31; 18:31).

This idea of heaven as the Garden of Eden
might be peculiar to those familiar with the
biblical account of Eden. In Genesis, the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers flow out of Eden, and
so Jews and Christians have often imagined
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BOX 4.4 + HOURIS IN Q 56:22

In the Qur’an passage above, the phrase, “and wide-eyed houris” (Q 56:22) is a translation of
the Arabic phrase hur “in. The term hur (a word that originated in Aramaic) means “white,”
while the term “in means “eyes.” According to the traditional Islamic interpretation of this verse,
the Qur’an is alluding with this phrase to the “spouses” (see Q 2:25; 3:154; 4:57—the connec-
tion seems to be explicit in Q 44:54) whom God will give to the faithful (men) in paradise; the
Qur’an calls these women “the white-eyed ones” in order to emphasize the largeness of their
eyes (i.e., their eyes are so large that the whites of the eyes are easily visible), and large eyes,
according to this interpretation, are beautiful. Because of this allusive phrase in the Qur’an,
later Islamic sources simply refer to the heavenly woman as huriyyat, a term which became,
in English, houris. Accordingly Arberry, in the translation above, simply presents the English
version (houri) of an Arabic term. It is perhaps not a surprise that medieval Muslim scholars
spun titillating tales about the virtues of these houris, relating how they have the name of God
inscribed on one of their breasts and the name of the believer for whom they are waiting in
paradise on the other and how God grants them virginity anew whenever they have intercourse
with this believer. Some tales describe the large numbers of houris whom Muslim martyrs in
particular will enjoy, for which reason the idea that Muslim martyrs will receive seventy vir-
gins in paradise has become widespread in the West. A quite different interpretation of hur,
however, is offered by a contemporary scholar known as Christoph Luxenberg. He argues that
the phrase hur “in should be seen as an allusion to “white grapes” (“in, by his reading, means
literally not “eyes” but “pearls”). According to Luxenberg’s interpretation, then, believers will be
greeted in paradise not by virgins but rather by grapes.

Eden in Iraq. Yet the Qur’an suggests that the
Garden of Eden is rather at the top of a sort
of mysterious mountain (below which rivers
flow) that reaches into heaven itself. For this
reason, Adam, his wife, and the devil are not
cast out of the garden but rather down from
Eden and into the world (Q 2:38; 7:24). On
the Day of Resurrection, God will open again
the gates of Eden. Believers will be brought
up and welcomed into the garden from which
Adam was banned.

Thus the Qur’an does not describe heaven
as a spiritual realm (although some Muslims,
of course, may interpret the Qur’an in this
way) but rather as a physical garden, where
men enjoy physical pleasures. For this reason,
the Qur’an relates that the dead will be judged
and sent to heaven—or to hell—only on the
Day of Resurrection, when God will give them
a new body that will allow them to exist in a
physical realm. (The martyrs in the holy war
seem to mark an exception to this rule; the



Qur an insists that they are already in heaven;
Q 2:154.) Later Muslim scholars accordingly
taught that the souls of the dead fall into a sort
of sleep until they are awakened on the Day of
Resurrection.

The Qur’an’s vision of heaven and hell is
therefore dependent on a belief in the physi-
cal resurrection of bodies. Accordingly, the
Qur’an shows great interest in this topic. In
fact, it quotes the doubts of the unbelievers
on this point, “What, when we are dust shall
we indeed then be raised up again in new
creation?” (Q 13:5), and “What, when we are
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dead and become dust and bones, shall we
indeed be raised up?” (Q 37:16).

To these questions the Qur’an has two
answers. First, it insists that the God who cre-
ated man has the power to raise him from the
grave: “O men, if you are in doubt as to the
Uprising, surely We created you of dust!” (Q
22:5). Just as God created Adam from dust,
the Qur’an implies, so he will “re-create” man
when his body has returned to “dust” after
death, when his bones have decomposed.
Second, the Qur’an draws a parallel between
the resurrection of the body and the return to

FIGURE 4.3. A view of the chamber underneath the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem known
as the “Well of Souls.” According to a popular Islamic belief, the souls of the dead dwell
around this chamber, awaiting their reunion with the body on the Day of Resurrection.
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life of a land that has grown barren (a com-
mon sight in the Middle East with the first
rains after a hot, dry summer): “And We sent
down out of heaven water blessed, and caused
to grow thereby gardens and grain of harvest,
* and tall palm-trees with spathes compact, *
a provision for the servants, and thereby We
revived a land that was dead. Even so is the
coming forth” (Q 50:9-11). Just as grass mys-
teriously springs up from the ground after a
rainfall, so man’s body will rise up from his
grave on the Day of Judgment.

Elsewhere, the Qur’an describes the signs of
God’s work in nature without any concern for
the parallel with the resurrection of the body.
In such passages, which inevitably focus on
divine blessings in nature, the Qur’an offers
a third reason for repentance and belief. In its
telling of punishment stories and discussion
of the afterlife, the Qur’an asks its audience
to reflect on how God will respond to their
choice to believe or not to believe. In its reflec-
tion on the good things in nature, however,
the Qur’an asks its audience to reflect on how
they will respond to the blessings that God has
already given them.

It is God who created the heavens and the
earth, and sent down out of heaven water
wherewith He brought forth fruits to be
your sustenance. And He subjected to you
the ships to run upon the sea at His com-
mandment; and He subjected to you the
rivers* and He subjected to you the sun

and moon constant upon their courses, and

He subjected to you the night and day. (Q
14:32-33)

* Let Man consider his nourishment.

* We poured out the rains abundantly,

* then We split the earth in fissures

* and therein made the grains to grow

* and vines, and reeds,

* and olives, and palms,

* and dense-tree’d gardens,

* and fruits, and pastures,

* an enjoyment for you and your flocks.
(Q 80:24-32)

Like the Qur’an’s “punishment stories,”
such passages are shaped by the idea that
God works through nature. In the punish-
ment stories, the Qur’an describes how
God uses the destructive forces of nature—
such as floods and earthquakes—to punish
unbelievers. In these passages, the Qur’an
describes how God blesses all people through
nature. The rain, the rivers, the sea, the sun
and the moon, and all the fruits of the earth
are not simply signs of God’s existence (the
Qur’an seems to take the existence of God
for granted); rather, they are blessings that
God has given to humanity.

Yet the Qur’an also insists that most
humans remain ungrateful: “If you count
God’s blessing, you will never number it;
surely man is sinful, unthankful!” (Q 14:34).
This insistence appears to be a way of mov-
ing the reader’s conscience, a way of asking,
Are humans not ashamed to disregard the
God who has done so much for them? This

is an exhortation of a different sort. In its



reflections on the punishment stories and
the afterlife, the Qur’an calls on the audi-
ence to think of their future well-being. Here,
however, the Qur’an calls on the audience to
examine their conscience.

In its reflections on hell, the Qur’an occa-
sionally describes the damned as wrongdo-
ers and depicts them reflecting on their ill
deeds (see Q 35:37 and 37:62-67, quoted
above). More often, however, the Qur’an
presents the damned as unbelievers (Ar. kuf-
far) in God’s revelations (see Q 4:56; 18:29;
22:19-22, quoted above). The judgment to
which humans will be subjected on the Day
of Resurrection will not simply be a question
of weighing their good and evil deeds on a
heavenly scale. The judgment will be above
all about whether they have recognized, wor-
shipped, and obeyed their creator.

Accordingly, in Islamic tradition polythe-
ism (Ar. shirk) is the worst possible sin, or
better, the unforgivable sin. This doctrine is
illustrated vividly in a hadith on the Day of
Resurrection, which describes how all of those
resurrected will be compelled to cross a bridge
over the fires of hell.

Then a bridge will be laid over the (Hell)
Fire. Allah’s Apostle added, “I will be the first
to cross it.” And the invocation of the proph-

ets on that Day, will be “O Allah, save us, save

us!,” and over that bridge there will be hooks.
. . . These hooks will snatch the people
according to their deeds. Some people will
be ruined because of their evil deeds, and
some will be cut into pieces and fall down
in Hell, but will be saved afterwards, when
Allah has finished the judgments among His
slaves, and intends to take out of the Fire
whoever He wishes to take out from among
those who used to testify that none had the
right to be worshipped but Allah.

We will order the angels to take them out
and the angels will know them by the mark
of the traces of prostration (on their fore-
heads) for Allah banned the fire to consume
the traces of prostration on the body of
Adam’s son. So they will take them out, and
by then they would have been burnt, and
then water, the water of life, will be poured
on them, and they will spring out like a
seed springs out on the bank of a rainwater
stream. (Bukhari, 8:577)

According to this hadith, many evildoers, both
Muslim and non-Muslim, will be snatched
down into hell. However, the angels of God
will ultimately retrieve the believing Muslims
among them, lifting them out of the infernal
fire. The angels will be able to recognize the
Muslims among the damned by a spot on
their forehead, that is, a callous that forms on
the heads of Muslims who pray frequently,
pressing their heads to the ground in prostra-
tion (a feature commonly seen among reli-
gious Muslims).

This hadith reflects the qur’anic presen-
tation of a God who demands that humans
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worship Him and Him alone. The God of the
Qur’an insists that He alone is powerful, that
no one and nothing can resist Him, and that
He has no rivals.

God there is no god but He, the Living, the
Everlasting. Slumber seizes Him not, nei-
ther sleep; to Him belongs all that is in the
heavens and the earth. Who is there that
shall intercede with Him save by His leave?
He knows what lies before them and what is
after them, and they comprehend not any-
thing of His knowledge save such as He wills.
His Throne comprises the heavens and earth;
the preserving of them oppresses Him not;
He is the All-high, the All-glorious. (Q 2:255)

Say: “O God, Master of the Kingdom, Thou
givest the Kingdom to whom Thou wilt, and
seizest the Kingdom from whom Thou wilt,
Thou exaltest whom Thou wilt, and Thou
abasest whom Thou wilt; in Thy hand is the

good; Thou art powerful over everything.”

(Q 3:26)

Those who fail to recognize God’s majesty—
for example, by believing in more than one
god—have failed the test that the Qur’an lays
out for humanity. No matter how righteous
their conduct, they will be among the lost
on the Day of Judgment. In this regard, the
Qur’an is a book with theology (literally, “a
word about God”; from the Greek words theos
and logos) at its center. The God of the Qur’an,
in other words, speaks a lot about Himself.
The Qur’an’s concern with divine maj-
esty has had a profound impact on Islamic

religious practice. The five daily prayers of
Muslims, which are shaped around deep
prostrations in which the believers touch
their heads to the ground, embody human-
ity’s humility before a majestic God. Muslims
also emphasize divine majesty in their every-
day speech: whenever pious Muslims men-
tion the word God, they add the exclamation,
subhanahu wa-ta ala (“praiseworthy and
exalted!”).

This concern with divine majesty is also
evident in the common slogan Allahu akbar
(“God 1is greater!”). Allahu akbar, which is
only one half of a comparative phrase, is
grammatically peculiar. But the peculiarity is
intentional: the point of the slogan is not to
praise God but rather to insist on his supe-
riority over any possible adversary. Thus,
just as Allahu akbar was the rallying cry of
Muhammad’s army at Badr, it is also the ral-
lying cry of Muslims today who gather to pro-
test an oppressive ruler (as in the uprisings of
the “Arab Spring”) or an action deemed offen-
sive to Islam.

This pious act of defending God’s majesty
is perhaps nowhere better evident than in the
ritual during the pilgrimage to Mecca dur-
ing which Muslims cast stones at pillars rep-
resenting Satan. In the Qur’an, the devil’s sin
is to resist God’s authority. He is the original
rebel, the original ingrate. By throwing stones
at the devil during the Hajj, Muslim pilgrims
rise to the defense of their majestic God.

The Qur’an’s concern with divine majesty also
shapes its language about Jesus. The principal



iu
il
T
1

A Muslim man at prayer in a mosque
in Sanliurfa, Turkey.

drama in the New Testament accounts of
Jesus’ life is the question of whether Jesus
of Nazareth is the Messiah, the Christ, the
“anointed one” predicted by the prophets of
the Old Testament. The reader knows from
the beginning of the Gospels that this is Jesus’
identity, but the characters in the story recog-
nize his identity only gradually (or not at all).
In the Qur’an, this drama does not exist. The
Qur’an calls Jesus the Messiah, but it seems to
imply nothing at all in doing so. Indeed, even
Jews in the Qur’an call Jesus “the Messiah,”
although the very identity of Jews at the
time was defined (in part) by the belief that

the Messiah had not yet come. The Qur’an
in fact seems to use “Messiah” (Ar. masih) as
nothing but a second name for Jesus, much
as Christians today often use Christ and Jesus
interchangeably.

Yet the Qur’an, like the New Testament,
still reproaches the Jews for their rejection
of Christ. Jesus’ relationship with the Jews as
depicted in the Qur’an appears to parallel in
some ways the Qur’an’s punishment stories.
Jesus announces to his people, the Israelites,
that he is a prophet of God, and he even pro-
duces signs to verify this claim. Nevertheless,
they reject him.
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FIGURE 4.5. Muslim pilgrims casting stones at “pillars” (today joined into a wall for the
safety of pilgrims) meant to represent Satan during the annual pilgrimage.

Jesus, the son of Mary, said, “O Israelites, I
am the messenger of God to you, confirming
what is before me in the Torah, and giving
you the news of a messenger to come after me
whose name is ‘the most-praised.”” Yet when
he showed them miraculous signs, they said,
“This is nothing but magic.” (Q 61:6)

The Qur’an also insists, as in the punishment
stories, that God punished the Israelites for
their unbelief, though He did not destroy the
Israelites as he destroyed other nations (per-
haps because there were still Jews around

when the Qur’an was proclaimed, and so it
would hardly make sense to claim He had
done s0). Instead, their punishment was inte-
rior: God cursed the Israelites for their unbe-
lief (Q 2:88), set a seal over their hearts (Q
4:155), and hardened their hearts (Q 5:13).
Yet in the Qur’an, Jesus also seems to be
something more than a prophet in the line of
punishment stories. One sign of this different
status is the name the Qur’an uses for him, as
in the citation above: Jesus son of Mary. This
locution is quite peculiar in Arabic, since men
are generally referred to as the son of their
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JESUS

Although the Qur’an pays exceptional attention to Jesus (and is extraordinarily concerned with
Christian teaching about him), its references to him hardly represent a complete biography. The
Qur’an essentially limits its remarks on his life to Jesus' virgin birth and Jesus’ miracles. It insists
that these miracles (such as the manner in which he formed a bird from clay and brought it
to life with his breath) were signs given to him by God in order to verify his prophethood to
the Jews. They are not proofs of his divinity. The passage on the crucifixion (Q 4:157)—which
in fact affirms only that the Jews did not kill him, not that Jesus escaped into heaven without
dying—similarly seems to be directed against the Jews. Later Muslims, however, tell stories
about this passage that have God transform one of Jesus' friends—or one of his enemies—into
his “likeness." This "Jesus look-alike™ is then crucified in his place. Even today, however, Muslims
disagree over exactly what took place on the day of the crucifixion, and accordingly the figure
of the Muslim Jesus remains a mystery.

In other ways, however, Jesus became an important figure in Islamic religious lore. Qur’an
commentaries and books collecting “stories of the prophets” often portray Jesus as an ascetic
(an idea perhaps suggested by the notion that he lived a celibate life, a practice foreign to
Islamic morality). Ibn Kathir relates that Jesus wore rough wool clothing, ate only leaves, and
had no home. He taught his disciples to cry over their sins, to make life in the other world their
only desire, and to think of themselves as guests in this world.

In other traditions, however, Jesus becomes a man of vengeance. The Qur’an’s reference
to Jesus “cursing the Israelites” (Q 5:78) leads to stories of Jesus transforming a group of Jews
into pigs. Traditions on Jesus’ return in the last days (which have little basis in the Qur’an) have
him fight the enemies of Islam, kill the Jews, break crosses, and slaughter all of the pigs on earth

(an animal considered unclean by Islam).

father, not of their mother. Thus my eldest
son, Luke, is known in the Arab world as “Luke
son of Gabriel” and not “Luke son of (my
wife) Lourdes.” By employing this locution,
the Qur’an affirms the virgin birth of Christ.
Indeed, the Qur’an explains that Jesus was
conceived by God’s own spirit: “And [Mary]
who guarded her virginity, so We breathed

into her of Our spirit and appointed her and
her son to be a sign unto all beings” (Q 21:91).
Presumably, this is the reason why the Qur’an
elsewhere (Q 4:171) names Jesus “a spirit” and
“aword” (Q 3:45; 4:171) from God.

The Qur’an’s use of the expression “word
from God” is especially intriguing, since it
is reminiscent of the language John uses in
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FROM A CLASSICTEXT *# 4.2

The Crucifixion

The only explicit mention of the crucifixion in the Qur’an is in verse 157 of sura 4. Here the
Qur’an, after making a number of other accusations against Jews, now accuses them of claiming to
have killed Jesus. (The Qur’an curiously has them name Jesus “the Messiah” and “the messenger of
God.”) The Qur’an rejects this claim and then adds “wa-lakin shubbiha la-hum,” an ambiguous
Arabic phrase that might simply mean, “it seemed that way to them” (i.e., God had ordained the
death of Jesus, and the Jews were only his instruments), but most Muslim commentators take it to
mean, “a likeness of Jesus was shown to him.”

The Muslim commentators who follow this later interpretation often explain that God raised Jesus
to heaven before the crucifixion and made someone else look like Jesus (according to some tradi-
tions, a faithful disciple such as Peter who volunteered to die in the place of Jesus; according to
others, the traitor Judas, who was thereby punished for his treachery). This “substitute” was taken
away and killed on the cross.

The texts below include Qur’an 4:155-58 (including several translations of the key phrase wa-lakin
shubbiha la-hum), three other qur’anic verses that suggest that Christ in fact died by God’s or-
dainment (with Arberry’s translation compared to my own in two cases), and a tradition found in
Islamic commentaries that reflects the traditional conviction that Jesus escaped death.

Qur’an 4:155-58

So, for their breaking the compact, and disbelieving in the signs of God, and slaying the Prophets
without right, and for their saying, “Our hearts are uncircumcised”—nay, but God sealed them
for their unbelief, so they believe not, except a few— * and for their unbelief, and their utter-
ing against Mary a mighty calumny, * and for their saying, “We slew the Messiah, Jesus son of
Mary, the Messenger of God”—yet they did not slay him, neither crucified him, only a likeness
of that was shown to them [wa-lakin shubbiha la-hum]. Those who are at variance concerning
him surely are in doubt regarding him; they have no knowledge of him, except the following of
surmise; and they slew him not of a certainty—no indeed; * God raised him up to Him; God
is All-mighty, All-wise.

wa-lakin shubbiha la-hum
“only a likeness of that was shown to them” (Arberry)

“But it appeared so unto them” (Pickthall)
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“But so it was made to appear unto them” (Yusuf ‘Ali)
“Though it was made to appear like that to them” (Abdel Haleem)

On the Death of Christ

“When God said, ‘Jesus, I will take thee to Me and will raise thee to Me ...” (Q 3:55, Arberry).
“God said, ‘O Jesus, I will take your soul [mutawaffika, i.e., “make you die”], raise you up to
Me ... (Q 3:55, Reynolds).

“And I was a witness over them, while I remained among them; but when Thou didst take Me to
Thyself, Thou wast Thyself the watcher over them ...” (Q 5:117, Arberry).

“I was a witness over them while I was among them, but since You took my soul [ tawaffaytani]
You have been the watcher over them ...” (Q 5:117, Reynolds).

(Zechariah speaking of his son John)
“Peace be upon him, the day he was born, and the day he dies, and the day he is raised up alive!”

(Q 19:15).

(Jesus speaking of himself)
“Peace be upon me, the day [ was born, and the day I die, and the day I am raised up alive!’ (Q
19:33).

On Jesus’ Escape from Death

When Allah sent Jesus with proofs and guidance, the Jews, may Allah’s curses, anger, torment
and punishment be upon them, envied him because of his prophethood and obvious miracles;
curing the blind and leprous and bringing the dead back to life, by Allah’s leave. He also used to
make the shape of a bird from clay and blow in it, and it became a bird by Allah’s leave and flew.
Jesus performed other miracles that Allah honored him with, yet the Jews defied and belied him
and tried their best to harm him. Allah’s Prophet Jesus could not live in any one city for long
and he had to travel often with his mother, peace be upon them. Even so, the Jews were not sat-
isfied, and they went to the king of Damascus at that time, a Greek polytheist who worshipped
the stars. They told him that there was a man in Jerusalem misguiding and dividing the people
in Jerusalem and stirring unrest among the king’s subjects. The king became angry and wrote
to his deputy in Jerusalem to arrest the rebel leader, stop him from causing unrest, crucify him
and make him wear a crown of thorns.
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When the king’s deputy in Jerusalem received these orders, he went with some Jews to the
house that Jesus was residing in, and he was then with twelve, thirteen or seventeen of his
companions. That day was a Friday, in the evening. They surrounded Jesus in the house, and
when he felt that they would soon enter the house or that he would sooner or later have to leave
it, he said to his companions, “Who volunteers to be made to look like me, for which he will
be my companion in Paradise?” A young man volunteered, but Jesus thought that he was too
young. He asked the question a second and third time, each time the young man volunteer-
ing, prompting Jesus to say, “Well then, you will be that man.” Allah made the young man look
exactly like Jesus, while a hole opened in the roof of the house, and Jesus was made to sleep and
ascended to heaven while asleep. (And [remember] when Allah said: “O Jesus! I will take you
and raise you to Myself.” Q 3:55)

When Jesus ascended, those who were in the house came out. When those surrounding the
house saw the man who looked like Jesus, they thought that he was Jesus. So they took him at
night, crucified him and placed a crown of thorns on his head. The Jews then boasted that they
killed Jesus and some Christians accepted their false claim, due to their ignorance and lack of
reason. As for those who were in the house with Jesus, they witnessed his ascension to heaven,
while the rest thought that the Jews killed Jesus by crucifixion. They even said that Maryam sat
under the corpse of the crucified man and cried, and they say that the dead man spoke to her. All
this was a test from Allah for His servants out of His wisdom. Allah explained this matter in the
Glorious Qur’an which He sent to His honorable Messenger, whom He supported with miracles
and clear, unequivocal evidence. Allah is the Most Truthful, and He is the Lord of the worlds
Who knows the secrets, what the hearts conceal, the hidden matters in heaven and earth, what
has occurred, what will occur, and what would occur if it was decreed. (Ibn Kathir, on Q 4:157)

the opening of his Gospel to speak of Jesus’
divinity: “In the beginning was the Word: the
Word was with God and the Word was God”
(John 1:1). By describing Christ as “the Word
of God,” John is invoking an idea of God
as eternal truth and pure intelligence. The
expression of this intelligence is God’s Word
(as the expression of human intelligence is
speech), which came into the world in Jesus
of Nazareth.

However, John’s usage is evidently not what
the Qur’an means by referring to Jesus in this
way. Indeed, by calling Jesus “son of Mary,” the
Qur an not only affirms the virgin birth, it also
denies Christ’s divinity. A Christian speaking
in Arabic would have no hesitation in refer-
ring to Jesus as the son of his father, by calling
him Jesus “Son of God.” This the Qur’an does
not do. To the Qur’an, the very idea of God as
son, or God as father, belittles his majesty.



Say: “He is God, One,

* God, the Everlasting Refuge,

* who has not begotten, and has not been
begotten,

* and equal to Him is not any one.” (Q 112)

Thus the Qur’an reprimands Christians for
their beliefs about Jesus.

People of the Book, go not beyond the
bounds in your religion, and say not as to
God but the truth. The Messiah, Jesus son
of Mary, was only the Messenger of God,
and His Word that He committed to Mary,
and a Spirit from Him. So believe in God
and His Messengers, and say not, “Three’
Refrain; better is it for you. God is only One
God. Glory be to Him—That He should

have a son! To Him belongs all that is in the

How are the suras of the Qur’an organized?

heavens and in the earth; God suffices for a
guardian. (Q 4:171)

In such passages, the Qur’an’s concern is not
Jesus but rather God. The Qur’an, ever con-
cerned with theology, takes up the defense
of God from a doctrine that—the Qur’an
insists—belittles him. In some passages the
Qur’an even has Jesus himself deny this
doctrine:

And when God said, “O Jesus son of Mary,
didst thou say unto men, “Take me and my
mother as gods, apart from God’?” He said,
“To Thee be glory! It is not mine to say what
I have no right to. If I indeed said it, Thou
knowest it, knowing what is within my soul,
and I know not what is within Thy soul;
Thou knowest the things unseen.” (Q 5:116)

What does the Qur’an’s use of rhyme tell us about its original function?

What is the traditional account of the Qur’an’s “collection”? How have scholars challenged the histori-

cal accuracy of this account?

Why does the Qur’an tell stories of nations whom God destroyed?

What does it mean to say that the Qur’an’s concern with Jesus is theological?
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So, if thou art in doubt regarding what We
have sent down to thee, ask those who recite
the Book before thee. (Q 10:94)

A second step to understanding the religious
context in which the Qur’an emerged is found
in its close relationship with biblical litera-
ture. According to the traditional biography,
Muhammad spent most of his life, and the
first half of his prophetic career, in Mecca, the
heart of a deeply entrenched pagan culture. He
spent the second half of his prophetic career
in Medina, a city with three Jewish tribes but
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otherwise similarly dominated by the same
pagan culture. Accordingly, we might expect
the Qur’an to be filled with descriptions of
pagan beliefs, rituals, and religious hierar-
chies. Yet this is not the case. Arthur Jeffery
appropriately comments: “It comes, there-
fore, as no little surprise, to find how little of
the religious life of this Arabian paganism is
reflected in the pages of the Qur’an” (Jeffery,
Foreign Vocabulary, 1).

The only unambiguous reference to Arab
paganism in the Qur’an would seem to be the
mention of Al-Lat, Al-‘Uzza, and Manat in
sura 53 (a passage referred to in the “Satanic
Verses” story). In this passage, God denies
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that these three figures have any connection
to him, insisting that they are nothing but
names. According to most Western schol-
ars, Al-Lat, Al-‘Uzza, and Manat were minor
Meccan goddesses, whom the Meccans con-
sidered to be daughters of the high God, Allah.
However, other explanations of this passage
are possible. For example, Al-Lat, Al-‘Uzza,
and Manat might be Arabic names of angels
to which a Jewish or Christian group looked
for protection or intercession (as Christians
today might pray to the archangel Michael, or
to a guardian angel). In any case, this one pas-
sage on Al-Lat, Al-‘Uzza, and Manat is excep-
tional. The Qur’an is much more concerned
with biblical characters and stories than it is
with pagan gods and goddesses.

Moreover, the sort of biblical charac-
ters and stories with which the Qur’an is
concerned is also surprising. If the Qur’an
referred only to stories found in the Old
Testament, we might think of these passages
as a reflection of Muhammad’s interaction
with the Jews of Medina. As we have seen,
however, the Qur’an is interested in New
Testament stories and with the character of
Jesus in particular. Moreover, many of the
Old Testament materials in the Qur’an seems
to have a Christian origin. For example, in
the book of Genesis, a serpent tempts Adam
and Eve in the Garden of Eden; Christians
(but not Jews) later identified this serpent
with Satan. The Qur’an seems to accept the
Christian interpretation: it does not even
mention the serpent; only Satan appears in
the garden. The Qur’an’s close relationship
with Christian traditions suggests that we

might need to rethink the historical context
in which it was proclaimed.

Yet the presence of biblical material in the
Qur’an also raises the question of what
authority the Qur’an gives to the Bible. The
authors of the New Testament seem to rec-
ognize the authority of the Hebrew Bible by
quoting from it, and indeed the Church even-
tually incorporated the Hebrew Bible into its
own Bible as the “Old Testament.” While the
Qur’an does not quote from the Bible in the
same way that the New Testament authors
quote from the Old Testament, it does refer
frequently to biblical material. The Islamic
community theoretically could have chosen
to incorporate the Bible into its own scripture
(which would have been a book in three parts)
or into a canon of revelation, in the same way
that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints accepts both the Bible and the Book of
Mormon.

Instead the standard view of Islamic tra-
dition is that the Bible contains a corrupt, or
falsified, record of an originally pure Islamic
revelation. God sent down from heaven an
Islamic book to Moses (al-Tawrat, from the
Hebrew word torah) and an Islamic book to
Jesus (al-Injil, from the Greek word euange-
lion, “gospel”), as he later sent down a book
to Muhammad (the Qur’an). The Jews
destroyed or lost the book given to Moses
and in its place wrote the Hebrew Bible/Old
Testament. The Christians destroyed or lost
the book given to Jesus and in its place wrote
the New Testament. The true scriptures of



Moses and Jesus, in other words, are lost. Only
the Qur’an can be trusted.

The medieval Muslim theologian ‘Abd al-
Jabbar (d. 1025) exemplifies the Islamic view
of scriptural falsification (Ar. tahrif) in his
description of the Gospels.
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up of anecdotes about groups of men and
women from the Jews, Romans and others,
that they did this and said that. Yet there are
many impossibilities, falsehoods, absurdi-
ties, manifest lies, and clear contradictions in
them. (‘Abd al-Jabbar, Critique of Christian

Know—May God have mercy on you—that
these . . . Christian sects do not believe that
God sent down to Christ the Injil, or a book
of any kind. Rather, according to them Christ
created the prophets and sent down to them
the Books and sent down to them the angels.
They only have four gospels from four indi-
viduals. Each one of them wrote his gospel
in his era. Then another came after him and
was not pleased with the [previous] gospel,
[holding] his own gospel to be more proper.
[The gospels] agree in some passages but dif-

fer in other passages. In some of them are

Origins, 96-97)

Accordingly, while Christians bind
the Hebrew Bible together with the New
Testament in one book, it would be quite
unusual for a Muslim even to keep the Bible
next to the Qur’an in a home or in a mosque.
Most Islamic bookstores will not sell the Bible
at all, but they will sell books on the refuta-
tion of the Bible. Asked whether Muslims are
allowed to read the Bible, a religious scholar
on the popular religious website islamonline.
net responds: “If it is meant for answering
questions of Christians, then it is Ok.”

things not found in others. They are made

BOX 5.1 #+ GOSPEL OF BARNABAS

Although most Islamic bookstores will not sell copies of the Bible, many will sell a work known
as the Gospel of Barnabas. Today the Gospel of Barnabas, which tells the story of Jesus from
an Islamic perspective (narrated by Barnabas, a disciple who appears in the Acts of Apostles)
is well known throughout the Islamic world. However, the only two existing manuscripts of
the Gospel of Barnabas are in Italian and Spanish, and they date from the Renaissance period.
Most likely, the text was written by a Muslim who fled from the Spanish Reconquista to Venice,
Italy. However, once the Gospel of Barnabas was published in an English translation in 1907, it
became known to many Muslims as a text that proves that the Islamic version of the story of
Jesus is the true and ancient one, and that early Christians suppressed this story. Among other
things, the Gospel of Barnabas relates that God transformed Judas to look like Jesus and that
Judas was subsequently crucified in his place (while Jesus ascended alive to heaven). This take
on the crucifixion was later represented in a 2008 Iranian film, The Messiah.
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Yet the position of the Qur’an itself in rela-
tion to earlier Scriptures is somewhat more
complicated. The Qur’an does not present
itself as a new covenant or testament, or the
revelation of a new religion. It describes itself
as a confirmation of the divine message found
in earlier revelations: “This is a Book confirm-
ing, in Arabic tongue, to warn the evildo-
ers, and good tidings to the good-doers” (Q
46:12). The description of the Qur’an as a
book of confirmation matches what we have
seen in the previous chapter of sacred history
in the Qur’an. The prophets of the “punish-
ment stories” all brought the same message,
and the Prophet of the Qur’an now brings this
same message: believe in God and obey Him,
lest you be destroyed in this life or sent to hell
in the next, and that you might live in bliss in
a heavenly paradise.

The Qur’an connects in particular the rev-
elation given to its prophet with that found
in the “Torah” and the “Gospel”: “He has sent
down upon thee the Book with the truth, con-
firming what was before it, and He sent down
the Torah and the Gospel * aforetime, as guid-
ance to the people” (Q 3:3-4). The critical
question, of course, is what the Qur’an means
by “Torah” and “Gospel.” Does the Qur’an
mean the Bible that Jews and Christians were
reading (or more likely, hearing) at the time of
the Prophet Muhammad? In a hadith attrib-
uted to Muhammad, the answer to this ques-
tion is most definitely no.

Ibn Abbas said, “O Muslims? How do you
ask the people of the Scriptures, though your

Book [i.e., the Qur’an] which was revealed to

His Prophet is the most recent information
from Allah and you recite it, the Book that
has not been distorted? Allah has revealed
to you that the people of the Scriptures
have changed with their own hands what
was revealed to them and they have said
(as regards their changed Scriptures), ‘“This
is from Allah; in order to get some worldly
benefit thereby.” Ibn Abbas added: “Isn’t the
knowledge revealed to you sufficient to pre-
vent you from asking them?” (Bukhari, 3:850)

In fact, it seems possible that this hadith does
not come from the time of Muhammad him-
self but rather from a time when later Muslim
scholars, eager to understand the biblical tra-
ditions of the Qur’an, had begun asking Jews
and Christians about them (“How do you ask
the people of the Scriptures . .. ?”). The had-
ith, meant to condemn this practice, insists
that the Jews and Christians (“the people of
the Scriptures”) cannot be trusted, since they
“changed with their own hands what was
revealed to them.” This latter line is a refer-
ence to Qur’an 2:79: “Woe to those who write
the Book with their hands, then say, “This is
from God.”

The passage in which this verse occurs
describes the infidelity of the Israelites, thus
the accusation of writing “the Book”—and
claiming that this writing comes from God—
seems to be made against the Jews in particu-
lar. In a second passage, the Israelites doubt
Moses’ messages to them: “Moses, we will not
believe thee till we see God openly” (Q 2:55),
and then recounts, “The evildoers substituted
a saying other than that which had been said



to them” (Q 2:59). Elsewhere, the Qur’an
accuses the Jews of falsifying the meanings
(or perhaps “changing the places”) of words
(Q 2:75; 4:46; 5:13; 5:41). The Qur’an also
accuses both Jews and Christians of hiding (Q
2:42, 140, passim) and forgetting (Q 5:13-14)
revelation.

Allin all, the Qur’an’s idea of scriptural fal-
sification does not seem to match the opinion
of Ibn Abbas in the hadith above. The Qur’an
is certainly concerned with those (above all
the Jews) who misuse or misread scripture,
or who consider their own writings to be
divinely revealed. But the Qur’an does not
actually argue that the Bible itself is a corrupt
book. Indeed, the Qur’an’s relative silence on
this issue might be a reason why later Muslims
felt the need to make this point explicit in a
hadith.

In fact, the Qur’an suggests on several
occasions that the Christians and Jews pos-
sess authentic revelation. In the fifth sura, the
Qur’an describes Christians with the phrase
“People of the Gospel” and commands them
to “judge according to what God has sent
down therein” (Q 5:47). Such a command
would hardly make sense if the Qur’an did
not believe in the Bible’s authenticity.

At times, the Qur’an even insists that its
audience follow the Bible, as when it pro-
claims: “O believers, believe in God and His
Messenger and the Book He has sent down
on His Messenger and the Book which He
sent down before” (Q 4:136). The Arabic word
translated here “Book” is kitab. In such pas-
sages, the word kitab seems to refer to some-
thing more than “book.” It seems to refer to

all of the divine truths, “written” in heaven,
which God has revealed throughout the
course of human history.

That the Bible is part of those divine truths
is implied by the verse quoted at the opening
of this chapter (Q 10:94), where the Qur’an
tells the Prophet to consult those who recited
“the Book” before him on matters regarding
which he has doubts (in other words, God
seems to instruct the Prophet to consult Jews
and Christians when he has doubts about
the revelations given to him). Elsewhere, the
Qur’an even threatens those who are unfaith-
ful to any revelation (and not only those
given to Muhammad): “Those who cry lies
to the Book and that wherewith We sent Our
Messengers—soon they will know! * When
the fetters and chains are on their necks, and
they are dragged * into the boiling water, then
into the Fire they are poured” (Q 40:70-72).

Thus the Qur’an does not present itself
as the one true book. Instead, it is the latest
of God’s revelations, and it calls on its audi-
ence to believe in all of them: “Say you: “We
believe in God, and in that which has been
sent down on us and sent down on Abraham,
Ishmael, Isaac and Jacob, and the Tribes, and
that which was given to Moses and Jesus and
the Prophets’ (Q 2:136). Tellingly, all of the
figures the Qur’an mentions here come from
the Bible.

At the same time, however, the Qur’an does
not seem to have a clear idea of the Bible’s
contents. The Qur’an never mentions the
Bible by name. Instead, the Qur’an refers to
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the “Torah” and the “Gospel” (and on some
occasions, al-zabur, a term that seems to refer
to the Psalms). Yet even these terms are not
used in a technical sense (i.e., for the first five
books of the Bible [“the Torah”] and one of
four accounts of Jesus’ life [a “Gospel”]) but
rather as titles for Jewish and Christian revela-
tion generally.

The Qur’an’s incomplete awareness of the
Bible is also suggested by Qur’an 7:157a (my
translation): “Those who follow the mes-
senger, the gentile [ummi] prophet, whom
they find written in their Torah and Gospel,
commanding them to do right, forbidding
them to do wrong, permitting for them what
is good, and prohibiting for them what is
bad.” “The gentile prophet” here is an allu-
sion to Muhammad (he is the prophet from
a “nation” [Ar. umma; Latin gens] that has
never before received a revelation in its lan-
guage). In other words, the Qur’an is claim-
ing that Muhammad appears in the Bible, and
indeed that in the Bible he is said to give cer-
tain commands and prohibitions. However,
Muhammad is not mentioned in the Bible
doing these things (even if Muslims have long
argued that the Bible contains references to
him, as when Jesus promises the coming of
a paraclete, in John 14-16). It seems possible
that this claim was made without a perfect
awareness of the Bible’s contents.

A similar conclusion might be made
regarding a verse in the ninth sura: “God has
bought from the believers their selves and
their possessions against the gift of Paradise;
they fight in the way of God; they kill, and are
killed; that is a promise binding upon God in

the Torah, and the Gospel, and the Koran” (Q
9:111). The idea of God promising heaven to
those who are killed in a holy war, or who kill
others in a holy war, fits neither the Old nor
the New Testament. Heaven is missing from
the Old Testament, and holy wars are missing
from the New.

The Qur’an’s imperfect knowledge of the
Bible is also suggested by the sorts of bibli-
cal traditions it refers to. The Qur’an refers
frequently to the characters of the book of
Genesis; it also refers to the stories of David,
Solomon, and Jonah. Yet it has little to say
about the wisdom or prophetic books of the
Old Testament. The Qur’an is quite interested
in the birth and the miracles of Jesus, but it has
little to say about the rest of his life. Moreover,
it has nothing to say at all about the Acts of
the Apostles, the letters of Paul, the Pastoral/
catholic Epistles, or the book of Revelation.

This uneven distribution of biblical mate-
rial suggests that the Qur’an was aware of oral
traditions about biblical characters but not
of the Bible itself. It could be that the Qur’an
refers to the stories of Adam, Noah, Abraham,
Joseph, David, Solomon, and Jonah because
these are the sorts of stories that were told (as
they are now) in popular settings. The proph-
ecies of Isaiah or Ezekiel, however, are not the
stuff of storytellers.

Along these lines, it is telling that the
Qur’an seems to make no distinction between
traditions from the canonical Bible and those
from Jewish and Christian legends, such as
the story of the fall of Satan, or of Jesus’ creat-
ing a bird from clay (which flies away when
he blows in it; Q 3:49)—the sorts of legends
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FROM A CLASSIC TEXT + 5.1

Qur an and Bible: The Table from Heaven

In sura 5 (titled “The Table”) of the Qur’an, the companions of Jesus ask whether his God is able
send down to them a table (Ar. ma’ida) from heaven. Jesus at first refuses to answer their question,
but the companions persist until Jesus makes the request they demand of him. God agrees, but adds
that the companions of Jesus will be punished severely if they disbelieve after having witnessed such
a miraculous sign.

Western scholars have explained this unique qur’anic episode by comparing it to a number of differ-
ent Gospel passages, including Jesus’ multiplication of fish and loaves, the Last Supper, and a passage
in Acts 10 in which God sends down “something like a great sheet bound at the four corners” (Acts
10:11) filled with animals for Peter to eat. In fact, the qur’anic passage on the table from heaven is
most closely related to the passage in the Gospel of John in which Jesus gives the “Bread of Life” dis-
course, in which a crowd of followers approach Jesus the day after he multiplied the fish and loaves
(John 6:10-13). They demand a sign from Jesus that would give them reason to believe in him, noting
that their ancestors (who followed Moses from Egypt into the desert) received manna from heaven.

The qur’anic passage on the table from heaven seems to integrate the motif of the followers of Jesus
who demand a sign from him with the motif of the followers of Moses who demand food in the des-
ert. The language of the Qur’an seems to reflect in particular a reference in the Psalms to this latter
motif, in which the followers of Moses are made to ask him whether God can set a “banquet” in
the desert. In the Ethiopic translation of the Psalms, the word used for banquet is ma’edd (literally
“table”), the Arabic form of which appears in the Qur’an as ma’ida.

Qur’an 5:111-15

And when I inspired the Apostles: “Believe
in Me and My Messenger”; they said, “We
believe; witness Thou our submission.” *
And when the Apostles said, “O Jesus son
of Mary, is thy Lord able to send down on
us a Table [ma’ida) out of heaven?” He
said, “Fear you God, if you are believers.”
* They said, “We desire that we should eat
of it and our hearts be at rest; and that we
may know that thou hast spoken true to us,
and that we may be among its witnesses.”

John 6:30-32

So they said, “What sign will you your-
self do, the sight of which will make us
believe in you? What work will you do?
* Qur fathers ate manna in the desert; as
scripture says: He gave them bread from
heaven to eat.” * Jesus answered them:
“In all truth I tell you, it was not Moses
who gave you the bread from heaven, it is
my Father who gives you the bread from
heaven, the true bread.”
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* Said Jesus son of Mary, “O God, our
Lord, send down upon us a Table out of
heaven, that shall be for us a festival, the
first and last of us, and a sign from Thee.
And provide for us; Thou art the best of
providers.” * God said, “Verily I do send
it down on you; whoso of you hereafter
disbelieves, verily I shall chastise him with
a chastisement wherewith I chastise no
other being.”

They spoke against God and against
Moses, “Why did you bring us out of
Egypt to die in the desert? For there is
neither food nor water here; we are sick of
this meagre diet.”

They insulted God by saying “Can God
make a banquet [Ethiopic “table,” ma’edd|
in the desert? * True, when he struck the
rock, waters gushed out and flowed in
torrents; but what of bread? Can he give
that, can he provide meat for his people?”

that would have been told in popular settings
along with the more entertaining stories from
the bible itself. It seems likely that the Qur’an
was not aware of exactly which traditions
came from the Bible and which from non-
Biblical legends. Nevertheless—and this is the
most important point for our purposes—it is
evident that the Qur’an was proclaimed in an
environment where biblical, and para-biblical,
traditions were of great popular interest.
Indeed, the Qur’an seems to count on its
audience’s knowledge of biblical traditions
when it uses nicknames for its characters. It
refers to Pharaoh (associated in the Bible with
building projects) as “the man of stakes” (Q
38:12; 89:10) and to Jonah as the “man of
the fish” (Q 21:87; 68:48). The Qur’an refers
to Potiphar (see Gen. 37:36) only as al- aziz,
“the mighty one,” a fitting nickname for the

“commander” of Pharaoh’s guard (Gen.
39:1). It refers to Saul only as Talut “the tall
one” (Q 2:247, 249; the form of the name
seems to have been chosen to rhyme with the
qur’anic name for Goliath: Jalut [Q 2:250]),
a fitting nickname for a man who was “head
and shoulders” taller than his people (1 Sam.
10:23). In order for these references to have
made any sense at all, the Qur’an’s audience
must have already been familiar with the bib-
lical stories involving Potiphar (that is, the
story of Joseph) and Saul.

This is not the only example of how the
Qur’an depends on its audience’s knowledge



of biblical traditions. This dependence is also
evident from the manner in which the Qur’an
refers to Biblical material, as the following
cases might show.

Genesis 18 tells the story of three men who
appear to Abraham (v. 2) while he is sitting
near the entrance of his tent. After the men
eat (v. 8), Yahweh speaks from their midst and
announces that Sarah will soon give birth to
her son. Hearing this, Sarah laughs, think-
ing to herself, “Now that I am past the age of
childbearing, and my husband is an old man,
is pleasure to come my way again?” (v. 12). In
part, this story is meant to explain the name
of her son Isaac, which in Hebrew means “he
laughs” or (if it refers to God) “He makes
[people] laugh.”

When the Qur’an refers to this epi-
sode, however, it mentions the laughter of
Abraham’s wife (her name is not given—
Mary is the only woman mentioned by name
in the Qur’an) before the annunciation of a
son (Q 11:71, my translation): “She laughed
and we gave her the good news of Isaac and
after Isaac, Jacob.” The reason for this unusual
order is clear enough: the word for laughter
(dahikat) does not match the rhyme of this
section of the Qur’an (which requires a u or
i as the penultimate letter). For this same rea-
son, the verse in question ends with “Jacob”
(Arabic ya' qub), the son of Isaac (since Isaac,
Ar. ishag, also does not match the rhyme). Yet
even if the word order is different from the
Bible, the idea is not: Sarah laughed when she
received the good news.

In changing the word order for the sake of
its thyme, the Qur’an depends on its audi-
ence’s knowledge of the biblical story of
Sarah’s laughter. Evidently, the Qur’an’s origi-
nal audience already knew why Sarah laughed
and would not have been confused by the
curious word order in the Qur’an.

However, this change did confuse medi-
eval Muslim scholars, who were reluctant
to refer to the Bible for such matters. Some
were so troubled by this passage that they
argued she did not laugh at all. Instead, they
proposed that the Arabic word dahikat has a
special meaning here: “to menstruate.” By this
interpretation, Sarah menstruated just before
she received the news that she would have a
child. Her menstruation was a sign that gave
her reason to believe the promise of a son in
her old age. The logic of this interpretation is
appealing. The only problem is that this spe-
cial meaning for dahikat seems to have been
invented. If the Qur’an is read in conversation
with the Bible, however, no such invention is
necessary.

The Qur’an’s references to the story of Jonah
similarly troubled medieval Muslim inter-
preters. In the longest passage related to
Jonah (Q 37:139-48), the Qur’an refers first
to Jonah’s departure from some place (v.
140), then his encounter with a fish (vv. 142-
45), a tree that grew over him (v. 146), and
his mission (v. 147-48). Muslim interpreters,
following the order of this passage, were left
wondering from where Jonah departed in the
first place.
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In their attempts to answer this question,
most Muslim commentators relied on a sec-
ond passage in the Qur’an (21:87), which
relates, “The ‘Man of the Fish’ went off angry”
(my translation). This seemed to hold the key
to answering the question: Jonah left from
some place where something happened that
angered him. That place, they speculated,
must have been the city to which he was sent
by God: Nineveh. The people there did not
believe him, and so he left Nineveh in anger.
In other words, Jonah was not swallowed by a
fish before he went to Nineveh, as in the Bible,
but only after he left Nineveh (which, logi-
cally, is a bit hard to swallow, since Nineveh
is in northern Mesopotamia and a long way
from the sea, where big fish live).

But with this conclusion the commenta-
tors were confronted by a second problem:
if Jonah’s mission took place before he was
swallowed, then why does the Qur’an men-
tion that mission after (Q 37:147-48) it men-
tions the fish? One medieval commentator,
named Ibn Kathir (d. 1373), has a solution:
“There is no reason why he could not have
returned to the people to whom he was first
sent after he left the fish, and that they then
believed him” (Ibn Kathir, Commentary, on Q
37:137-48).

In fact, if one reads the Qur’an alongside
the Bible, then there is no problem to solve:
Jonah departs not from Nineveh but Palestine,
where he first received God’s call (Jon. 1:2-3;
Q 37:140); he is swallowed by a fish (Jon. 1-2;
Q 37:142-45); he preaches in Nineveh (Jon. 3);
a vine grows over him (and then dies; Jon. 4:6-
8; Q 37:146), and finally he has a conversation

with God about his mission to Nineveh (Jon.
4:9-11; Q 37:147-48).

The case of the nativity, or the birth story,
of Mary is somewhat different. The Bible
itself makes no mention of Mary’s birth, but
in the third sura, the Qur’an describes how
Mary’s mother (known in Christian tradi-
tion as Anne) dedicates her unborn child to
God. When her baby girl is born, she names
her Mary (Q 3:35-36). The Qur’an contin-
ues: “Her Lord received the child with gra-
cious favour, and by His goodness she grew
up comely, Zachariah taking charge of her.
Whenever Zachariah went in to her in the
Sanctuary, he found her provisioned. ‘Mary,
he said, ‘how comes this to thee?” ‘From God,
she said. “Truly God provisions whomsoever
He will without reckoning’” (Q 3:37). Several
verses later, after referring to the story of the
birth of John (the Baptist), the Qur’an returns
to the story of Mary: “That is of the tidings of
the Unseen, that We reveal to thee; for thou
wast not with them, when they were casting
quills which of them should have charge of
Mary; thou wast not with them, when they
were disputing” (Q 3:44).

The Qur’an’s references to Mary’s nativity
presented two questions to Muslim schol-
ars. First, what was the “Sanctuary” (Q 3:37)
in which Mary resided? Some proposed that
it was a sort of structure in which Mary was
locked (so that there would be no question of
her chastity). This view seems to reflect a con-
cern provoked by the traditional Islamic doc-
trine that Mary never married (a doctrine to



which we will return). Others, however, pro-
posed that the “Sanctuary” was a synagogue
or a place of honor in a prayer hall or a court.

Second, what was the point of the contest,
which apparently involved casting “quills,”
over “having charge” of Mary? In their answer
to this question most Muslim scholars insisted
that the Qur’an simply recounts the story of
Mary out of order. The Qur’an’s reference to
a contest in verse 44 relates to a competition
that Zachariah had already won, a competi-
tion which granted him the right to take Mary
into his possession. This is the reason Mary is
found in his care in verse 37.

In fact, both questions are better addressed
by reading the Qur’an in light of a Christian
text known as the Protoevangelium of James
(here “proto” means “first” or “early,” an
indication that this work tells the story of
salvation before the birth of Jesus), written
toward the end of the second century ck and
attributed to James the half-brother of Jesus.
In the Protoevangelium, Anne, who is bar-
ren, prays to God for a child, vowing that in
return she will place this child, “whether male
or female,” into the service of the Jerusalem
temple (Protoevangelium 4:1). When Mary is
three years old, Anne accordingly brings her
to the temple and delivers her into the care
of Zachariah (Protoevangelium 7:2). Thus we
see that the “Sanctuary” of the Qur’an is the
temple of Jerusalem.

The contest to which the Qur’an alludes (Q
3:44), however, takes place only when Mary
approaches the age of puberty (and is in dan-
ger of defiling the temple with the blood of
her menstruation). Because of this, Zachariah

gathers the widowers of the land at the temple
and instructs each one of them to bring his
rod. They all give their rods to Zachariah, who
prays over them until a dove emerges from
the rod of Joseph (Protoevangelium 9.1). Thus
God revealed that Mary was to marry Joseph,
and so it was. The Qur’an refers to the “rods”
of this contest as aglam, an Arabic word that
also came to mean “pens” (for which reason
Arberry [incorrectly] translates “quills”). The
word, however, is derived from the Greek
word for “reed (= ‘rod’)” and the Qur’an uses
it in this more ancient sense. Thus we under-
stand why the Qur’an refers to a contest over
Mary.

Most Islamic accounts of the lives of Mary
and Jesus, following the standard interpreta-
tion of this passage, never mention Joseph at
all. According to these accounts, Mary never
married. For its part, the Qur’an—Dby refer-
ring to the ancient Christian story of Mary’s
engagement to Joseph—suggests that she
did indeed marry. Its reference to the story
of Mary’s engagement is admittedly subtle;
but then it is the very subtlety of the refer-
ence that suggests that the Qur’an audience
already knew the story and did not need to
hear it again.

A final example of the Qur’an’s conversation
with biblical literature (broadly understood)
is found in sura 18:9-26, where the Qur’an
refers to the “companions of the Cave,” a
group of young men who flee a city of pagans
and hide in a cave (Q 18:16). There God casts
sleep upon them, and they wake up 309 years
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later (Q 18:25), although they think they have
slept for a day or less (Q 18:19). The whole
affair, the Qur’an announces, took place so
that the people of the city would believe that
God has the power to raise the dead (Q 18:21).

In the midst of the Qur’an’s account, how-
ever, is a reference to a dog who stayed with the
companions in the cave (Q 18:18). The dog is
a problem to some Muslim interpreters, since
according to Islamic law dogs are unclean ani-
mals and they assume (although the text does

not actually say so) that these companions
must have been holy Muslim men. Accordingly,
Ibn Kathir insists that the dog was with the
companions but remained outside of the cave
(Commentary on Q 18:18). Others proposed
that the Arabic word “dog” (kalb) should be
kali’, to make it mean “guardian,” thus doing
away with the dog completely. In fact, the dog
plays an important role in this episode.

Here the Qur’an follows a popular
Christian tradition, widespread in the Middle

FIGURE 5.1. An Islamic rendering of the Companions of
the Cave, from mid-sixteenth-century Iran.



East before Islam, according to which a group
of seven young Christian men flee the city of
Ephesus (in modern-day Turkey) when they
hear that the emperor Decius (r. 249-251)
is planning to force all Christians there to
perform pagan sacrifices. They flee to a cave
where God casts a miraculous sleep upon
them (or, to be more precise, God takes their
souls to heaven while their bodies remain in
the cave). The “seven sleepers” wake up only
during the reign of the Christian emperor
Theodosius II (r. 408-450). The emperor,
hearing of the miraculous story of the seven
sleepers, rushes to Ephesus to meet them.
Now in Theodosius’s time, some Christians
were denying the doctrine of the resurrec-
tion of the body (arguing that the soul alone
experiences the afterlife). The seven sleepers
accordingly inform the emperor that they

have been “awoken” in order to convince him
of this doctrine.

In recounting this legend, Jacob of Serugh
(d. 521 cE) describes the sleepers as “blessed
lambs” and the evil king Decius as a “wolf who
thirsts for blood.” He adds that God placed a
“watcher” in the cave to guard their bod-
ies (Griffith, 128). Jacob never describes this
“watcher” as a dog, but the allusion seems
clear enough: sheepdogs watch over sheep
(or lambs). And in fact, a dog is mentioned
by a pilgrim—also named Theodosius—who
traveled to the region in the year 530. This
Theodosius describes Ephesus as the city
famous for “the seven sleeping brothers, and
the dog Viricanus at their feet” (Theodosius,
16). Thanks to Theodosius, we know why the
Qur an refers to a dog in the eighteenth sura,
and we even know his name.

What is the position of the Qur’an on the authority of the Bible! What is the later Islamic view of

“scriptural falsification” (tahrif)?

Is the Qur’an aware of the Bible’s contents?

What does it mean to say that the Qur’an has a “conversation” with biblical literature?
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The Muslim scripture and Muhammad’s
prophetic experience are so closely linked
that one cannot be fully understood with-
out the other. (A. Welch, “The Ku’ran,”
Encyclopaedia of Islam)

In the previous two chapters, I suggest that
the Qur’an was proclaimed in a milieu where
people were hotly debating theology, and in
particular theology involving Christ (that is,
Christology), and where they knew the lit-
erature of Jews and Christians well. However,
according to the traditional biography of

135

Muhammad the Qur’an was proclaimed for
the first twelve years of the Prophet’s mis-
sion in the pagan city of Mecca, where the-
ology would not have been a major concern,
Christology would have no place at all, and
the Bible would have been irrelevant. For
the last ten years of the Prophet’s mission,
according to the traditional biography, the
Qur’an was proclaimed in the city of Mecca,
where the young Muslim community com-
peted with Jewish tribes, but where Christians
were nowhere to be found. Thus the Qur’an’s
remarkable interest in Christ and its use of
Christian traditions (such as that found in the
Protoevangelium of James) seems to clash with
the picture of Islam’s emergence painted by
the traditional biography of Muhammad.
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Nevertheless, Western scholars such as
Alfred Welch (who is quoted at the open-
ing of this chapter) generally assume that
the traditional biography is basically correct,
that Muhammad was the sole author of the
Qur an, and that the key to understanding the
Qur’an is understanding his life. In light of
these assumptions, they have long sought to
explain the Qur’an’s interest in Judaism and
Christianity by finding Jews and Christians
in the traditional biography of the Prophet.
Those scholars interested in Judaism focused
on the reports of Muhammad’s contacts with
the Jews of Medina. This was the focus of the
first important book of critical Qur’anic stud-
ies (published in 1833), Abraham Geiger’s
“What did Muhammad Appropriate from
Judaism?” (in German: Was hat Mohammed
aus dem Judenthume aufgenommen?).

Other scholars,
Aloys Sprenger or the Swede Tor Andrae,

such as the Austrian

were more interested in Christianity and the
Qur’an. This interest meant looking further
afield, since in the traditional biography,
Muhammad has less frequent contact with
Christians. Thus these scholars tended to
speculate on Christians whom the Prophet
might conceivably have met. Taking their lead
from the nature of the Qur’an’s discourse on
Christ and Mary, they often imagined that
Muhammad met heretical Christians, perhaps
wandering monks from Ethiopia or Syria who
rejected the divinity of Christ (or believed in
the divinity of his mother; see Q 5:116). At
its worst, their approach reflects the medieval

Christian polemical portrait of Muhammad
as a Christian heretic (a gruesome example of
which is found in Dante’s Inferno).

But were these scholars right to think of the
Qur’an in light of the traditional biography
of the Prophet? What if that biography was
itself written by early Muslim scholars as a
way of explaining the Qur’an? This possibility
is raised by Francis Peters.

Once they began to interest themselves in
Muhammad’s life, they took up the task of
matching Qur anic verses with remembered
incidents of the Prophet’s life. Or perhaps
it was the other way around: the Qur’anic
verses, repeated over and over again, pro-
moted wonder at what was happening
behind the naked revelation.” (Peters, Jesus
and Muhammad, 28)

If the biography of Muhammad was written
by scholars who did not know the story of
how the Qur’an was proclaimed and written
down but who were “wondering” how this
came to be, then it would be perfectly circu-
lar to explain the Qur’an according to that
biography.

One reason to believe that this is precisely
how the biography of the Prophet was writ-
ten—at least in part—is the way in which
early Muslim scholars offer varying stories to
explain different possibilities of reading the
same Qur anic verse. For example, those who
read Qur’an 2:119 to mean, “You will not be
asked about those in hell,” explain that it was



revealed when the Prophet grew distraught
about the refusal of the Jews to believe in him.
God revealed this verse so that Muhammad
would not feel responsible for their disbelief.
Those scholars who follow the alternative
reading and understand this verse to mean,
“Do not ask about those in hell,” insist that
God revealed this verse when Muhammad
was worried about the eternal fate of his par-
ents (who had died before he preached Islam).
Now one of these two stories could be right
and the other wrong. On the other hand, it
could be that neither story is right, that both
stories were written after Muhammad’s life
by Muslims who wondered why this phrase
appeared in the Qur’an in the first place.

The same phenomenon is found with the
stories meant to explain a phrase found in
both Qur’an 2:88 and 4:155: “Our hearts are
sealed [ghulf],” or, according to another way
of reading the same phrase, “Our hearts are
containers [ghuluf].” Those Muslim scholars
who follow the first reading explain that one
day the Jews of Medina, exasperated by the
Prophet’s preaching, told him, “Our hearts
are sealed” (that is, “we will not listen to what
you say” ). Those who follow the second read-
ing explain that one day the Jews of Medina,
wanting to flaunt their religious knowledge,
told Muhammad, “Our hearts are contain-
ers” (of the wisdom found in the Torah). The
Jews of Medina could have said one of these
two things (or both), or they could have said
neither.

These cases suggest that many stories in the
Prophet’s biography are not memories of his-
torical events, but rather stories told to explain

material in the Qur’an. This may be the case
with the report that one of Muhammad’s fol-
lowers refused to join the attack against the
Byzantine forces at Tabuk because he knew
that he would lose control if he saw Byzantine
women. This story seems to have been written
to explain Qur’an 9:49: “Among them is the
one who says, ‘Give me leave and do not tempt
me!’” (my translation). The report that several
Muslims (and not just one) refused to join
the attack because of the heat of the journey
seems to have been written to explain Qur’an
9:81: “They said, ‘Go not forth in the heat!””

In this light, we might consider again an
account found in the story of Muhammad
and the monk Bahira, referred to in the first
chapter. Ibn Ishaq reports that Bahira found
a birthmark between the shoulder blades of
Muhammad; this was a sign that proved the
boy to be a prophet. Presumably, it is no acci-
dent that the word Ibn Ishaq uses for birth-
mark is khatam, which literally means not
birthmark but “seal.” His word choice sug-
gests that this account was inspired by Quran
33:40, which describes Muhammad as the
“seal [khatam]” of the prophets. This story
turns the symbolic word “seal” into a physical
feature of Muhammad’s body.

The manner in which stories about
Muhammad seem to be built from mate-
rial found in the Qur’an seems fundamen-
tally similar to the manner in which the
early Islamic sources tell stories about other
prophets. In the second sura, God announces
to the angels his intention to create Adam by

declaring: “Indeed I am setting on the earth
a khalifa” (Q 2:30). The Arabic term khalifa
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(traditionally rendered in English as “caliph”)
can mean either “vicegerent/viceroy” or “suc-
cessor.” (Early Muslim rulers used it in this
later sense as their title, since they presented
themselves as the successors to the Prophet.)
Most Muslim scholars prefer the second
meaning, since the idea that God would have
a “vicegerent” (that is, a “substitute”) seems to
conflict with the traditional Islamic notion of
a God who is wholly unlike humanity. Yet by
choosing the second meaning (“successor”),
these scholars were compelled to explain how
Adam—who after all was the first human—
could succeed someone else. They did so by
telling a story.

The first to inhabit the earth were the jinn.

They spread corruption thereon and shed

blood, and killed each other. So God sent
Iblis [the devil] against them with an army
of angels, and Iblis and those with him killed
them pursuing them as far as the islands of
the oceans and the summits of the moun-
tains. Then He created Adam and settled
him thereon. That is why He has said: “I am
about to place a khalifa on earth.” (Tabari

[commentary], 209)

According to this story, Adam was a succes-
sor not to humans but to jinn (the genies
of the Arabian Nights), the creatures whom
God had originally put on earth (but who
behaved so badly that they lost God’s favor).
This story—its fantastic nature notwithstand-
ing—explains rather logically why the Qur’an
would call Adam a “successor” (khalifa). A

BOX 6.1 * JINN

A widespread Islamic tradition relates that God created angels from light, humans from dirt,
and creatures known as the jinn from fire. This tradition seems to be inspired by the Qur’an,
which in one place (Q 18:50) describes the devil as one of the jinn and elsewhere (Q 7:12; 38:76)
has him declare that he was made from fire. In fact, the Qur’an seems to present the jinn as a
certain type of demon, or fallen angel. The Qur’an also has God order the devil—who is one of
the jinn—to bow down before Adam with the angels. (When he refuses to do so, he is cast out
of heaven.) The Qur’an describes how the jinn, like the demons, seek to enter into heaven, and
are chased away when missiles are cast at them from above.

Yet the Qur’an also has the jinn themselves declare that some of them are righteous (Q
72:11), a declaration that suggests to most Muslims (who generally understand demons to be
purely evil) that the jinn are a special type of creature. In Islamic literature, the jinn indeed have
a special place as magical creatures who are often up to mischief but who can also be compelled
to grant favors to humans. The tales in the Arabian (or One Thousand and One) Nights about
the jinn led to the Western idea of “genies” who can be trapped in a bottle and (as Aladdin
found out) grant three wishes to their masters.




similar “exegetical” logic is found in the story
(mentioned in the previous chapter) that
Sarah menstruated at the moment she heard
the promise of a child in her old age.

Such stories are common in early Muslim
commentaries on the Qur’an. Indeed, it seems
likely that the earliest stage of Islamic exegesis
(that is, commentary on the Qur’an) involved
above all the telling of stories meant to explain
the turns of phrase found in the Qur’an. But
exactly how much of Muhammad’s biography
was written in this way? Was such “exegetical
storytelling” a process that only added details
(such as a birthmark) to a basic, historically
authentic account? Or was storytelling a pro-
cess that shaped even the core of Muhammad’s
biography? We find an answer to these ques-
tions in one of the most controversial ele-
ments of that biography.

In part 1 of the present work, I mention the
tradition according to which Muhammad,
while he was still in Mecca and eager to win
the hearts of the Meccan pagans for Islam,
heard a revelation from Satan, which he mis-
took for a revelation from God. According to
this story, Muhammad heard these “satanic
verses” just after he proclaimed two verses
found in sura 53:

Have you considered El-Lat and El-Uzza
* and Manat the third, the other? (Q
53:19-20)

When Muhammad finished proclaiming
these verses, Satan whispered to him: “These

are the exalted cranes, whose intercession is
approved.” When Muhammad proclaimed
aloud that which Satan had whispered and the
Meccan pagans heard him praise their god-
desses, they rejoiced. The angel Gabriel, how-
ever, rushed down from heaven, reprimanded
Muhammad, and informed him of the verses
God had intended him to proclaim.

What, have you males, and He females?

* That were indeed an unjust division.

* They are naught but names yourselves
have named, and your fathers; God has
sent down no authority touching them.
They follow only surmise, and what the
souls desire; and yet guidance has come
to them from their Lord. (Q 53:21-23).

The story of the satanic verses became well-
known in the 1980s because of the contro-
versy following the publication of an English
novel by an Indian Muslim, Salman Rushdie,
by this title. Even before this controversy,
however, modern Muslim scholars had largely
come to reject this story (although it is widely
reported in classical Islamic sources), since it
seems to call into question both the infallibil-
ity of Muhammad and the reliability of the
Qur’an.

For their part, Western scholars largely
accept the story (some argue that at this point
in his prophetic career, Muhammad had
become desperate to win the support of the
Meccans). Indeed, some scholars maintain
that the story of the satanic verses is precisely
the sort of report that is most likely to be accu-
rate, since a Muslim would never fabricate
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Salman Rushdie

a story that puts Muhammad in such a bad
light. William Montgomery Watt comments,
“It is unthinkable that the story could have
been invented by Muslims, or foisted upon
them by non-Muslims” (Watt, Muhammad at
Mecca, 103).
Watt’sideasaboutwhatisunthinkable reflect
his general approach to the biography of the
Prophet. According to Watt, Muslim scholars
such as Ibn Ishaq inherited a large body of tra-
ditions about Muhammad’s life. Many of these
traditions were authentic reports that had been
passed down from Muhammad’s companions
and other eyewitnesses; others—notably those

with supernatural occurrences or those that
seem designed to prove that Muhammad was
a prophet—were invented at some point by
well-meaning, pious Muslims and then added
to the larger body of reports. The job of a
critical scholar, in his view, is to remove those
additions, so that what is left is the authentic
core of Muhammad’s biography. The story of
the satanic verses, Watt concludes, must have
been part of that authentic core.

Yet Watt’s
because of his initial assumption. What if

conclusion follows only
early scholars such as Ibn Ishaq and Tabari

received a body of traditions that did not
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BOX 6.2 + SALMAN RUSHDIE

In 1988, the well-known British/Indian Muslim author Salman Rushdie published a novel
titled The Satanic Verses, which includes a dream sequence based on the traditional story of
Muhammad’s false inspiration by the devil. This (and other more sexually suggestive details)
eventually led to Islamic protests, culminating in a fatwa by the Iranian leader, the Ayatollah
Khomeini, demanding that Rushdie be killed for committing blasphemy against the Prophet.
Rushdie was never killed, although an attempt on his life failed in 1989. In 2007, Rushdie was

knighted by Queen Elizabeth.

include eyewitness reports? What if the tra-
ditions about Muhammad were something
like the traditions about Adam (successor
to the jinn)? That is, what if they were writ-
ten largely on the basis of turns of phrase in
the Qur’an? One sign that suggests this is the
case for the tradition of the satanic verses is
its place in the Qur’an commentary of Tabari.
When Tabari discusses sura 53 (with its men-
tion of Al-Lat, Manat, and Al-"Uzza), he does
not mention the story of the satanic verses at
all. Instead, he tells the story in his commen-
tary on sura 22 (verse 52): “We sent not ever
any Messenger or Prophet before thee, but
that Satan cast into his fancy, when he was
fancying; but God annuls what Satan casts,
then God confirms His signs—surely God is
All-knowing, All-wise.” It seems quite likely,
in other words, that the story of the satanic
verses was written in order to explain this
verse. It was written for the same reason that
the stories surrounding Qur’an 2:119 (“You
will not be asked” or “Do not ask” “about
those in hell”) and Qur’an 9:49: (“Among
them is the one who says, ‘Give me leave
and do not tempt me!’”) were written: to

provide an otherwise ambiguous verse in the
Qur’an a place in the story of Muhammad’s
life. Evidently, it was written at a stage in the
emergence of Islam when there was little con-
cern for the infallibility of Muhammad. It was
the story that mattered.

The Night Journey Reconsidered
the
Muhammad’s night journey from Mecca

For Western scholars, story  of
to Jerusalem is quite unlike the story of the
satanic verses. It is precisely the sort of story
that scholars such as Watt are prone to con-
sider invented, since it involves both super-
natural occurrences (Muhammad flies on
a winged beast) and it serves to prove that
Muhammad is a prophet (when he arrives
in Jerusalem, all of the earlier prophets pray
behind him). As we saw in part 1 of this book,
however, one Islamic tradition (associated
with ‘A’isha) reports that the Prophet visited
Jerusalem only in a dream or a vision, and
not on the back of a magical animal. To Watt
this latter report represents the authentic core
of the tradition around Muhammad’s night

journey. Muhammad, he argues, claimed only
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that he had a spiritual journey to, and vision
of, Jerusalem. His overzealous followers added
the legend of his journey through the night
skies on a magical beast.

Yet even here, Watt, for all of his concern
to be rigorous, seems to miss the relationship
between this story and the verse on which it
is based, namely Qur’an 17:1: “Glory be to
Him, who carried His servant by night from
the Holy Mosque to the Further Mosque the
precincts of which We have blessed, that We
might show Him some of Our signs. He is
the All-hearing, the All-seeing.” Again, we are
dealing with a verse marked by ambiguity.
This verse names neither the one who “car-
ried” nor the one who was “carried” (and as
this is the first verse of the sura, there is no
way to look back in the text to understand the
pronouns). Nor indeed are the two locations
mentioned in the verse identified geographi-
cally; they are simply the “holy mosque” (Ar.
masjid, literally, “place of prostration”) and
the “further mosque.”

On the one hand, the explanation of
Islamic tradition—that this verse refers
to Muhammad’s journey from Mecca to
Jerusalem—is quite reasonable. Muhammad
might indeed be referred to as a “servant”;
Mecca might be thought of as a “holy mosque”
and Jerusalem as a “further mosque” (after
all, it is quite a long way from Mecca) with
blessed precincts. Yet on the other hand, one
could imagine other ways of interpreting this
passage. For example, it could be about the
prophet Elijah, who was told by an angel to
go from the land of Israel to Mount Sinai (the
holy mountain of God), where God showed

him signs: a great wind, an earthquake, and a
fire (1 Kgs. 19:8-13).

In raising this possibility, I do not mean
to argue that Elijah’s encounter with God
at Sinai is the correct interpretation of the
text at hand. I mean only to suggest that the
story involving Muhammad and Jerusalem
is not the only possible interpretation. The
Muhammad story seems to fit Qur’an 17:1
particularly well, of course, but this is pre-
cisely what we would expect if it was written
as a way of explaining this passage.

These examples suggest that at least some
of the Prophet’s biography is the product of
exegesis. But it may be that this is an insight
that applies only to elements of the Prophet’s
biography that involve religious matters, such
as the “satanic verses” and the “night journey.”
Perhaps the episodes in the biography that
recount more mundane matters, such as the
Battle of Badr, are not stories told on the basis
of the Qur’an, but rather relatively faithful
records of events that were truly remembered
and passed down through the generations.

In his article on Badr in the Encyclopaedia
of the Qur’an, John Nawas relates, “Badr is
mentioned explicitly only a single time in the
Qur’an (Q 3:123), but there are allusions to it
in at least thirty-two other verses. Almost all
of these references are found in the eigth sura,
“The Spoils.”” The “explicit” mention of Badr
to which he refers is as follows.

God most surely helped you at Badr, when

you were utterly abject. So fear God, and



haply [“perhaps”] you will be thankful. *
When thou saidst to the believers, “Is it not
enough for you that your Lord should rein-
force you with three thousand angels sent
down upon you? * Yea; if you are patient and
godfearing, and the foe come against you
instantly, your Lord will reinforce you with

five thousand swooping angels.” (Q 3:123-25)

The Qur’an doesindeed seem to be referring to
a battle here at a place named Badr. However,
on the basis of this verse alone it is not clear
whether the Qur’an refers to a historical event
that is recounted in Muhammad’s biography;,
or if the story of Badr in that biography was
written to explain this verse. That story, of
course, includes the detail of angels coming
to the aid of the believers, a detail that might
have been inspired by the reference to angels
in the passage above.

Other features of the story seem to have
been inspired by passages in the eighth sura.
In part 1 of the present work, I quote an
account in which Muhammad prays persis-
tently to God before the battle, imploring
his help (to the point where Abu Bakr inter-
rupts his prayer to assure him that God would
be with him). This account seems to follow
Qur’an 8:9: “When you were calling upon
your Lord for succour, and He answered you,
‘I shall reinforce you with a thousand angels

3»

riding behind you.”” I mention there the tra-
dition that a miraculous rain fell before Badr
(a rain that impeded the progress of the poly-
theists but not the believers). This tradition
seems to follow from Qur’an 8:11: “When He

was causing slumber to overcome you as a

security from Him, and sending down on you
water from heaven, to purify you thereby, and
to put away from you the defilement of Satan,
and to strengthen your hearts, and to confirm
your feet.” In other words, it seems possible
that the tradition that it rained before the
Battle of Badr was not passed down by eye-
witnesses who saw the Meccans get wet that
day. Instead, a storyteller who found a way
to explain the phrase “sending down on you
water from heaven” in Qur’an 8:11 passed it
down (although the verse speaks of a rain that
fell on the believers, not unbelievers).

To this end, it is worth noting that this
same verse begins, “When He was causing
slumber to overcome you as a security from
Him. . . ” This phrase too seems to have
inspired part of the Badr story. According
to a tradition in Ibn Ishaq on Badr, “While
the apostle was in the hut [from which he
observed the battle] he slept a light sleep”
(Ibn Ishag, 300). Moreover, Ibn Ishaq tells
us that during his sleep the Prophet had a
vision of the angel Gabriel “holding the rein
of a horse and leading it.” This vision reas-
sured Muhammad that angels would fight
alongside the Muslims at Badr, a detail that
explains how his sleep brought “security from
Him.” Now if the story of Badr were in fact
the product of an ancient tradition, passed
down by those who were there on that day,
it might seem curious that the Prophet (who
was also the general that day) would go to
sleep just before a decisive battle was about to
take place. At such a time, most commanders
would typically be busy instead with things
such as battle plans. However, if the story of
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Badr was written on the basis of references
in the eighth chapter of the Qur’an, then it is
perfectly understandable: the line “when He
made the slumber fall upon you” would have
compelled those who wrote the story to have
the Prophet sleep.

Meanwhile, the detail of the angels’ involve-
ment in the Battle of Badr reflects not only
the reference to “three thousand” and “five
thousand” angels in Qur’an 3:124 and 125
(cited above) but also a reference in the fol-
lowing verse (Qur’an 8:12): “When thy Lord
was revealing to the angels, ‘I am with you;
so confirm the believers. I shall cast into the
unbelievers’ hearts terror; so smite above the
necks, and smite every finger of them!”” Here
God seems to instruct the angels to cut off the
heads of the unbelievers. In light of this verse,
it is understandable why Ibn Ishaq reports
a tradition (quoted in part 1 of the present
work) that a veteran of Badr recalled how he
was pursuing a polytheist during the battle
but “his head fell off before I could get at him
with my sword” (Ibn Ishaq, 303).

Even the detail of the Prophet throwing
a handful of pebbles at the polytheists (Ibn
Ishaq, 303)—which by itself may seem like a
curious thing to do before a big battle—seems
to be a way of explaining Qur’an 8:17: “It was
not thyself that threw, but God threw.”

All of this suggests that the traditional
method of reading the Qur’an is fundamen-
tally backward. Pious Muslims and Western
scholars alike generally read the Qur’an by

connecting a certain passage with a certain
incident from Muhammad’s biography that
seems to offer information on when and why
this passage was proclaimed. By mapping
out various passages onto the traditional
story of Muhammad’s prophetic career they
give the Qur’an a chronological order. Most
modern scholars also follow the traditional
notion that entire suras can be taken as com-
plete units of revelation, for which reason
they argue that all of the suras can be lined
up according to the order in which they
were proclaimed. This method is evident in
most recent translations of the Qur’an into
English. Muhammad Abdel Haleem, for
example, includes an introductory paragraph
before each sura in his transition where he
inevitably identifies the sura that follows as
“Meccan” (i.e., revealed during the period
of Muhammad’s prophetic career that took
place in Mecca, traditionally 610-622 cE) or
Medinan (622-633 cg). Often, his chronolog-
ical observations are more specific still. For
example, Abdel Haleem opens his introduc-
tory paragraph to Qur’an 8 with the expla-
nation: “The main part of this Medinan Sura
is a comment on the Battle of Badr” Some
translations of the Qur’an actually rear-
range the suras so that they might be read
according to the supposed order in which
Muhammad proclaimed them. This rear-
rangement—which would hardly be accept-
able to pious Muslims—is meant to help
readers gain a critical sense of the develop-
ment of Muhammad’s religious thought, in
light of the ups and downs of his biography.



Incidentally, the method of reading the
Qur’an according to the chronology of
Muhammad’s biography offers a certain
privilege to those passages of the Qur’an that
contain strict religious laws and advocate
aggression toward non-Muslims. These sorts
of passages are traditionally placed in the
Medinan period of Muhammad’s biography,
since only in Medina did Muhammad have
the responsibility of making laws for a com-
munity, and only in Medina did Muhammad
lead military raids against infidels. The chron-
ological reading of the Qur’an has made it
difficult for new, liberal interpretations of the
Qur an to gain a large following, since accord-
ing to Islamic law the message of “later” pas-
sages may abrogate, or “overrule,” the message
of “earlier” passages.

The chronological reading of the Qur’an
is also problematic on scholarly grounds. If
the stories that make up Muhammad’s biog-
raphy—such as the accounts of the satanic
verses, the night journey, and the Battle of
Badr—were written as a way of explaining
the Qur’an, then the very idea of a chronol-
ogy of revelation would seem to inhibit a
critical understanding of the text. The proper
critical method, it would seem, is to do things
the other way around. Instead of providing
a historical context for the Qur’an on the
basis of the stories in Muhammad’s biogra-
phy, we might provide a historical context for
Muhammad’s biography (or, more broadly,
for the emergence of Islam), on the basis of
the Qur’an. This is precisely what we propose
to do in the chapter that follows.

Before doing so, however, we should give some
attention to a second feature of the Prophet’s
biography: religious apology (that is, the effort
to convince others of one’s religious teaching).
The context of the medieval Islamic world in
which the biographers of the Prophet lived was
not perfectly Islamic. After all, the Islamic con-
quests left Muslims in power over the entire
Middle East and North Africa, a region that
was overwhelmingly populated by Christians
(with smaller populations of Zoroastrians,
Jews, and other religious groups). To Muslim
scholars, the very presence of Christians
was a challenge to Islamic claims about
Muhammad. Christians who believed those
claims, who accepted that Muhammad was a
prophet, became Muslims. Those who refused
to become Muslims, therefore, had implicitly
rejected the prophethood of Muhammad.

Some Christians, moreover, made their
rejection explicit. Saint John of Damascus (d.
ca. 750), an elder contemporary of Ibn Ishagq,
describes Muhammad as a false prophet in his
work on heresies: “Muhammad, the founder
of Islam, is a false prophet who, by chance,
came across the Old and New Testament and
who, also, pretended that he encountered
an Arian monk and thus he devised his own
heresy” (translation from D. Sahas, John of
Damascus on Islam, 73).

With such views in the air, Muslims were
understandably eager to find ways to prove
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FIGURE 6.2. The first sura of the Qur’an in the famous 1698 Latin translation (and
Arabic edition) of Ludovico Marraci (d. 1700). The sura is labeled “Meccan” in both the
Arabic and Latin text.
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THE KORAN

AN EDITION PREPARED FOR ENGLISH
READERS - BEING AN ARRANGEMENT
IN CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER FROM THE
TRANSLATIONS OF EDWARD W. LANE,
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DECORATED BY VERA BOCK FOR THE

PETER PAUPER PRESS
Mount Vernon, New York

FIGURE 6.3. The title page of a Qur’an in which the suras are rearranged according to
the supposed chronology in which the Prophet proclaimed them.
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BOX 6.3 + CONFLICTS WITHIN THE QUR’AN

Muslim scholars often address apparent conflicts within the Qur’an by arguing that God
revealed certain verses in order to replace, or “abrogate,” the teaching of verses revealed earlier
in the life of Muhammad. As a rule, those verses that are judged to abrogate are more strict
than those verses judged to be abrogated. For example, Q 2:62, which relates that believing
Jews and Christians are, like Muslims, promised admission into heaven, is generally considered
to have been abrogated by Q 3:85: “Whoso desires another religion than Islam, it shall not be
accepted of him; in the next world he shall be among the losers.” Q 2:256, which relates, “No
compulsion is there in religion,” is generally considered by be abrogated by Q 9:5: “Then, when
the sacred months are drawn away, slay the idolaters wherever you find them, and take them,
and confine them, and lie in wait for them at every place of ambush.” Q 2:219, which notes that
there is good and bad in drinking wine, is generally considered to be abrogated by Q 5:90: “O
believers, wine and arrow-shuffling, idols and divining-arrows are an abomination, some of
Satan’s work.”

that Muhammad was a prophet. This eager-
ness shows through in the many accounts of
Muhammad’s miracles that were included in
his biography, many of which have already
been mentioned. The case of the tree that
walked over to Muhammad when he called
out to it is a telling example. According to
Ibn Ishaq, Muhammad performed this mir-
acle in order to prove his prophethood to a
skeptic, an Arab named Rukana. Rukana
was convinced by this miracle and became
a Muslim. Presumably, the skeptical reader
was meant to have the same reaction. Other
miracle accounts seem designed to prove that
Muhammad was like biblical prophets (only
better). At the birth of Jesus a star shone
brightly in the sky, but while Muhammad’s
mother Amina was pregnant with him a light
came forth from her body by which she could

see the castles in Syria (Ibn Ishag, 69). Moses
produced water from a rock for the Israelites
in the desert (Exod. 17:6; Num. 20:11), but
Muhammad produced water from his own
fingertips (Bukhari, 4:779).

Muhammad, Mecca, and Abraham

We also find the apologetical shaping of
Muhammad’s biography in the portrayal of
Mecca as a pagan city and the doctrine that
Muhammad was illiterate. At first, these two
ideas may seem unrelated, but both were put
to use to prove Muhammad’s prophethood.
Since his city was pagan, his knowledge of
biblical figures (evident already in passages
traditionally dated to the Mecca period of
his career) could not have come from a Jew
or a Christian. Since he was illiterate, that
knowledge could not have come from books.



In his tenth-century work The Critique of
Christian Origins, ‘Abd al-Jabbar makes pre-
cisely that point: “You will also find that
[Muhammad]—God’s blessing and peace be
upon him—related the truth of [Christian]
teachings. Yet he was not a debater or a diviner.
He did not read [Christian] books or encoun-
ter [Christians]. He was not a rehearsed man.
[Christians] could not be found in Mecca
or the Hijaz [the region around Mecca] at
that time” (‘Abd al-Jabbar, 3). The image
of pagan Mecca, though useful for arguing
that Muhammad truly received revelation,
also served to present Muhammad as a new
Abraham. According to the biblical account,
God chose Abraham and brought him out
of Ur (Gen. 15:7; Neh. 9:7; Acts 7:2-4). Jews
and Christians had long thought of Ur as a
pagan city; indeed, many believed Abraham’s
own father to have been a pagan (something
suggested by Josh. 24:2 and made explicit in
Q 6:74).

The Qur’an in turn compares its Prophet
to Abraham: “Surely the people standing clos-
est to Abraham are those who followed him,
and this Prophet, and those who believe; and
God is the Protector of the believers” (Q 3:68).
The biographers of the Prophet, it seems, were
eager to tell the story of this Prophet in a way
that emphasizes this comparison. Thus, like
Abraham, Muhammad comes from a pagan
city and indeed from a pagan family (his
parents are both said to have died before he
preached Islam); like Abraham, Muhammad
is called by God; like Abraham, Muhammad
migrates from that city to establish his reli-
gion elsewhere.

Ibn Ishaq also wuses the biography of
Muhammad to send a message to the
Christians of his day. This he does through
the portrayal of wise and holy Christians who
recognize the prophethood of Muhammad
(and defy their own community in doing so).
Bahira, the monk who lives a secluded exis-
tence in his cell in the desert of Syria, is one
such Christian. The good king of Ethiopia,
who recognizes the truth of Islam after hear-
ing a passage of the Qur’an, is another.

A third such
Persian (the same figure who is said to have
suggested to the Muslims that they build a
trench to protect the city of Medina against

character is Salman the

a Meccan attack). Salman, according to Ibn
Ishaq, was raised a Zoroastrian in his native
Iran, but after hearing Christians praying in
a church one day, he embraced Christianity
and left with a group of Christians for Syria.
In Syria, he got to know a Christian bishop
who was robbing from his people (a detail
perhaps meant to explain Q 9:34: “O believ-
ers, many of the rabbis and monks indeed
consume the goods of the people in vanity”).
He revealed the bishop’s crime to the local
community of Christians, who promptly
stoned and crucified the bishop (although
it is hard to imagine Christians crucifying
their bishop, especially after having stoned
him already) and appointed another in his
place. This new bishop was pious and honest.
Eventually, he took Salman aside to tell him,
“My dear son, I do not know anyone who is as
I am. Men have died and have either altered or
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ABRAHAM

In sura 6 of the Qur’an, Abraham condemns his own father, and his own people, for their idol
worship (Q 6:74). The Qur’an then has God show Abraham the "kingdom of the heavens
and earth” (Q 6:75). When Abraham sees a star, he thinks,“This is my Lord,” but when it sets
he realizes that it cannot be so (Q 6:76). When he sees the moon rise, he thinks, “This is my
Lord," but when it sets he realizes that it cannot be so (Q 6:77). Thereafter, he sees the sun
and thinks, “This is my Lord” (Q 6:78).When it sets, however, he realizes that it cannot be so
and finally proclaims, I have turned my face to Him who originated the heavens and the earth,
a man of pure faith; | am not of the idolaters” (Q 6:79). This passage (which refers to a story
which, although not in the Bible, is widespread in earlier Jewish and Christian writings) pre-
sents Abraham as a “pure monotheist.” In the midst of pagans, Abraham learns to worship the
one true God. With no Scriptures to read and no religious teachers to guide him, he receives
inspiration directly from God. In all of this, he is understood to be the model of the Prophet
Muhammad himself,

In their explanations of this passage, most classical Muslim commentators add more details.
They have Abraham grow up in a pagan city of Iraqg, a city ruled by an evil king named Nimrod
(cf. Gen. 10:8-11). When his astrologers predict that a child will soon be born who will ruin
the pagan religion of the city, Nimrod orders that all newborn boys be put to death. Abraham's
mother, however, gives birth to her son in secret, hides him in a cave, and leaves him there. Yet
Abraham does not die. He finds nourishment by sucking his thumb, from which milk miracu-
lously comes out, and he grows in a day as other babies grow in a month. In this way, Abraham
grows up in perfect seclusion. Finally, he emerges one night from his cave, sees a star, the moon,
and then the sun. Rejecting the worship of these heavenly bodies, Abraham declares his belief
in the one true God and departs for the city of the evil king Nimrod. There he debates with
the pagans and condemns their false beliefs. This story seems to be sort of model for the story
of Muhammad, who likewise receives his first inspiration in a cave and then comes down from
that cave to debate with the pagan people of Mecca,

abandoned most of their true religion” (Ibn  In this way he found Muhammad. The “true
Ishaq, 96). Salman continued his travels and  Christian,” it turns out, is a Muslim.

later found another “true Christian,” who sent The figure of the “true Christian” in the
him to another. This third “true Christian” biography of Muhammad might be thought
sent Salman to look for a prophet in Arabia. of as a response to the polemic of Christians



such as John of Damascus. To John of
Damascus, Muhammad was a false prophet, a
Christian heretic. To Ibn Ishaq, Muhammad
is a true prophet, and true Christians would
recognize him as such.

The role of Jesus in the hadith on the end of
world, recorded by Bukhari, also seems to be a
response to the refusal of Christians to accept
Muhammad. According to these hadith, Jesus
will return to earth in the end times to com-
plete his life (since he did not die on the cross
according to Islamic understanding). Before

doing so, however, he will set things straight
with Christians: “Allah’s Apostle said, ‘By Him
in Whose Hands my soul is, surely [Jesus] the
son of Mary will soon descend amongst you
and will judge mankind justly (as a Just Ruler);
he will break the Cross and kill the pigs and
there will be no jizya” (Bukhari, 4:657). The
jizya is the tax that non-Muslims are com-
pelled to pay in an Islamic society. It will no
longer exist when Jesus returns, because all
people will accept Islam.

What does it mean to say that Muhammad’s biography is exegetical? How does the story of the satanic

verses exhibit this exegetical quality?

What is meant by a “chronology of revelation” in the Qur’an? How is the concept of a chronology of

revelation in the Qur’an useful to Muslim scholars?

What is meant by “sectarian milieu”? What elements of the Prophet’s biography seem to respond to

the sectarian milieu in which Islam developed?
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At that time a certain man from among
those same sons of Ishmael whose name was
Mahmet, a merchant, as if by God’s com-
mand appeared to [the Arabs] as a preacher
[and] the path of truth. He taught them to
recognize the God of Abraham, especially
because he was learned and informed in the
history of Moses. Now because the com-
mand was from on high, at a single order
they all came together in unity of religion.
Abandoning their vain cults, they turned to
the living God who had appeared to their
father Abraham. So Mahmet legislated for

them: not to eat carrion, not to drink wine,

after him forever. And he brought about
as he promised during that time while he
loved Israel. But now you are the sons of
Abraham, and God is accomplishing his
promise to Abraham and his seed for you.
Love sincerely only the God of Abraham,
and go and seize your land which God gave
to your father Abraham. No one will be able
to resist you in battle, because God is with

you.” (Sebeos, Armenian History, 95-96)

not to speak falsely, and not to engage in Most introductory books on Islam begin

fornication. He said: “With an oath God with the biography of Muhammad and

promised this land to Abraham and his seed then explain the Qur’an according to that
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biography. In the present chapter, we will do
things the other way around. Instead of asking
what the biography of the Prophet can teach
us about the Qur’an, we will ask what the
Qur’an can tell us about the biography of the
Prophet, and about the emergence of Islam in
general.

In fact, our study of the Qur’an in chapter
5 has already taught us two lessons about the
historical context of Islam’s origins. First, the
Qur’an’s interest in taking Christians to task
for their doctrines about Christ suggests the
Islam emerged in an environment where the-
ology and Christology were topics of general
interest. Second, the Qur’an’s frequent refer-
ence to biblical traditions (and the allusive
nature of those references) suggests that Islam
emerged in a context where biblical literature
was well known (including later Christian
works such as the Protoevangelium of James).

In the present chapter, we turn to a quality of
the Qur’an—its Arabic language—that offers
us a third lesson on Islam’s origins. The point
here is not simply that the Qur’an is writ-
ten in Arabic (although, as we will see, this
is indeed remarkable). Instead, the point is
that the Qur’an itself repeatedly emphasizes
that it is written in Arabic. Neither the Old
Testament, written (mostly) in Hebrew, nor
the New Testament, written in Greek, boasts
much about its language. The Qur’an, how-
ever, most certainly does.

In sura 16, the Qur’an refers to its language
while refuting the accusation that the Prophet
has an informant: “And We know very well

that they say, ‘Only a mortal is teaching him.
The speech of him at whom they hint is bar-
barous; and this is speech Arabic, manifest”
(Q 16:103). The Qur’an does not reveal here
the name of the person rumored to have been
teaching the Prophet (if indeed the “him” in
“teaching him” is a reference to Muhammad).
The Qur’an does declare, however, that this
person did not speak Arabic; his tongue was
barbarous. This declaration is revealing.
Apparently, there were non-Arabic speakers
in the Prophet’s milieu (although according
to the traditional biography both the Meccans
and the Medinans spoke Arabic).

Elsewhere, the divine voice of the Qur’an
presents the Arabic language as one of its fun-
damental qualities: “Truly it is the revelation
of the Lord of all Being, * brought down by
the Faithful Spirit * upon thy heart, that thou
mayest be one of the warners, * in a clear,
Arabic tongue” (Q 26:192-95). In sura 12:2, the
Qur’an has God explain why He has chosen
to send a revelation in Arabic: “We have sent
it down as an Arabic Qur’an, so that you [plu-
ral] might understand” (Q 12:2, my transla-
tion). This is a revelation, in other words, for
the Arabs. The same conclusion can be made
about Qur’an 42:7: “And so We have revealed
to thee an Arabic Qur’an, that thou may-
est warn the Mother of Cities and those who
dwell about it, and that thou mayest warn of
the Day of Gathering, wherein is no doubt—
a party in Paradise, and a party in the Blaze.”
Islamic tradition identifies the “Mother of the
Cities” as Mecca. Whether or not this identifi-
cation is correct, it was certainly a place where
Arabs lived.



Chapter 7: The Historical Context of the Qur’an % 155

Elsewhere, the Qur’an insists that the mes-
sage it brings is not new. What is new is the
language in which it is delivered: “This is a
Book confirming, in Arabic tongue, to warn the
evildoers, and good tidings to the good-doers”
(Q 46:12). Here the Qur’an presents itself as
an Arabic version of the very same revelation
given to other nations in early times. At last
the time has come, the Qur’an declares, that
God has chosen to share a revelation with the
Arabs, that they too might be saved from His
wrath and enter into the heavenly paradise.

In this light, the importance of Arabic
to the Qur’an might be compared to the
importance of German to Martin Luther’s
translation of the Bible. Luther provided the
Germans with a Bible in German, so that they

were able to read God’s word in their own lan-
guage. The Qur’an’s preoccupation with its
own Arabic language suggests that a similar
dynamic existed in its own historical context.
The Arabs, the Qur’an suggests, had heard
God’s word before, but they had not heard it
in their own language. This suggestion hap-
pens to match what we know about the early
history of Arab Christianity.

Arab Christianity before Islam

The New Testament itself implies that Arabic
speakers were among the first converts to
Christianity. The author of the Acts of the
Apostles reports that Arabs, among other
people, heard the apostles praising God (in
their own tongue [!]) on the day of Pentecost

BOX 7.1 + "PEOPLE OF THE BOOK"

The Qur’an refers regularly to the “People of the Book,” a phrase that seems to refer to Jews
and Christians. For example, the Qur’an reprimands Jews for various sins in sura 5, verse 13,
and then reprimands Christians for some of the same sins in verse 14. In verse 15, it apparently
refers to both groups when it proclaims: “People of the Book, now there has come to you Our
Messenger, making clear to you many things you have been concealing of the Book, and effac-
ing many things. There has come to you from God a light, and a Book Manifest.”

Muslim and Western scholars alike have often imagined that with this phrase, the Qur’an is
distinguishing Jews and Christians from pagans by their possession of a written Scripture, the
Bible. Yet by “Book,” the Qur’an means the revelation written in heaven, or in the mind of God,
which is transmitted orally to prophets (note, for example, that at the end of the verse quoted
above the Qur’an speaks of a “Book Manifest” coming now from God, even though the Qur’an
was evidently not yet a complete book when these words were proclaimed). Thus the Qur’an
seems to mean that Jews and Christians are “People of the Book” because they are nations to
whom God has already given revelation—a chapter of the heavenly “book”—in the past. With
the Qur’an, a new nation, the Arabs, has received their messenger, and their “Book,” in the
present.
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(Acts 2:11). The apostle Paul reports in his
letter to the Galatians (1:17) that after leaving
Damascus—where he had come to believe in

Between the time of Paul and the rise of
Islam in the seventh century, Christianity
spread into the Arab Peninsula from three

directions.
Eastern Arabia, including the islands and

Jesus—he went to Arabia (although it is not
clear exactly what place he means with this

reference). the coastlands around modern-day Bahrain,
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FIGURE 7.1. Christianity among the Arabs before Islam. The names of prominent Christian
Arab tribes are written in capital letters in their principal territories. Settlements with a size-
able Arab Christian population are indicated with stars.
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became home to a thriving Christian culture
by the year 400. Recent archaeological expe-
ditions have uncovered numerous churches
and monasteries in this region, and ecclesi-
astical records note the presence of bishops
from this area at church councils before
the rise of Islam. Already in 325, a bishop
named David is said to have represented an
Arab community on the northern shore of
the Persian Gulf at the Council of Seleucia-
Ctesiphon (the capital of the Sassanian
Persian Empire).

Southern Arabia, including modern-day
Yemen, was largely Christian at the time
of Islam’s rise. (It was also home to a size-
able Jewish community.) The majority of

Christians there were Monophysites and had
close links with the Monophysite Ethiopian
Church. Around the year 523, a large num-
ber of Christians were massacred by a Jewish
ruler in the South Arabian city of Najran, an
event recorded both in Arabic rock inscrip-
tions by local Christians and in Greek and
Latin historical accounts. Jacob of Serugh,
the Syriac author mentioned in chapter 5,
wrote a work entitled “the martyrs of Najran”
to honor these Christians. In response to the
massacre, the Ethiopian king Kaleb of Axum
invaded Yemen and placed a Christian ruler
on the throne. The successor to this ruler was
Abraha, who is said in Islamic tradition to
have attacked Mecca with an elephant.

FIGURE 7.2. The ruins of an ancient Arab church in Qusair, southern Iraq.
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Northern Arabia, meaning the territory of
much of modern Syria, Jordan, and north-
ern Saudi Arabia, was also largely Christian at
the time of Islam’s rise. The church historian
Eusebius of Caesarea (d. 339) calls two local
church meetings—which he refers to as the
“Councils of Arabia”—that took place in 246
and 247 in the southern Syrian city (largely
populated by Arabs) of Bostra (the same city
Muhammad is said to have passed by when
he met the hermit Bahira). The most famous
early inscription in Arabic (although it is writ-
ten in Nabatean, not Arabic, letters) is found
near a fort named Nemara in the desert south-
east of Damascus. The Nemara inscription,
which is dated to 328 ck, is an epitaph for a
king named Imru’ al-Qays, whom it describes
as “king of all the Arabs.” Tabari reports that
Imru’ al-Qays was a Christian, and the pres-
ence of his tomb in Christian Byzantine ter-
ritory suggests that this was indeed the case.

In the following several centuries, the great
majority of northern Arabs would convert to
Christianity. In some cases, entire tribes seem
to have embraced the faith en masse. The
Palestinian Christian historian Sozomen (d.
c. 450) tells the story of an Arab (“Saracen”)
tribe that was converted by a holy monk.

Some of the Saracens were converted to
Christianity not long before the present
reign. They shared in the faith of Christ by
intercourse with the priests and monks who
dwelt near them, and practiced philosophy
in the neighboring deserts, and who were
distinguished by the excellence of their life,

and by their miraculous works. It is said

that a whole tribe, and Zocomus, their chief,
were converted to Christianity and baptized
about this period, under the following cir-
cumstances: Zocomus was childless, and
went to a certain monk of great celebrity to
complain to him of this calamity; for among
the Saracens, and I believe other barbarian
nations, it was accounted of great impor-
tance to have children. The monk desired
Zocomus to be of good cheer, engaged in
prayer on his behalf, and sent him away
with the promise that if he would believe
in Christ, he would have a son. When this
promise was confirmed by God, and when
a son was born to him, Zocomus was initi-
ated, and all his subjects with him. From that
period this tribe was peculiarly fortunate,
and became strong in point of number, and
formidable to the Persians as well as to the

other Saracens. (Sozomen, 375)

In the centuries before Islam, some Arab
tribes were even known for their devotion to a
particular saint. The Tanukhids (whose terri-
tory spread from southwestern Iraq to south-
ern Syria) were known for their devotion to
Saint Thomas, the Ghassanids (whose terri-
tory was in Palestine and Syria) for their devo-
tion to Saint Sergius. By the sixth century, so
many Arabs had converted to Christianity
that the Palestinian monk Cyril of Scythopolis
(d. 558) would observe: “Those who were
formerly called the wolves of Arabia became
members of the spiritual flock of Christ”
(cited in Hoyland, 148).

Thus Christianity was widespread among
the Arabs before Islam (although since the



written sources say very little about the inte-
rior of the Arabian Peninsula, it is difficult to
say whether Christianity had reached there),
and it seems proper to speak of a pre-Islamic
Arab Christian culture. The Greek, Latin, and
Syriac historical sources for this period do not
describe any significant Arab pagan religion,
but they describe in detail the Christian faith
of the Arabs. For this reason, it is all the more
remarkable that there is still no compelling
evidence of an Arabic translation of the Bible
before Islam. Indeed, it appears that the earli-
est Arabic book was the Qur an itself. In other
words, when Muhammad preached Islam,
many Arabs had long been believers in the
one God, the creator of heaven and earth. Yet
until now they heard about this God in a for-
eign tongue. Most likely, the Bible was read in
Churches in Syriac, and then translated orally
so that the Arab worshipers could understand
it. Indeed, it is tempting to think that this sce-
nario explains Qur’an 16:103 (quoted above),
which quotes an accusation that someone
who spoke a language other than Arabic was
teaching the Prophet. Perhaps that language
was Syriac.

In any case, in this light it is understandable
why the Qur’an repeatedly boasts that it is a
Scripture in Arabic. In the Quran, God finally
speaks to the Arabs in their own language:
“We have sent it down as an Arabic Qur’an,
haply [“that perhaps”] you will understand”

(Q12:2).

In the quotation at the opening of this chap-
ter, the Armenian historian Sebeos (d. late

seventh century) attributes the rise of Islam to
the preaching of Muhammad (whose name he
gives as Mahmet), who reminded the Arabs,
the children of Ishmael, that they too are the
descendants of Abraham. With this convic-
tion, he urged them to conquer the holy land,
the rightful inheritance of Abraham.

We should be careful not to take this
account as “the true” account of Islam’s emer-
gence. Like the medieval Muslim authors
who wrote the traditional biography of
Muhammad, Sebeos shapes his account
according to his religious vision. In the Bible,
Abraham exiles his son Ishmael to the wil-
derness (Gen. 21:14). This is presumably the
reason why Sebeos, a Christian who knew the
Bible well, presents the Islamic conquests as
the “return” of the Ishmaelites from the wil-
derness of the Arabian desert. Nevertheless, if
Sebeos’s presentation of the Islamic conquests
appears mythical, it still might teach us some-
thing about the emergence of Islam.

In this regard, we should note that the
association between Arabs and Ishmael is not
ancient. As mentioned in the introduction to
part 1 of the present work, the very idea of
the Arabs as a single, unified people seems
to have developed only gradually. Jewish,
Christian, and Zoroastrian sources generally
refer to individual Arab tribes, but not to a
single Arab people. But at some point Jews
and Christians in the Middle East began to
associate all Arabic-speaking nomads with
Ishmael, the son of the wilderness. They
understood Genesis 37:25, in which traveling
“Ishmaelites” take Joseph to Egypt, as a refer-
ence to these nomads.
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FIGURE 7.3. Two coins from the Umayyad (661-750 cE) period that illustrate the
developing Islamic and Arabic ideology of the empire. The first coin (top) dates between
692—-94 and was minted in Damascus (indicated by the Greek letters DAM, which can
be seen on the bottom of the reverse of the coin [to the right]). This coin is based on the
Byzantine coin of the emperor Heraclius and includes Christian symbolism (notice the
crosses on the obverse of the coin [to the left]). The minting of a coin with crosses may
suggest that Islam had not yet clearly separated itself from Christianity. In later Umayyad
coinage, as is evident from the second coin (bottom, dated to 740—41, and from the
Caucasus), all traces of Byzantine Christian imagery have been removed. Indeed, this
second coin is free of all figures whatsoever, which suggests that the Islamic doctrine on
the prohibition of figural representation had developed in the intervening years. In the
place of Byzantine Christian imagery Arabic Islamic slogans now appear. The obverse of
the coin (to the right) contains sura 112 of the Qur’an in the center. The inscription in the
margin around this citation is related to Qur’an 9:33. However, while this qur’anic verse
begins, “[God] sent his messenger with guidance,” the coin provides the name of Islam’s
Prophet: “Muhammad is the messenger of God. [God] sent him with guidance.”



Eventually, the idea emerged that all of
the Arabic-speaking tribes (who were only in
part nomadic) are the descendants of these
Ishmaelites (as the tribes of Israel represented
the descendants of Isaac or, to be more pre-
cise, Isaac’s son Jacob). Exactly when this
idea emerged is difficult to establish, but it is
tempting to connect it with the time of Imru’
al-Qays, whose funeral inscription (dated 328
cE) describes him as the “king of all the Arabs.”

More telling, perhaps, is the evidence
offered by Sozomen. According to Sozomen,
some Arabs of his day (whom he calls
Saracens) followed religious practices like
those of the Jews.

As their mother Hagar was a slave, they
afterwards, to conceal the opprobrium of
their origin, assumed the name of Saracens,
as if they were descended from Sara, the wife
of Abraham. Such being their origin, they
practice circumcision like the Jews, refrain
from the use of pork, and observe many
other Jewish rites and customs. If, indeed,
they deviate in any respect from the obser-
vances of that nation, it must be ascribed to
the lapse of time, and to their intercourse
with the neighboring nations. Moses, who
lived many centuries after Abraham, only
legislated for those whom he led out of
Egypt. The inhabitants of the neighbor-
ing countries, being strongly addicted to
superstition, probably soon corrupted the
laws imposed upon them by their forefather

Ishmael. (Sozomen, 375)

Sozomen goes on to explain how the“Saracens”
“rediscovered” their Abrahamic roots: “Some
of their tribe afterwards happening to come
in contact with the Jews, gathered from them
the facts of their true origin, returned to their
kinsmen, and inclined to the Hebrew cus-
toms and laws. From that time on, until now,
many of them regulate their lives according
to the Jewish precepts” (Sozomen, 375). Like
Sebeos, Sozomen sees the Arabs through a
biblical lens. We might doubt the idea that the
Arabs rediscovered their Abrahamic origins
by speaking with the Jews. This idea seems
to originate from a Christian notion of a
natural alliance between the Arabs and Jews.
According to this notion Jews and Arabs are
children of Abraham by blood, but Christians
are the children of Abraham by faith (see Gal.
3:29: “And simply by being Christ’s, you are
that progeny of Abraham, the heirs named in
the promise.”).

Nevertheless, it is quite likely that some
authentic historical occurrence lies behind
Sozomen’s narrative. Although Sozomen was
a Greek speaker, he lived in Palestine and
claims to have confirmed his reports with
the Arabs of the region (see Shahid, 276). It
seems reasonable to think that in the course of
the fourth and fifth centuries, Arabic speak-
ers themselves began to adopt the label of
Ishmaelite given to them by Christians. By
adopting this label, they necessarily gained a
conception of nationhood: all Arabic speakers,
whatever their tribe, are children of Abraham
through Ishmael. They are all Ishmaelites.
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In fact, the notion of an Abrahamic nation
seems to be at the center of the Qur’an’s mes-
sage. The Qur’an is the Arabic scripture given
to Abraham’s children. To this end the Qur’an
has Abraham and Ishmael pray together that
God will form a holy nation from their oft-
spring and raise up a divine messenger from
that nation.

And when Abraham, and Ishmael with him,
raised up the foundations of the House:
“Our Lord, receive this from us; Thou art
the All-hearing, the All-knowing; * and, our
Lord, make us submissive [muslimin] to
Thee, and of our seed a nation submissive to
Thee; and show us our holy rites, and turn
towards us; surely Thou turnest, and art All-
compassionate. * Our Lord, send to them a
messenger who is one of them, a messenger
who will recount the signs that give witness
to you, who will teach them revelation and
wisdom and who will purify them. Indeed
you are the All-powerful, the All-wise. (Q
2:127-29)

The Arabs are that holy nation, and their mes-
senger is Muhammad.

The notion of the Arabs as a holy nation, the
children of Abraham, seems to have prepared
the way for the preaching of the Qur’an. It
seems likely that by the early seventh century
the Arabs were largely Christianized, but that
their attachment to Christianity was qualified

by two factors. First, Christianity, in cultural
terms, remained a foreign faith. It had been
brought to them by foreign (whether Greek-,
Syriac-, Persian-, or Ethiopic-speaking) mis-
sionaries, and the Bible remained in a foreign
tongue.

Second, the idea that they were the descen-
dants of Abraham like the Jews—an idea
developed largely by Greek- and Syriac-
speaking Christians—must have given them a
special identity within the church. They had
become children of Abraham by faith, but they
were still children of Abraham by blood. It is
no surprise, then, that the Arabs welcomed a
prophet who came to them with a message
in Arabic and who insisted that their true
faith is neither Judaism nor Christianity but
rather the faith of Abraham: “And they say, ‘Be
Jews or Christians and you shall be guided.’
Say thou: ‘Nay, rather the creed of Abraham,
a man of pure faith; he was no idolater’” (Q
2:135).

This is not, however, the full story of the
emergence of Islam. As we have seen, the
Qur’an also has a distinct theology. It is this
theology that definitively separated the faith
of Muslims from that of Christians. It was
through this theological message that the
formation of a distinct Islamic identity was
assured. Yet this theological message was not
entirely new.

The early centuries of the history of church are
marked by a series of disputes over the nature

of Christ and the nature of God. These dis-
putes were most intense in the Eastern Roman



Empire, that is, in the Middle East, where
Islam would later emerge. The protagonists
in these debates, and the particular questions
at issue, varied. Nevertheless, we can identify
two competing styles of theological thought
throughout this long period of intense intel-
lectual and religious debate.

One current of theological style involved
a celebration of the particular story of divine
immanence—that is, God’s intimate connec-
tion with his creation—in Christian revela-
tion. This idea is already emphasized by Saint
Paul, when in the book of Philippians he cel-
ebrates the willingness of Christ to sacrifice
his divine majesty for the sake of humanity.

Make your own the mind of Christ Jesus: *
Who, being in the form of God, did not count
equality with God something to be grasped.
* But he emptied himself, taking the form of
a slave, becoming as human beings are; and
being in every way like a human being, * he
was humbler yet, even to accepting death,
death on a cross. * And for this God raised
him high, and gave him the name which is
above all other names. (Phil. 2:5-9)

Paul seemed to recognize that some people
found the Christian doctrine of divine imma-
nence—the message of an omnipotent God
who was willing to be born a human and to die
a human—to be ludicrous. Yet to Paul the very
point of the gospel, this “good news,” is that
it surpasses human reasoning. God’s love for
humanity led Him to act in a way that humans
find incredible: “We are preaching a crucified
Christ: to the Jews an obstacle they cannot get

over, to the gentiles foolishness, * but to those
who have been called, whether they are Jews
or Greeks, a Christ who is both the power of
God and the wisdom of God. * God’s folly is
wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weak-
ness is stronger than human strength” (1 Cor.
1:23-25).The language of the Latin-speaking
theologian Tertullian (d. 220) is similar. In his
refutation of a heretic named Marcion, who
contended that the Son of God did not truly
become incarnate, Tertullian begins by asking:
“To the extent that you [Marcion] consider
yourself competent to judge in this matter,
you must have thought either that birth is
impossible for God or that it is unsuitable for
Him” (On the Flesh of Christ 3 [Norton, 65]).
After arguing that such a thing could not be
impossible for God, since even the angels are
able to take on human flesh (as in the story of
Gen. 18, when three heavenly figures appear
to Abraham), Tertullian continues,

So then, if [birth] is neither as impossible
nor as dangerous to God that you repudi-
ate His becoming embodied, it remains for
you to reject and denounce it on the ground
that it is unworthy of Him. Come, then, start
from the birth itself, the object of aversion,
and run through your catalog, the filth of
the generative seeds within the womb, of the
bodily fluid and the blood. . .. Undoubtedly
you are also horrified at the infant, which has
been brought into the world together with
its afterbirth. Christ loved that human being,
that lump curdled in the womb in the midst
of impurities, that creature brought into

the world through unmentionable organs,
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that child nourished on mockery. On his
account Christ came down. On his account
Christ preached. On his account Christ, in
all humility, brought himself down to death,
the death on a cross. (Tertullian, On the Flesh
of Christ 4 [Norton, 67—68])

Tertullian, like Paul, begins his theological
thinking with the Christian teaching that God
so loved humanity that he became a human.
Marcion, along with other Christians known
as gnostics, represented an early (and unorth-
odox) version of the second current of theo-
logical thought. They began their theological
thinking with the rational understanding of
God as a transcendent and perfect being and
their practical experience of the world as an
imperfect place. Therefore they felt com-
pelled to explain Christian teaching in a way
that kept God above and beyond this world.
God, by their way of thinking, is perfectly
other, perfectly transcendent; He has no true
contact with this world of imperfection and
impurity. The idea of God Himself being born
(and being “brought into the world through
unmentionable organs”) is an offense against
the majesty of a transcendent God.

In the centuries that followed, these two theo-
logical styles of thinking remained in competi-
tion. Eventually, the theological style centered
on divine immanence became associated with
the city of Alexandria in Egypt, and in par-
ticular with Athanasius (d. 373), Apollinaris
(d. 390), and Cyril (d. 444). The theological
style centered on divine transcendence would

become associated with the city of Antioch
in Syria, and in particular with Theodore of
Mopsuestia (d. 428) and Nestorius (d. 451).

Inthe early fifth century, Cyriland Nestorius
engaged in a momentous theological debate
that would have a lasting impact on the shape
of Middle Eastern Christianity. By this time,
of course, the Eastern Roman Empire had
become the Byzantine Christian Empire. In
412, Cyril became bishop of Alexandria, and
in 428 Nestorius (a student of Theodore)
was named bishop of Constantinople (the
most powerful position in the church at the
time, since Constantinople was also the capi-
tal of the empire). The next year, Nestorius
gave a series of sermons in which he argued
that Mary should not be referred to with the
title theotokos, “Mother of God.” He did not
preach such a thing out of a disdain for Mary
but rather out of a concern for divine tran-
scendence. The idea of God being a “child”
seemed to him an insult to God. “Does God
have a mother?!” Nestorius asks rhetorically
in one of his sermons (First Sermon against
Theotokos [Norton, 124]).

Upon hearing of these sermons, Cyril
wrote Nestorius from Alexandria, insist-
ing that he rethink the matter. To Cyril,
Nestorius’s concern for divine transcendence
had led him to stray from the central message
of the Christian faith. By rejecting theotokos,
Nestorius was looking for a way to avoid the
conclusion that God was born. By this same
token, Nestorius did not accept that God
suffered or that God died. Only the human
nature in Jesus, he explained, experienced
these things. Cyril, however, insisted that



the very point of the Christian faith is that
God embraced all of the things that humans
experience (although exactly how He did so
is beyond human understanding) so that we
would come to know His love for us. Thus
Cyril insists that the point of the gospel is
not that the Son of God “united to Himself
the person of a human being” but rather that
God Himself “became flesh” (Second Letter to
Nestorius [Norton, 134]).

In 431, the emperor Theodosius II called
for a church council in the city of Ephesus to
settle this dispute. Instead of a unified coun-
cil, however, the supporters of Nestorius and
Cyril met separately (and each condemned the
other). Two years later, however, Cyril agreed
to a common declaration, the “Formula of
Reunion,” with certain followers of Nestorius.
These followers of Nestorius agreed to the
title theotokos for Mary, while Cyril acknowl-
edged that Christ has a human nature (body
and soul) and a divine nature (some of his
earlier writings suggested that Christ did not
have a human nature, only a human body).
Nestorius, however, rejected the Formula of
Reunion and was forced into exile. Some of
Cyril’s more ardent supporters also rejected
the Formula of Reunion, insisting that Christ
has only one nature.

Ultimately, the disputes between Cyril and
Nestorius led to the first lasting divisions in
the church. Those bishops (primarily in Iraq
and Iran, beyond the borders of the Byzantine
Empire) who supported Nestorius through-
out were labeled “Nestorian” (although they
never accepted this label, but rather referred
to themselves simply as the Church of the

East). The ardent supporters of Cyril would
be called “Monophysites” (from a Greek
word meaning “one nature”) and would later
call themselves “Jacobites” due to the influ-
ence of a bishop named Jacob Baradaeus (d.
578). Those who followed the Formula of
Reunion (which was affirmed at the Council
of Chalcedon in 451) became known in the
Arabic-speaking world as Melkites, or follow-
ers of the king (Ar. malik).

It is telling for our purposes that, at the
dawn of Islam, the principal issue that divided
Christians was not the organization of the
church hierarchy (an issue that would lead to
the schism between Orthodox and Catholics
in the eleventh century) or Christian teaching
on grace, Scripture, or the Eucharist (which
would lead to the Reformation in the sixteenth
century). Instead, the issue was theology.

Throughout the fifth, sixth, and seventh
centuries,an intense theological debate contin-
ued to rage among the “Nestorians,” Jacobites,
and Melkites. Theologians from each of these
churches continuously sought to convince
the faithful that their teaching was orthodox
while the teaching of the other two churches
was heterodox. The Byzantine emperor fre-
quently used political pressure and social dis-
crimination to encourage Jacobite churches
to abandon their position. (The Nestorians
were largely out of the emperor’s reach.) But
each of the churches had developed a strong
attachment to their theological position, and
efforts at compromise or compulsion failed.
The resolve of each community was hard-
ened by ethnic rivalries. The Nestorians were
largely Syriac (butalso Persian) speakers living
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in Mesopotamia and Iran. The Jacobites were
largely ethnic Copts, Arabs, Ethiopians, Syriac
speakers, and Armenians. The Melkites (even
if many were Syriac or Arabic speakers) were
generally associated with the Greek-speaking
imperial regime.

This is the background against which we
might properly envision Islam’s emergence.
Islam represented a fourth theological/chris-
tological position within the religious milieu
of the seventh-century Middle East. Like the
doctrine of Nestorius, the doctrine of Islam
was shaped around an insistence on divine
transcendence. Islam, however, went much
further. Nestorius insisted that the divine
nature of Christ was not involved with his
birth or death, but the Qur’an insists that
Christ had no divine nature at all. Indeed,
the Qur’an insisted that humans must accept
this point. If Christianity is ultimately about
what God has done in human history, Islam
is ultimately about what humans do: will they,

or will they not, recognize his transcendence
above all else? Will they hold an “orthodox”
theological position or a “heterodox” posi-
tion? This is precisely the sort of concern that
was common in the Christian theological
debates at the time of Islam.

It could very well be that the particular theo-
logical position of the Qur’an, in which Christ
loses his divine nature entirely, is a reflection
of the Qur’an’s conviction that it preaches the
same religion as Abraham. On four different
occasions (2:135; 3:67; 6:79, 161), the Qur’an
emphasizes that Abraham was not an idola-
ter. It generally presents Abraham as a man
who believed in a transcendent God and who
knew nothing of a divine Christ. Meanwhile,
the Qur’an also suggests that Muhammad was
sent with the teaching of Abraham: “Surely
the people standing closest to Abraham are
those who followed him, and this Prophet, and
those who believe; and God is the Protector of
the believers” (Q 3:68).

Why does the Qur’an emphasize that it is written in Arabic?

How did the idea of the Arabs as children of Abraham and Ishmael emerge!

What were the major divisions in the Christian community of the Middle East at the time of Islam’s

rise! What sort of issues divided Christians there!



At this point, the reader who had hoped for a
year-by-year description of the rise of Islam
might justifiably feel disappointed. Due to
the nature of our sources, a precise history of
Islam’s emergence has proven to be elusive.
The Islamic sources on the life of the Prophet
are late; moreover, they consist of stories writ-
ten to explain the Qur’an, and they are shaped
by the apologetical goals of authors working
in a sectarian environment. The non-Islamic
sources (for example, Sebeos) are much ear-
lier, yet they too are affected by religious
apology.

It turns out that the most intriguing source
for the emergence of Islam is the Qur’an itself.
The trouble that Muslim interpreters have
had in understanding material in the Qur’an
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(for example, its material on Jonah or the
sleepers of Ephesus) seems to confirm that a
good deal of time elapsed between the time
the Qur’an was proclaimed and the time that
those interpreters set to work. In other words,
there is every reason to think of the Qur’an as
an ancient work.

Western scholars have often thought that
the Qur’an—even if it is an ancient work—is
a poor source of history, since it includes few
references to events, places, or people that we
might compare with other sources. But if the
Qur’an lacks such references, it does contain
other features that make it a surprisingly use-
ful source of history.

The Qur’an’s description of itself as a reve-
lation given by God in Arabic, a message given
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to the Arabs so that they might now under-
stand His “Book” (which He had given before
to other peoples), seems to be (in part at least)
a response to the absence of any translation of
the Bible into Arabic. The Qur’an’s presenta-
tion of the Arabs as the children of Abraham
seems to be a response to the way in which
earlier Christians identified Arabic-speaking
nomads with Ishmael. The Qur’an’s insistence
on a transcendent God, who punishes those
who fail to recognize Him as such, seems to
be a response to the religious context at the
time in the Middle East, where churches were
divided over precisely these theological issues.
Indeed, the case of Jesus in particular teaches
us a very important lesson about the Qur’an,
namely, that it is a book above all concerned
with the defense of a majestic God.

This concern offers us an important insight
into the historical and religious context in
which Islam emerged. Indeed, it suggests that

the story of Islam’s emergence is closely con-
nected to the history of Christianity. Instead
of thinking of Islam as an abrupt rupture
from a pagan background, as the traditional
biography asserts, the Qur’an suggests that we
should think of Islam’s emergence in terms of
its place in the larger religious history of the
Middle East.

This context is not, of course, how most
Muslims today think of Islam’s emergence.
For most Muslims, Islam’s emergence is only
comprehensible in light of the traditional
story of Muhammad in Mecca and Medina.
The Qur’an is a record of God’s revelations
to him and the hadith literature a faithful
record of his words and deeds and, as such,
a second source of revelation. Indeed, many
Muslims are convinced that Muslim societies
today should be modeled on the society that
Muhammad once established in Medina, and
it is to this conviction that we will now turn.



PART 3




The conviction that Muslim societies today
should be modeled on that of the Prophet
Muhammad in Medina reflects a notion
about the Prophet himself, namely, that he
was the perfect man. Muhammad was impec-
cable (“free from sin”) and infallible (“free
from error”). Each of his actions, and each of
his words, offers humanity a source of guid-
ance no less valid in the twenty-first century
than it was in the seventh. Thus Muslims have
two guides for their lives: the Qur’an and the
life of the Prophet.

Through the Qur’an and the life of
Muhammad (as preserved in the hadith),
Muslims may know the sharia, the divine law
that covers every aspect of life. If the mass
media tends to bring up sharia only in regard

171

to controversial questions of war and peace,
pious Muslims bring up sharia even in regard
to the smallest questions of their daily life.

Thus satellite television stations (such as
Al-Jazeera) in the Islamic world regularly host
“Ask the Mufti” programs, in which callers
inquire about the position of the sharia on
basic questions, from marriage and divorce,
to proper dress, to the permissibility of play-
ing poker. Similarly, the Internet is filled with
“Ask the Mufti” websites (in various Islamic
and Western languages) and forums in which
Muslims of all walks of life discuss the classi-
cal sources of Islam.

The importance of sharia to the lives of
Muslims today is evident from the Islam
Question and Answer website (islamqga.com;
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published in twelve languages), which is
devoted to the teachings of the Saudi scholar
Muhammad Al-Munajjid. In “Fatwa number
72313, for example, Al-Munajjid addresses
the following concern, submitted over the
Internet by an anonymous Muslim: “I have
the problem of yawning a great deal whilst
praying, even though I do not yawn outside of
prayer. Please advise me, may Allah bless you.”

In his response, Al-Munajjid does not
advise the anonymous questioner to get more
sleep, or suggest that he look into the medical
causes of yawning. Instead, he turns immedi-
ately to the Qur’an and the hadith.

Praise be to Allah.

Allah has praised His believing slaves,
and He says that one of their greatest char-
acteristics is that they “offer their [prayers]
with all solemnity and full submissiveness”
[Q 23:2). The Prophet (peace and blessings
of Allah be upon him) stated that [the devil]
strives to distract the worshipper from his
prayer, and Allah is testing the believers with
that. One of the ways in which [the devil]
distracts the worshipper is by distracting his
thoughts and whispering to him when he
is praying. Another method is to make him
yawn so much that this distracts him from
his prayer. The Prophet (peace and blessings
of Allah be upon him) stated that yawning
comes from the Shaytaan, and he told us to
suppress yawning as much as we can, but if
yawning overtakes us, then he told us to put

our hands over our mouths.

Al-Munajjid goes on to quote the follow-
ing hadith (the first is from the collection of
Muslim, and the second from the collection
of Bukhari).

(1) It was narrated that Abu Sa’eed al-Khudri
(may Allah be pleased with him) said: The
Messenger of Allah (peace and blessings
of Allah be upon him) said: “If one of you
yawns [according to another report: “whilst
praying” | —let him suppress it as much as he

can, for the [devil] comes in.”

(2) It was narrated from Abu Hurayrah (may
Allah be pleased with him) that the Prophet
(peace and blessings of Allah be upon him)
said: “Yawning comes from the [devil], so if
one of you feels the urge to yawn, let him
suppress it as much as he can, for if one of
you says ‘ha’ (the sound made when yawn-

ing), the [devil] laughs.”

In quoting this fatwa (“juridical opinion”),
I do not mean to emphasize the importance
of the Islamic teaching on yawning, but rather
to illustrate a larger point: as Muslims today
confront ever new questions and challenges,
they do so by calling on the classical sources
formed during the period of Islam’s emer-
gence. Thus the issues raised in parts 1 and 2
of this work are of enormous importance to
the third and final part, in which we address
Islam in the contemporary world.



Islam is the solution.
(slogan of the Muslim Brotherhood)

The story of Islam in the modern era is a story
of remarkable growth. In the year 1900, the
global population of Muslims was 200 mil-
lion; by 2010, this number had risen to 1.6
billion. Even in terms of percentage of world
population, the number of Muslims has
grown considerably, from approximately 12.5
percent in 1900 to 23.4 percent in 2009.

This same period also witnessed the
remarkable growth of a particular movement
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of Islamic thought, namely fundamentalism,
or (according to the name currently in vogue)
Islamism. Some “Islamist” groups (often the
more extreme, and as a rule Sunnis) refer to
themselves with the Arabic term salafi, in light
of their conviction that Muslims today should
base themselves only on the example of the
Prophet Muhammad and al-salaf al-salih (or
the “Pious Forebearers”), generally considered
to be the first three generations of Muslims.
Islamists typically hold that the Prophet
Muhammad and the first four (or “rightly
guided”) caliphs established an Islamic state
in conformity with God’s decrees and that this
state should be the model for Muslims today.
In order to work toward (re-)establishing this
pure Islamic state, Muslims are called to purge
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Islam from any “innovation” (bid‘a), any doc-
trine or practice of a non-Islamic origin, that
wrongly entered into Islam after this period.

The great authority for Islamists is Ibn
Taymiyya (d. 1328), a scholar who spent
most of his career in Damascus, where he was
known for his fatwas (legal opinions) against
“innovations,” his condemnations of hereti-
cal movements, and his calls for jihad. Ibn
Taymiyya gathered a large circle of disciples
around him, but his combative preaching and
his constant promulgation of new fatwas did
nothing to endear him to the ruling Mamluk
dynasty of the time. Ibn Taymiyya suffered
imprisonment six times during his pub-
lic career, and his life ended during the last
of these imprisonments. To many Islamists
today, Ibn Taymiyya’s willingness to suffer
imprisonment for the sake of the purifica-
tion of Islam testifies to his piety and makes
him a model that all Muslims should aspire
to imitate.

Ibn Taymiyya appeared on the public
scene after he performed the Hajj to Mecca
in 1292-1293 and began to condemn what he
saw as innovations in the ceremonies of the
pilgrimage in his day. (He would later write
a polemical work titled The Ceremonies of the
Hajj.) Soon after, he wrote a treatise arguing
that a Syrian Christian accused of insulting
the Prophet Muhammad should be put to
death for this blasphemy (the Christian had
converted to Islam hoping that this would
save him).

Ibn Taymiyya’s subsequent writings are
similarly marked by polemic against non-
Muslims or against those Muslims who, as
he saw it, taught a corrupt form of Islam.
Around 1298, Ibn Taymiyya was appointed
to preach a jihad in Damascus against the
Christian Armenian kingdom of Cilicia. The
following year, he wrote a work against ratio-
nalist Muslim theologians, whom he accused
of relying on vain intellectual speculation
while neglecting the example—or sunna—of
Muhammad as preserved in the hadith. He
wrote works against the Shi‘ites as well (and,
in 1300 and 1305, joined military expeditions
against the Shi‘ites of Mount Lebanon), con-
demning their devotion to the Imams as an
“innovation.” Ibn Taymiyya was no less inter-
ested in condemning the errors of Muslim
mystics, or “Sufis” Some Sufis, he argued,
insulted the God of Islam by teaching that
the divine being encompasses all things (a
doctrine known as monism, and which may
seem close to pantheism) and disobeyed the
Prophet of Islam by teaching that spiritual
enlightenment is more important than fol-
lowing the dictates of the sharia.

Ibn Taymiyya’s career of religious polemic
was inspired by two beliefs: first, that Islam
is the only religion God has ever revealed to
humanity and, second, that Islam necessar-
ily involves the imposition of the sharia. The
first belief involves the conviction that non-
Islamic religions (such as Christianity) are fal-
sifications of the Islamic messages taught by
earlier prophets (such as Jesus).

The second belief involves the conviction
that God revealed to the Prophet Muhammad
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FROM A CLASSIC TEXT + 8.1

Fatwas Today

The idea of sharia, or Islamic law, is based on the conviction that Islam is an eternal and univer-
sal religion. From the moment of creation, God willed that humanity would follow a certain code
which covers every aspect of life, from clothing to food, prayer, recreation, washing, sex, and war.
In other words, Islam is not a set of spiritual teachings. Islam is a code of living established by God
Himself. The challenge for Muslims, however, is discovering just what this code consists of.

The Qur’an contains precious few instructions on proper Islamic conduct. The hadith have many
more, but individualhadith frequently seem to give different views on the same question. Moreover,
new questions appear in every age that find no clear answer in the hadith (for example, whether
loudspeakers can be attached to the outside of mosques, or whether cigarettes can be smoked).

When faced with such questions, pious Muslims will often request a fatwa, or “legal opinion,” from
a mufti (“one who gives a fatwa”), a scholar known for his expertise in Islamic law. The fatwas
they receive (often upon payment of a modest fee) generally do not have any binding legal force.
Individuals unhappy with a particular fatwa are free to seek out a new fatwa on the same question
from a different mufti. For his part, the mufti’s goal is not to come up with a reasonable answer to
an individual’s question. Instead, the mufti seeks to come up with the Islamic answer—the answer
God Himself would give to such a question—1by referring to the Qur’an, the hadith, and by using
certain techniques such as reasoning by analogy.

Below is a collection of fatwas quoted in response to a question on the permissibility of statues, sub-
mitted to the website (www.islamonline.net) of the prominent Sunni mufti Yusuf al-Qaradawi (b.
1926) an Egyptian scholar based in Qatar.

Islamic Views on Erecting Statues

Question

Dear scholars, As-Salamu ‘alaykum [“Peace be with you”]. How does Islam view the issue of
making statues for leaders, thinkers, or scientists?

Date
03/Apr/2006

Name of Counselor
IOL [Islam Online] Shari’ah Researchers
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In the Name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful.
All thanks and praise are due to Allah and peace and blessings be upon His Messenger.

Dear questioner, we would like to thank you for the great confidence you place in us, and we
implore Allah Almighty to help us serve His cause and render our work for His sake. Muslim
scholars have unanimously agreed on the prohibition of making statues with the purpose of
worshipping or revering them. If this is the case, the sin of making statues involves the sculp-
tor, the buyer, the worshipper and deifiers. There is also an agreement among scholars that the
statues made to be an object for training and children toys, i.e. dolls of animals and humans are
not included in the prohibition.

However, scholars have differed regarding some other points as follows: The majority of
scholars are of the opinion that defaced or incomplete statues are not prohibited so long as
they are not worshipped. However, some scholars prohibit the use of statues under any circum-
stances whatsoever.

On the other hand, the full-figured statues are, according to the majority of scholars, prohib-
ited, even if they are not worshipped or revered. By the passage of time, there is a possibility of
people turning such statutes into objects of worship as did the people of Noah (peace be upon
him) who made statues of their pious ancestors in order to remember them, and they ended up
worshipping such statues. Some scholars, however, hold the view that making statues is permis-
sible if they are not deemed to be worshipped. Deep thinking will show that it is more haram
[forbidden] to erect statues commemorating tyrant rulers. Perpetuating the memories of rul-
ers, thinkers, and scientists is best achieved through establishing organizations carrying their
names or issuing books about their efforts and achievements. In this regard, the prominent
Muslim scholar Sheikh Yusuf Al-Qaradawi states:

Islam prohibits statues and three-dimensional figures of the living creatures. The prohi-
bition is even more stressed in case the statue is for a being already dignified, i.e. Angels,
prophets, the Virgin, or idols like cows for Hindus. We need to understand Islam’s stand
on this issue as a means of safeguarding the concept of monotheism. Some people may
argue that such ruling belongs to the old ages when paganism was rampant, not in these
days that worshipping idols exists no more. Such argument is weak especially as we know
idolatry and paganism still keep their traces in some people’s minds and are reflected in
their conduct. People do still believe in myths and even the educated ones sometimes fall
in such errors. Therefore, the statues of ancient Egyptians are prohibited. Some people
may use busts like the head of some ancient Egyptian queens as an amulet to protect



against evil eye or evil souls, in which case the prohibition of amulets is added to that of

the statues. The only type of statues that is permitted is children dolls.

Below, we’d summarize the rulings pertaining to figures and figure-makers:

The most strictly prohibited figures are those which are made to be worshipped in
the place of or in addition to Allah. If the one who makes them does it intentionally
for this purpose, he is going in the direction of unbelief. The most detestable among
such figures are statues. Anyone who has a share in propagating or glorifying them

Next to this in sinfulness are figures which are not made to be worshipped but which
are intended to imitate Allah’s creation. If the artist claims that he originates and cre-
ates as Allah does, he is an unbeliever. This matter pertains solely to the intention of

After this are statues which are erected in public places in order to commemorate
great personalities such as kings, rulers and celebrities; this applies equally to full-

1.
will bear the sin proportional to his part.
2.
the artist.
3.
length statues and to busts.
4.

Next are statues of living beings which are neither worshipped nor reverenced. There
is general agreement that they are haram [forbidden], except those which are not
treated in a manner indicative of respect. Dolls or figures made of chocolate or sugar
are clear exceptions.(fatwa delivered on April 3, 2006 at www.islamonline.net; see:
http://www.onislam.net/english/ask-the-scholar/arts-and-entertainment/sculpture-
and-statues/175685.html?Statues=)

detailed instructions on both otherworldly
matters (such as the nature of God, the angels,
the jinn, heaven and hell) and worldly mat-
ters, including religious practice (such as how
to pray, fast, and perform the pilgrimage),
personal conduct (such as how to eat, wash,
dress, and have sexual relations), and state-
craft (such as how to manage an economy,
treat non-Muslims, and conduct wars). The
Prophet Muhammad passed on these instruc-
tions unchanged to his companions. His
companions and the following generations of

Muslims (the “Pious Forebearers”) preserved
these instructions faithfully, but subsequent
generations deviated from it. Some deviated
so far that they cannot be considered Muslims;
they falsified the teaching of Muhammad, just
as Christians falsified the teaching of Jesus.
The goal of Ibn Taymiyya, therefore, was
not to develop new interpretations of Islam
appropriate to his time and place; instead, he
sought to recover the Islam of Muhammad’s
Medina by purging the religion of non-Islamic
innovations. In order to do so, he wrote
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IBN TAYMIYYA

To sharia-minded Sunni Muslims today, Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) is a figure of immense impor-
tance. He is cherished for fighting tirelessly, and aggressively, against innovations to the pure
religion of Islam passed down from the Prophet and his companions (and preserved in Sunni
hadith literature). He is no less cherished for his assertive view of Islam as a political force,
for demanding that the Muslim rulers of his day fight the jihad against non-Muslims or Muslim
heretics, and for demanding that those who insult the Prophet Muhammad be punished in the
strictest manner permissible. For all of these things, Ibn Taymiyya was acclaimed by later Sunnis
as “Shaykh al-Islam” (“The Authoritative Teacher for All of Islam”).

Originally from the city of Harran (the city from which Abraham departed for Canaan)
in modern-day Turkey, he later settled in Damascus, which at the time was controlled by the
staunchly Sunni Mamluk dynasty. Damascus, and indeed all of the Islamic Middle East, was
threatened in his day by the Mongols. Ibn Taymiyya, who is said on one occasion to have
rebuked the great Mongol leader Ghazan Khan publicly, sought to rally Mamluk leaders against
the Mongols (only some of whom had converted to Islam by this time). Yet the Mongols were
not his only opponent. He wrote a long treatise against Christian doctrine and another to
demand the execution of a Christian accused of insulting Muhammad. In yet another treatise,
he demanded that the Mamluks launch a jihad against the Shi‘ite Muslims of Lebanon. Ibn
Taymiyya also delivered a virtually endless series of fatwas condemning the practices and
beliefs of philosophers, rationally minded theologians, tradition-minded legal scholars, mystics
(“Sufis”), and any Muslim who followed a practice (such as worshiping at tomb-shrines) that
appeared to him to be something borrowed from Jews or Christians, and thus an innovation
of pure Islam.

Eventually, all of this treatise-writing, and all of these fatwas, won Ibn Taymiyya a consid-
erable amount of enemies, even among the Sunni Mamluks. In 1326, he was arrested and
imprisoned in the Citadel of Damascus. He was banned by a decree of the Sultan from writing
fatwas, but he continued to do so until his guards removed the paper and ink in his cell. In that
same cell Ibn Taymiyya died, after an imprisonment of two years.

treatises, preached sermons, and promulgated  state (in his case, the Mamluk sultanate) to
fatwas condemning any teaching or practice enforce the punishments Muhammad himself
that he deemed unfaithful to Muhammad’s had established against those who violated the
teaching. At the same time, he looked to the sharia or taught false doctrines.



Thus in Ibn Taymiyya’s religious vision, very
little separates the teaching of Muhammad
from the revelation of God. Only the Qur’an
can be considered the very speech of God, of
course, but the teachings of Muhammad pre-
served in authentic hadith are no less divinely
revealed. It might even be said that the had-
ith are more important to the religious vision
of Ibn Taymiyya than the Qur’an. After all,
the Qur’an offers little instruction on reli-
gious conduct, and while it is filled with pious
exhortations, it hardly offers a systematic pre-
sentation of religious doctrine. These instruc-
tions, and that presentation, are found instead
in the hadith, where they are attributed to the
Prophet Muhammad.

Later Muslims remember Ibn Taymiyya
for his fidelity to the Prophet. One of his dis-
ciples, named Abu Hafs al-Bazzar (d. 1349),
describes Ibn Taymiyya as “the defender of the
pure sharia and the conduct of the Prophet”
(The Lofty Virtues of Ibn Taymiyya, 6). To
Islamists, Ibn Taymiyya’s defense of Islam as
taught by the Prophet is exemplary. As Ibn
Taymiyya fought to purify Islam from innova-
tions and heresies in his day, so Muslims today
are called to take up this same fight.

The teachings of Ibn Taymiyya are particu-
larly important to the Muslim Brotherhood, a
Sunni movement founded in Egypt by Hasan
al-Banna (d. 1949) in 1928, whose influence
later spread throughout the Arab world. The
slogan the Muslim Brotherhood frequently
invokes (in election campaigns and public
protests alike) is: “Islam is the Solution.” By
invoking this slogan, the Brotherhood sug-
gests that the political, economic, and social

problems of the Arab world are due largely to
“innovations” in Islamic doctrine and prac-
tice. The solution to these problems, accord-
ingly, is a return to pure Islam.

The most famous spokesman for the ideals
of the Muslim Brotherhood was Sayyid Qutb,
an Islamist leader executed by the Egyptian
regime of Gamal Abdel Nasser in 1966. In his
younger years, Qutb worked in the Egyptian
Ministry of Education. In this capacity he
travelled between 1948 and 1950 to the United
States, where he studied at the Colorado State
College of Education. Although there is some
dispute over the exact nature of Qutb’s reli-
gious development, most scholars argue that
Qutb had relatively moderate religious ideas
toward the beginning of his career, and that
his time in America played a significant role
in his radicalization. In fact, in a brief mem-
oir titled The America I Have Seen, Qutb pre-
sents America as a den of immorality (and the
America he knew was still two decades away
from the “summer of love”).

He illustrates this immorality with an anec-
dote about a church dance in Colorado, dur-
ing which unmarried boys and girls rubbed
against each other in the darkness. To Qutb’s
amazement, the church minister seemed sat-
isfied with all of this. Indeed, at one point,
Qutb explains, the minister himself played
“But Baby It’s Cold Outside,” a song in which
Dean Martin tries to convince his date to let
him stay awhile (presumably without parental
supervision).

Elsewhere, Qutb presents America as a
society that is notable at once for material
advancement and moral savagery.
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The researcher of American life will stand at
first puzzled before a wondrous phenome-
non, a phenomenon that exists nowhere else
on earth. It is the case of a people who have
reached the peak of growth and elevation
in the world of science and productivity,
while remaining abysmally primitive in the
world of the senses, feelings, and behavior.
A people who have not exceeded the most
primordial levels of existence, and indeed,
remain far below them in certain areas of
feelings and behavior. (Qutb, The America I
Have Seen, 11)

In Milestones (published in 1964), an
influential work he wrote from a prison cell
in Egypt, Qutb argues that Egyptian society
had begun to suffer from a similar sort of
moral primitiveness because of the way it had
embraced non-Islamic values and habits. By
abandoning the God-given sharia for Western
practices, Egyptian society had become some-
thing like the “ignorant” (Ar. jahili) society of
pre-Islamic pagan Arabia.

Islam knows only two kinds of societies, the
Islamic and the jahili. The Islamic society is
that which follows Islam in belief and ways
of worship, in law and organization, in mor-
als and manners. The jahili society is that
which does not follow Islam and in which
neither the Islamic belief and concepts, nor
Islamic values or standards, Islamic laws and
regulations, or Islamic morals and manners
are cared for.

The Islamic society is not one in which

people call themselves “Muslims” but in

which the Islamic law has no status, even
though prayer, fasting and Hajj are regu-
larly observed; and the Islamic society is
not one in which people invent their own
version of Islam, other than what God and
His Messenger—peace be on him—have
prescribed and explained, and call it, for
example, “progressive Islam.” (Sayyid Qutb,
Milestones, 63)

This Islamist vision, according to which
Muslim societies today are called to follow the
law of Islam as it was followed in Muhammad’s
Medina, is not only an Egyptian phenome-
non. In recent decades, this vision has become
increasingly popular in much of the Islamic
world. In the case of Pakistan, to which we
now turn, this sort of vision has effectively
replaced the vision given to the country by its
founding father.

The founding father of Pakistan—known
to Pakistanis as baba-e qawm (“Father of
the Nation”) or ga’ed-e a'zam (“The Great
Leader”)—was Muhammad Ali Jinnah, a
Shi‘ite Muslim lawyer and intellectual who
led the struggle for an independent Muslim
homeland during the final years of British
colonial rule of India. In 1936, Jinnah was
elected President of the Parliamentary Board
of the Muslim League on India. Four years
later, under Jinnah’s leadership, the Muslim
League announced its demand for a sepa-
rate Muslim state upon Indian indepen-
dence. The popularity of this position among
Indian Muslims, and indeed Jinnah’s own
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popularity, was validated by the 1946 Indian
parliamentary elections—the final elections
of the colonial era—in which the league won
the great majority of those seats reserved for
the Muslim population. When Pakistan came
into existence in 1947, Jinnah became its first
“governor-general” The following year he
passed away.

Pakistanis remember Jinnah with reverence
for his struggle to establish a separate state for
Indian Muslims. He did not struggle, however,
to establish a state based on the sharia. Jinnah
was raised in a family of the Isma‘ili Shi‘ite
tradition, a form of Shi‘ism marked more by
the pursuit of wisdom and moral refinement

than any notion of a religious law. And
while Jinnah later converted to the majority
(“Imami” or “Twelver”) Shi‘ite tradition, he
remained wary of conservative Islamic move-
ments (which in the Indian context were over-
whelmingly Sunni). He opposed, for example,
the Indian Khilafat movement, the goal of
which was to unify Muslims worldwide under
a renewed caliphate.

To Jinnah, Pakistan was to be a state where
Muslims would be protected from a Hindu
majority that might deprive them of their
rights or neglect their distinctive cultural her-
itage; it was not to be a state where the Qur’an
and the hadith would be the fundamental

FIGURE 8.1. Muhammad ‘ Ali Jinnah (left) with Mahatma Gandhi in 1944.
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source of law, or where non-Muslims would
suffer any restrictions whatsoever. These con-
victions are evident in Jinnah’s public address
on April 11, 1947, three days before the coun-
try of Pakistan was born.

You are free; you are free to go to your tem-
ples, you are free to go to your mosques or
to any other place of worship in this State
of Pakistan. You may belong to any religion
or caste or creed that has nothing to do with
the business of the State. As you know, his-
tory shows that in England, conditions, some
time ago, were much worse than those pre-
vailing in India today. The Roman Catholics
and the Protestants persecuted each other.
Even now there are some States in exis-
tence where there are discriminations made
and bars imposed against a particular class.
Thank God, we are not starting in those days.
We are starting in the days where there is no
discrimination, no distinction between one
community and another, no discrimination
between one caste or creed and another. We
are starting with this fundamental principle
that we are all citizens and equal citizens of
one State. (Muhammad ‘Ali Jinnah, Speech
to the Constituent Assembly, April 11, 1947)

Jinnah’s view of citizenship is far removed
from the spirit of the founding constitution
of Pakistan, enacted in 1956 (and the current
constitution, enacted in 1973). This consti-
tution declares that “no law shall be enacted
which is repugnant to the Injunctions of
Islam as laid down in the Holy Quran and
Sunna” (paragraph 198), and that “steps shall

be taken to enable the Muslims of Pakistan
individually and collectively to order their
lives in accordance with the Holy Quran and
Sunna” (paragraph 25).

The constitution of Pakistan effectively
made the state an Islamic institution. Indeed,
the provision that the state should “enable”
Muslims to live according to the Holy Qur’an
and Sunna—for all of its ambiguity—is remi-
niscent of the teaching of Ibn Taymiyya, who
looked to the Mamluk sultanate to punish
those who violated Islamic morals or doc-
trine. Such provisions evidently are hardly
consistent with the teaching of Muhammad
‘Ali Jinnah, who insisted that the state treat
Pakistanis as citizens, with no regard for their
religious affiliation. The Islamist spirit of the
constitution of Pakistan reflects the influence
of conservative Sunni Muslims in the years
following the death of Jinnah, and in par-
ticular of Abu al-Ala al-Mawdudi (d. 1979),
founder of the powerful movement (and later
political party) Jamaat-e Islami (“The Islamic
Congregation”).

In the 1920s, while still in Hyderabad,
India, Mawdudi had been part of the Khilafat
movement that Jinnah opposed. In 1932,
he founded a journal (Tarjuman al-Quran)
dedicated to the renewal of Islamic reli-
gious thought. Mawdudi’s understanding of
renewal involved above all the reestablish-
ment of Islamic principles in public life. In
a later memoir, Mawdudi explained that he
sought from the beginning to “break the hold
which Western culture and ideas had come to
acquire over the Muslim intelligentsia, and to
instill in them the fact that Islam has a code of
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life of its own, its own culture, its own political
and economic systems and a philosophy and
an education system which are all superior
to anything that Western civilization could
offer” (Mawdudi, “Twenty-Nine Years of the
Jamaat-e Islami,” The Criterion, 45).
Mawdudi was also active in political affairs
and to this end founded Jamaat-e Islami in
1941. Originally, the Jamaat-e Islami fought
against the call of the Muslim League for an
independent Islamic state, insisting that the
very notion of a nation-state is foreign to

nation and should together work to spread
Islam in whatever state they find themselves.
But when the nation-state of Pakistan emerged
in 1947, Mawdudi embraced the new country
and worked to shape it into an Islamic state.
To this end, in 1951, the Jamaat-e Islami orga-
nized a declaration of Muslims clerics (Ar.
ulama’) demanding that Pakistan be declared
an Islamic state faithful to the sharia. Five
years later, their demand was enshrined in the
new constitution.

Mawdudi’s understanding of the sharia

Islam. Muslims worldwide, Mawdudi argued, led him to a distinctive notion of citizen-

should think of themselves already as one ship. Whereas Jinnah hoped that all citizens,

FROM A CLASSICTEXT * 8.2
The Sharia Today

Muslims understand the sharia to be a code of conduct that God Himself has decreed for the orga-
nization of every aspect of human life. Many Muslims conclude that Islamic states should be run
by this code of conduct and not by any system of law developed by humans (whether in the West or
elsewhere). God, they might say, knows more than humans about such things.

A number of Islamic states acknowledge the sharia in their constitution, although the actual mean-
ing of this acknowledgment for the laws and policies of these states varies, since there is no one book
that contains the sharia in its entirety. Two different Islamic states might both insist that their laws
and policies are based in the sharia, but their laws and policies may have very little in common.

However, religious scholars—even when they are not in a position of political leadership—tend
to exercise considerable authority in all states that acknowledge sharia as the source of law. Since
these scholars can claim the position as the only proper interpreters of Islamic law, they are always
able to criticize the state for its infidelity to Islam (or to justify the state when others criticize it of
infidelity).

The excerpts below illustrate how three Islamic countries, two Sunni (Pakistan, Saudi Arabia) and
one Shi'ite (Iran), express the relationship between the state and Islam in the opening sections of
their present constitutions.
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Preamble

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Benevolent,

Whereas sovereignty over the entire Universe belongs to Almighty Allah alone, and the author-
ity to be exercised by the people of Pakistan within the limits prescribed by Him is a sacred
trust;

And whereas it is the will of the people of Pakistan to establish an order;

Wherein the State shall exercise its powers and authority through the chosen representatives of
the people;

Wherein the principles of democracy, freedom, equality, tolerance and social justice, as enunci-
ated by Islam, shall be fully observed;

Wherein the Muslims shall be enabled to order their lives in the individual and collective
spheres in accordance with the teachings and requirements of Islam as set out in the Holy
Quran and Sunnabh;

Wherein adequate provision shall be made for the minorities freely to profess and practise their
religions and develop their cultures;

Wherein the territories now included in or in accession with Pakistan and such other territories
as may hereafter be included in or accede to Pakistan shall form a Federation wherein the
units will be autonomous with such boundaries and limitations on their powers and author-
ity as may be prescribed;

Therein shall be guaranteed fundamental rights, including equality of status, of opportunity
and before law, social, economic and political justice, and freedom of thought, expression,
belief, faith, worship and association, subject to law and public morality;

Wherein adequate provision shall be made to safeguard the legitimate interests of minorities
and backward and depressed classes;

Wherein the independence of the judiciary shall be fully secured;

Wherein the integrity of the territories of the Federation, its independence and all its rights,
including its sovereign rights on land, sea and air, shall be safeguarded;

So that the people of Pakistan may prosper and attain their rightful and honoured place
amongst the nations of the World and make their full contribution towards international
peace and progress and happiness of humanity :

Now, therefore, we, the people of Pakistan,

Cognisant of our responsibility before Almighty Allah and men;

Cognisant of the sacrifices made by the people in the cause of Pakistan;
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Faithful to the declaration made by the Founder of Pakistan, Quaid-i-Azam Mohammad ‘Ali
Jinnah, that Pakistan would be a democratic State based on Islamic principles of social justice;

Dedicated to the preservation of democracy achieved by the unremitting struggle of the people
against oppression and tyranny;

Inspired by the resolve to protect our national and political unity and solidarity by creating an
egalitarian society through a new order;

Do hereby, through our representatives in the National Assembly, adopt, enact and give to our-
selves, this Constitution.

The Constitution of Saudi Arabia (April 12, 1973)

Chapter 1: General Principles

Article 1

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a sovereign Arab Islamic state with Islam as its religion; God’s
Book and the Sunnah of His Prophet, God’s prayers and peace be upon him, are its constitu-
tion, Arabic is its language and Riyadh is its capital.

Article 2
The state’s public holidays are Id al-Fitr and Id al-Adha. Its calendar is the Hegira calendar.

Article 3

The state’s flag shall be as follows:

(a) Itshall be green.

(b) Its width shall be equal to two-thirds of it’s [sic] length.

(c) The words “There is but one God and Mohammed is His Prophet” shall be inscribed in the
center with a drawn sword under it. The statute shall define the rules pertaining to it.

Article 4
The state’s emblem shall consist of two crossed swords with a palm tree in the upper space
between them. The statute shall define the state’s anthem and its medals.

The Constitution of lran (April 12, 1983)

Chapter 1: General Principles

Article 1

The form of government of Iran is that of an Islamic Republic, endorsed by the people of Iran
on the basis of their longstanding belief in the sovereignty of truth and Qur anic justice, in the
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referendum of Farwardin 9 and 10 in the year 1358 of the solar Islamic calendar, corresponding
to Jamadi al-’Awwal 1 and 2 in the year 1399 of the lunar Islamic calendar (March 29 and 30,
1979], through the affirmative vote of a majority of 98.2% of eligible voters, held after the vic-

torious Islamic Revolution led by the eminent marji‘ al-taqlid [religious authority], Ayatullah

al-Uzma [the Grand Ayatollah] Imam Khumayni.

Article 2
The Islamic Republic is a system based on belief in:

1.

The One God (as stated in the phrase “There is no god except Allah”), His exclusive sover-
eignty and the right to legislate, and the necessity of submission to His commands;

Divine revelation and its fundamental role in setting forth the laws;

The return to God in the Hereafter, and the constructive role of this belief in the course of
man’s ascent towards God;

The justice of God in creation and legislation;

Continuous leadership [by the imams descended from ‘Ali] and perpetual guidance, and its
fundamental role in ensuring the uninterrupted process of the revolution of Islam;

The exalted dignity and value of man, and his freedom coupled with responsibility before
God; in which equity, justice, political, economic, social, and cultural independence, and
national solidarity are secured by recourse to:

1. Continuous legal reasoning of the Muslim jurisprudents possessing necessary qualifi-
cations, exercised on the basis of the Qur’an and the Sunnah of the infallible imams,
upon all of whom be peace;

2. Sciences and arts and the most advanced results of human experience, together with
the effort to advance them further;

3. Negation of all forms of oppression, both the infliction of and the submission to it, and
of dominance, both its imposition and its acceptance.

regardless of creed, would have equal rights in
Pakistan, Mawdudi led campaigns (in 1952—
1953 and again in 1974) to ostracize and
punish Pakistani citizens belonging to a reli-
gious community known as the Ahmadiyya.
Members of the Ahmadiyya, a movement
founded by an Indian Muslim named Ghulam

Ahmad (d. 1908), understand themselves to
be Muslims, but they insist that Ahmad was
sent by God to renew the Islamic community.
Most Ahmadis consider him to be a successor
to Jesus, and some of them call him a prophet.

The Qur’an (33:40), as we have seen,

describes Muhammad as the “seal of the
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prophets,” and Muslims have long under-
stood this to mean that there can be no
prophets after him (a view made explicit
in the hadith). By contradicting this doc-
trine, Mawdudi argued, the Ahmadiyya had
become apostates. In a treatise titled “The
Finality of Prophethood,” Mawdudi explic-
itly compares the case of Ghulam Ahmad
with the “false prophet” Musaylima of the
Prophet Muhammad’s day. Muhammad,
he continues, declared Musaylima an apos-
tate, and Abu Bakr’s forces later attacked
and killed Musaylima during the Wars of
Apostasy. Mawdudi concludes that the pol-
icy of the Islamic state of Pakistan toward
the Ahmadiyya should be modeled on the
conduct of Muhammad, and of the Pious
Forebearer Abu Bakr, toward Musaylima.
In fact, in large part due to the influence of
Mawdudi and the Jamaat-e Islami, Pakistan
has applied an increasing number of restric-
tions and policies meant to inhibit the activi-
ties of the Ahmadiyya.

Mawdudi, in other words, held with Ibn
Taymiyya that an Islamic state is responsible
not only to teach Islam in its educational
institutions but also to use compelling force in
order to ensure that none of its citizens act in
a way contrary to Islam. It is this same notion
(sometimes referred to with the qur’anic
slogan “commanding right and forbidding
wrong”) that helped inspire the enactment
of the “blasphemy laws” in Pakistan after the
death of Mawdudi, during the rule of Zia ul-
Haqq (president of Pakistan from 1977 to his
death in a suspicious plane crash in 1988).

Zia ul-Haqq generally sought the political
support of Islamic groups such as Jamaat-e
Islami. To this end he furthered the process
of Islamization in Pakistan. In the course of
this process, Zia ul-Haqq’s government spon-
sored the passage of laws in 1980 in which
derogatory remarks against Muslim holy
figures became an offense punishable by
imprisonment. In 1982, a clause was added to
make desecration of the Qur’an punishable

BOX 8.1 + AHMADIS" STATUS AS MUSLIMS

On May 28, 2010, two mosques belonging to the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community in Lahore,
Pakistan, were attacked with grenades and gunfire, killing eighty-six people. This attack was the
culmination of a long history of violence and persecution suffered by the Ahmadis in Pakistan.
In 1974, the Pakistani parliament amended the constitution to define Ahmadis as non-
Muslims, and indeed in Pakistan Ahmadis are widely described as heretics or apostates. Jamaat-e
Islami in particular has repeatedly campaigned against the Ahmadis. In 1984, the government,
under pressure from Jamaat-e Islami, passed a law by which Ahmadis are subject to prison
if they present themselves as Muslims or if they perform the call to prayer in the traditional
Islamic manner.
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by life imprisonment, and in 1986 a further
clause was added to make blasphemy against
Muhammad punishable by death (a posi-
tion argued for, as mentioned above, by Ibn
Taymiyya in the thirteenth century).

Approximately half of those prosecuted
under the blasphemy laws have been non-
Muslims (for the most part Christians).
Many human-rights activists—besides criti-
cizing the very concept of these laws—have
expressed concern over the rigor of the judi-
cial process in such cases, which take place in
Islamic courts. Most troubling, however, has
been the vigilantism surrounding these laws.
In 1993, Manzur Masih was killed on the way
out of a Lahore courthouse where he had
been acquitted of the crime of blasphemy. The
Muslim judge who heard his case was killed
four years later. The sentencing to death of a
young, poor Christian named Ayub Masih for
blasphemy led a Catholic bishop named John
Joseph to shoot himself in 1998, in front of
the courthouse in Sahiwal where Masih had
been sentenced. This shocking act of protest,
however, did not lead to any change in these
laws or the vigilantism surrounding them.

In November 2010, a Christian mother
of five, Asia Bibi, was sentenced to death for
insulting Muhammad. On January 4, 2011,
Salmaan Taseer, a Muslim governor and critic
of the laws, was assassinated. On March 2,
2011, Shahbaz Bhatti, a Christian government
minister who had fought for the release of
Bibi, was likewise killed. The current Pakistani
government has publicly condemned these
latest murders, but they have also publicly
declared that the laws of blasphemy will not

be changed. On April 30,2011, a Muslim mob
attacked Christian shops and homes in the
city of Gujranwala after discovering a burnt
Qur’an.

The Jamaat-e Islami has thus far been more
successful than the Muslim Brotherhood in its
campaign for a sharia-based state, although
the 2011 elections in Egypt gave the Muslim
Brotherhood real hope of directing Egypt’s
political future. Yet neither the Muslim
Brotherhood nor the Jamaat-e Islami has thus
far succeeded in establishing a state such as
that of contemporary Iran, where the insti-
tutions of the government itself have been in
the hands of Muslim clerics since the Islamic
revolution of 1979.

The success of the Islamic revolution in
Iran is especially remarkable for two reasons.
First, it took place in a country that had been
ruled for most of the twentieth century by a
secular-minded monarchy. This monarchy
pursued a policy of social reform meant to
substitute “modern” values for the traditional
religious values of the Iranian people. To this
end, the emperor Reza Shah (r. 1925-1941; d.
1944) instituted a movement in 1936 known
as the “Women’s Awakening,” a movement
that involved not only laws to increase female
education and equity between the sexes in
the workplace but also a series of restrictions
meant to encourage women to remove the
Islamic headscarf. For example, veiled women
were banned from schools, cinemas, and pub-
lic transportation.



Much of the rural population of Iran
resisted this movement, but many urban
Iranians who had already embraced Western
values and habits supported it. Indeed, a
visitor to Tehran in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury might have found it to be a city with a
remarkably European flavor. In her work The
Good Daughter, the Iranian-American author
Jasmin Darznik tells the story of her mother’s
experience in Iran during this time. In one
passage, she notes the European tendencies of
the family of Kazem Khorrami, her mother’s

first husband.

The women of his family had not worn veils
for many years, and the men had long since
abandoned their tunics and turbans in favor
of European-style jackets, ties and hats. The
Khorrami family was headed by Kazem’s
maternal grandmother, whom they all called
Ma Meére—this despite the fact that none of
them spoke more than ten words of French,
including Ma Mere herself. (J. Darznik The
Good Daughter, 41-42)

Tehran in 2012 has quite a different flavor.
Men are encouraged not to wear ties (which
are understood to be symbolic of Western
habits) and women are obliged to wear veils.
Religious police patrol the streets to make sure
that they do so properly. Alcohol is forbidden.
Movies and literature are carefully censored.
Second, the Islamic revolution in Iran is
remarkable because it was a Shi‘ite revolu-
tion. Before the revolution, Shi‘ite scholars
had long taught that their faithful should not
aspire to the creation of an Islamic state. The

logic of their teaching is based on the Shi‘ite
narrative of Islam’s emergence (introduced in
chapter 3 of the present work).

According to Shi‘ites, the “rightly guided”
caliphs—with the exception of ‘Ali—were not
rightly guided. After the death of Muhammad,
God intended the Muslim community to be
ruled by the Imams, twelve (according to the
largest Shi‘ite community, “Twelver” Shi‘ites)
successors to Muhammad who came from
his own family, and not by caliphs at all. The
first of these Imams was ‘Ali, the cousin of the
Prophet, and the second was Hasan, the son
of ‘Ali and grandson of Muhammad through
his mother Fatima. The last of these Imams
was (and is) Muhammad al-Mahdi, who
never died but rather entered into a state of
invisibility soon after his birth (c. 869; he is
accordingly known as the “Hidden” Imam).
Yet Sunni rulers prevented all of these Imams
from establishing their leadership as God
had intended. This was the case even for ‘Alj,
who was unable to establish fully his leader-
ship during the years of his caliphate due to
the constant opposition of figures such as
‘A’isha.

Nevertheless, the conspiracies of Sunni
Muslims against the Imams in no way affected
their position as representatives of God on
earth and as the source of infallible religious
teaching. Indeed, God Himself decreed that
between the death of the Prophet and the end
of the world an Imam would always be pres-
ent on earth. The Imam of the current age is
still Muhammad al-Mahdi (who evidently was
given, in addition to invisibility, a long life). At
some unknown moment, he will emerge from
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BOX 8.2 + DEMOGRAPHICS IN EGYPT, IRAN, AND PAKISTAN

Religious and other demographics in Egypt, Iran, and Pakistan
Country Total Principal Religious Demographics Population
Population Languages Growth Rate
Egypt 82 million | Arabic Sunni Muslim 90%, Coptic 1.96%
Christians (9%), other
Christians (1%)
Pakistan 187 million | Urdu, Punjabi, | Sunni Muslims 75%, Shi‘ite 1.58%
Sindhi, Pashtu | Muslim 20%, Others
(including 2% Christian, 2%
Ahmadiyya Muslim, and 1%
Hindu) 5%
Iran 78 million Persian Shi‘ite Muslim 89%, Sunni 1.25%
(2011) (Farsi), Turkic | Muslim 9%, Others (includ-
languages, ing approximately 300,000
Kurdish of the Baha’i Faith), 2%

his hiding to establish an Islamic state accord-
ing to the true sharia.

According to traditional teaching, Shi‘ites
should not seek to establish an Islamic state
before that moment. To do so would be tanta-
mount to a rebellion against God. Only God
knows when the right time to establish an
Islamic state will be, and He will send forth
the Hidden Imam at that time. Shi‘ites might
long for the Imam’s emergence (in fact, pious
Shi‘ites often add the phrase “may God has-
ten his emergence!” whenever they mention
the Hidden Imam), but otherwise they are

to accept the rules of the state they live in, in
deference to a principle known as taqiyya, or
“dissimulation.” They might even, when faced
with Sunni persecution, deny their Shi‘ite
beliefs outwardly while holding on to them in
their hearts.

The idea of taqiyya, however, was to be
challenged by the Ruhallah Khomeini (d.
1989), known to the world as the Ayatollah
(“Sign of God”), a technical title bestowed on
Shi‘ite clerics respected for their mastery of
law and theology. Khomeini was not the only
ayatollah of his day; by all counts, a number
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of other Iranian clerics were considered to be
superior religious authorities. However, he
set himself apart by his charismatic person-
ality and by his unique teaching, known as
wilayat al-faqih, or “The Guardianship of the
Jurisprudent.”

We can detect the foundation for this teach-
ing already in a speech delivered on April 10,
1964, to clerics and religion students in Qom,
Iran, in which Khomeini (who had just been
released from prison) expressed his convic-
tion that Muslim leaders must be involved
with politics.

Gentlemen, do your utmost to raise the flag
of Islam in the universities, to promote reli-
gion, to build mosques, to perform prayers
in congregation and to let the act of prayer
be seen by others. Religious unity is of the
essence. It is religious unity that makes this
society so great and cohesive; if you would
like Iran to be independent then be united
in religion. . .. I am not one of those mullahs
who merely sits with rosary beads in hand.
I am not the Pope to perform certain cer-
emonies on Sundays only, spending the rest

of my time imagining that ’'m a sultan and

FIGURE 8.2. A street scene in Iran with a large billboard displaying a portrait
of the Ayatollah Ruhallah Khomeini.
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not concerning myself with any other affairs.
This is where the key to Islamic indepen-
dence lies. (Ayatollah Khomeini, Speech to
Religious Leaders in Qom [Iran], April 10,
1964)

During his later exile in the holy Shi‘ite city of
Najaf, Iraq, Khomeini began to elaborate his
politically activist theology, arguing that the
notion of taqiyya should not prevent Shi'ite
clerics from working to develop an Islamic
state.

The purpose of tagiyya is the preservation of
Islam and the Shi‘ite school; if people had
not resorted to it, our school of thought
would have been destroyed. Tagiyya relates
to the branches of religion; for example—
performing ablution in different ways. But
when the chief principles of Islam and its
welfare are endangered, there can be no
question of silence or tagiyya. . ..

The Muslims will be able to live in secu-
rity and tranquility and preserve their faith
and morals only when they enjoy the protec-
tion of a government based on justice and
law, a government whose form, administra-
tive system, and laws have been laid down
by Islam. It is our duty now to implement
and put into practice the plan of a govern-
ment established by Islam. I hope that by
presenting the system of government and
the political and social principles of Islam to
broad segments of humanity, we will create a
strong new current of thought and a power-
ful and popular movement that will result in

the establishment of an Islamic government.

O God, foreshorten the arms of the oppres-
sors that are stretched out against the lands
of the Muslims and root out all traitors to
Islam and the Islamic countries! (Ayatollah
Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist, 93—94)

Khomeini’s argument that Muslim clerics—in
their capacity as interpreters of Islamic law—
should assume authority in the absence of the
Imam represents a radical departure from tra-
ditional Shi‘ite thought. It was, one might say,
the ideological revolution necessary for the
political revolution of 1979.

Khomeini’s ideological revolution was in
part a reaction to the particular context of
twentieth-century Iran. It is one thing for
Shi‘ites to tolerate the rule of Sunni Muslims
who, despite their opposition to the Imams,
still sought to run a society according to
Islamic law; it was quite another to tolerate
the rule of the Iranian Shah Muhammad Reza
Pahlavi (d. 1980; r. 1941-1979).

Like his father Reza Shah, Muhammad
Reza Pahlavi held a secular vision of Iran.
He celebrated Iran’s pre-Islamic imperial
past, supported various social reforms that
conflicted with traditional Islamic ideas, and
firmly opposed religious clerics who objected
to his policies. In 1963, he went to the religious
heart of Iran, the ancient city of Qom, where
he delivered a fierce condemnation of clerics,
whom he accused of backwardness. In foreign
affairs, moreover, Muhammad Reza Pahlavi
had a distinctively pro-Western policy. Under
his rule, Iran was the first majority-Muslim
state to recognize Israel, and Iran continued
to maintain close ties with the Jewish state
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FIGURE 8.3. The Shah Muhammad Reza Pahlavi with his
daughter, Farahnaz, and wife, the empress Farah,
in the mid-1960s.

even after the six-day war of 1967, which saw
Israel occupy the old city of Jerusalem with its
Islamic holy sites.

For Khomeini, opposition to the shah was
also a personal matter. In the early 1960s,
Muhammad Reza Pahlavi grew particularly
disdainful—and fearful—of Khomeini. In
1964, he sent Khomeini into exile. Fifteen

years later, Khomeini would return to Iran in
triumph.

On January 16, 1979, in the wake of months
of mass protests, Muhammad Reza Pahlavi
fled Iran, leaving a caretaker prime minister in
his stead. On February 1, Khomeini, who had
managed to establish his leadership of the pro-
test movement from abroad, arrived in Iran
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from France to a welcoming crowd of several
million people. He immediately denounced
the prime minister the shah had left in place
and moved to establish his own government.
In the subsequent months, Khomeini
moved to ensure that the future government
of the country would be faithful to Islamic
law, run by Shi‘ite clerics, and firmly within
his personal control. Khomeini, whose public
personality was that of a gentle and pensive
sage, orchestrated a systematic and merci-
less campaign to eliminate his rivals within
the protest movement (which included both

secular Communist parties and religious par-
ties hostile to the idea of wilayat al-faqih).
He displayed sharp political instincts during
the hostage crisis at the American embassy
in Tehran (when Iranian students held fifty-
two Americans in captivity from November
4, 1979, to January 20, 1981). Khomeini,
who was not aware of the plan to besiege
the embassy beforehand, astutely realized
afterward that the crisis would further rally
Iranians to support the Islamic revolution,
and he began personally to dictate strategy to
the hostage takers.

KHOMEINI

The name Khomeini comes from the village Khomein in central Iran, where the future leader
of the Islamic revolution, whose first name was Ruhollah (“spirit of God"), grew up. His family
claimed descent from the Prophet Muhammad through the seventh of the Shi‘ite Imams. The
men in the family thus had the right to wear a black (as opposed to a white) turban. The peo-
ple looked upon them with a special respect, and they were expected to be especially religious.
When he was still a young boy, Ruhollah Khomeini's father, Mostafa, was killed, leaving him
an orphan. At the age of seventeen, his relatives sent him to the holy city of Qom, south of
Tehran, to pursue a religious education. Ruhollah soon gained a reputation as a pious and
industrious student. He lived in a simple room and woke up before dawn to begin his studies
and perform the morning prayer. Khomeini's reputation for simplicity would remain with him
throughout his life. Even after assuming power as the supreme cleric of Islamic Iran, he was still
known to eat simple meals, seated on the floor in cleric’s garb. Yet he also gained a reputation
for ambition. He was eager to win the respect and, eventually, the obedience of his fellow
clerics. Khomeini had no greed for material possessions, but he did have a desire for power.
In his student days, Khomeini was also a witness to the manner in which Reza Shah lorded
his power over the clergy. When, on March 21, 1928, a cleric in Qom named Bafqi condemned
the shah, Reza Shah personally rode to Qom, entered the holy shrine there with his troops,
and had Bafqi publicly flogged. We can only presume that Khomeini dreamed of retribution
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from that day forward. He must have felt great satisfaction when, many years later; in 1979, he
successfully overthrew the son of Reza Shah.Yet his campaign against the enemies of Islam did
not end with the Revolution. He continued it by purging Iran of those who had been sympa-
thetic to the shah, and of members of secular socialist parties (who had once resisted the shah
alongside Khomeini).Yet Khomeini's principal enemy was America, the “great Satan.” As Satan
whispers temptations in the ears of Muslims to distract them from their prayers, so the United
States, Khomeini argued, promotes false ideologies to Muslim rulers to keep them from apply-
ing Islamic law in their countries. Khomeini supported the takeover of the American embassy
in Tehran, instituted an anti-American curriculum in Iranian schools (including the chant “death
to Americal” at the beginning of the school day), and sponsored a protest of America during
the annual pilgrimage in Mecca (which contributed to a bloody conflict in 1987 with Saudi
authorities). For its part the United States, which had long supported the shah (and became
the home of Muhammad Reza Pahlavi's son), sought persistently to isolate Khomeini and less-
en his influence. Iran and the United States have not (yet) gone to war, but the two countries

did meet in a soccer match in the 2002 World Cup. Iran won 2-1.

On March 29 and 30, 1979, a national ref-
erendum was held in which, according to the
official results, 98.2 percent of participants
voted for an “Islamic Republic.” In November
of that same year, Khomeini became the
“Supreme Leader of the Revolution,” a posi-
tion that effectively gave him final authority
in all questions of government (not unlike
the authority the shah had once possessed),
and a position he would hold until his death
in 1989 (and that has been held since by ‘Ali
Khamenei). For his part, Muhammad Reza
Pahlavi, the former shah who had exiled
Khomeini, died in exile in Cairo on July 27,
1980.

Thus the state that Khomeini had envi-
sioned in his speeches, the “Guardianship
of the Jurisprudent,” came into being. The
Iranian constitution of 1983 insists in its sec-
ond article that the Islamic Republic of Iran

is to be based on the principle that God alone
possesses “the right to legislate,” while the peo-
ple are bound by “the necessity of submission
to His commands.” Later in that same article,
the constitution insists that the divine laws are
to be established above all by “Muslim juris-
prudents possessing necessary qualifications,
exercised on the basis of the Qur’an and the
Sunnah of the Infallible imams, upon all of
whom be peace.”

The rise of an Islamic state in Iran was an
extraordinary event. Khomeini had to fight
against both the traditional doctrine of Shi‘ite
Islam that would make such a state impossible
(before the emergence of the Hidden Imam)
and against the effects of the shahs’ cam-
paign to secularize the nation. That Khomeini
prevailed is no doubt a tribute to his char-
ismatic personality and his political talent.
But the success of the Islamic revolution in
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Iran also says something about the endur-
ing attractiveness of the notion of the sharia
to Muslims. Khomeini was able to appeal
to the general Muslim conviction that God
revealed to Muhammad much more than
spiritual wisdom, that he revealed instruc-
tions on all aspects of life, and that the state
that Muhammad established
should be the model for Islamic states of later

in Medina

times. Thus the story of Islam’s emergence
in seventh-century Arabia held enormous
importance to Muslims of the twentieth cen-
tury, from Egypt to Pakistan to Iran. It holds
no less importance to Muslims today.

The cases of Egypt, Pakistan, and Iran intro-
duced above testify to the power of the story of
Islam’s emergence to shape the world we live
in today. At the same time, the world we live
in today has also shaped the way that Muslims
tell the story of Islam’s emergence.

In the modern period, Muslims have been
confronted with challenges to their faith in
an unprecedented fashion. Before the period
of colonialism and mass communication,
Muslims were generally isolated from criti-
cism of their religion. There were many non-
Muslims in Islamic states, of course (whether
Christians in the Arab world or Hindus in
India), but they were generally prohibited
from criticizing Islam by the dictates of Islamic
law. In Europe, Christians had long attacked
Islam (the Italian poet Dante, for example,
placed Muhammad and ‘Ali in the lowest level

of hell in his work the Inferno). However, their
attacks were published in European languages
and remained largely unknown in the Islamic
world.

By the nineteenth century, however, European
countries had established colonies in the
Islamic world. The colonists brought their
religion with them, and they generally permit-
ted, or even encouraged, the work of Christian
missionaries there. Among these missionar-
ies was Samuel Zwemer (d. 1952), a native of
Michigan who served as a Protestant mission-
ary in the Arabian Peninsula from 1891-1905
and then in Cairo from 1913-1929.

Zwemer, known to evangelical Christians
still today as “the Apostle to Islam,” is the
author of numerous works critical of Islam,
including Islam: A Challenge to Faith, a guide
for prospective missionaries originally pub-
lished by the Student Volunteer Movement
for Student Missions in 1907. In that work,
Zwemer describes the Qur’an, as regards
form, as a haphazard and poorly organized
work: “The book has no chronological order,
logical sequence, or rhetorical climax. Its jum-
bled verses throw together, piecemeal, fact and
fancy, laws, legends, prayers and imprecations.
It is unintelligible without a commentary,
even for a Muslim” (Zwemer, 90).

On the following page, he adds that, as
regards content, the Qur’an is hardly more
impressive: “The defects of its teaching are
many: (a) It is full of historical errors; (b) it
contains monstrous fables; (c¢) it teaches a
false cosmogony; (d) it is full of superstitions;



(e) it perpetuates slavery, polygamy, divorce,
religious intolerance, the seclusion and degra-
dation of women, and it petrifies social life”
(Zwemer, 91).

Zwemer and other missionaries began to
publish books, and journals, in Arabic (and
other Islamic languages) with material meant
to convert Muslims to Christianity. As Muslim
intellectuals became increasingly aware of the
activity of Christian missionaries, a move-
ment arose among them to counter them.
Among these intellectuals was Rashid Rida (d.
1935), a Lebanese Sunni Muslim who settled
in Cairo in 1897 (and who would later influ-
ence Sayyid Qutb). In his 1905 work Christian
Criticisms, Islamic Proofs (an Arabic collection
of articles originally published in the journal
founded by Rida and his mentor, Muhammad
Abdubh, al-Manar), Rida responds to the argu-
ments against Islam presented by Christian
missionaries in Arabic-language missionary
journals in Egypt. Rida presents the Bible as
a confusing and contradictory collection of
documents written to replace the true Islamic
revelations given to Moses and Jesus, and the
Qur’an as a work of logic and wisdom. After
quoting several passages in which the Qur’an
invites its audience to reflect on God’s signs,
Rida comments,

Those short verses demonstrate that Islam
is the religion of reason, that it is a sci-
ence, and that certainty is sought through
it. They demonstrate that supposition does
not suffice for faith in its fundamental prin-
ciples. These include God Almighty’s one-

ness, knowledge, omnipotence, sending of

prophets, and the mission of the seal of the
prophets, prayer and peace be upon him and
upon them. Verily, the verb “to reason” occurs
approximately fifty times in the Qur’an. . . .
The word “intellects” occurs in ten to twenty
verses. Thus, knowledge of the universe is the
way of faith and Islam. (Rida, 170)

As the allusion to “knowledge of the uni-
verse” suggests, Rida presented, in the face of
the arguments of Christian missionaries, the
Qur’an as a book of modern science. In this
way his writing anticipates a dramatic devel-
opment of Islamic thought in the twentieth
century, namely the rise of the belief that
the Qur’an actually contains scientific mira-
cles, that is, scientific information unknown
to humanity at the time of the Prophet
Muhammad, and which has since been veri-
fied by the tools of modern science.

This idea is fundamentally the stuff of
religious apology. Muslim scientists do not
use the Qur’an as a resource in their biologi-
cal experiments or mathematical equations.
Rather, Muslim apologists use it to compare
passages of the Qur’an with the results of
scientific research in order to argue that the
Qur’an is a miraculous text, that Muhammad
was truly a prophet, and that Islam is the true
religion. As Ahmad Dallal notes, this idea is a
purely modern creation: “Classical commen-
tators on the Qur’an never even hinted that
the miracle of the Qur’an lies in its prediction
of scientific discoveries that were made centu-
ries after the coming of the revelation” (Dallal,
“Science and the Qur’an,” Encyclopaedia of the
Qur’an, 4:552).
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Perhaps the most famous work on the
scientific miracles of the Qur’an is that of
a French medical doctor named Maurice
Bucaille; that Bucaille comes from a Christian
background (whether he ever converted to
Islam is an ongoing controversy) adds to the
attraction of the work, since he appears to be
an objective observer. Bucaille’s work, The
Bible, the Qur’an, and Science (originally pub-
lished in 1976 in French, but since translated
into several languages), is distributed today
throughout the world by Islamic organiza-
tions and is available on numerous Islamic
websites.

Bucaille (after criticizing the Bible from an
Islamic perspective) argues that the Qur’an
contains accurate scientific information on
creation, astronomy, and biological sciences.
He explains the Qur’an’s proclamation, “We
created man from a drop of mixed liquid”
(Q 76:2, my translation), as an astounding
reference to the “spermatic liquid” which is
produced by secretions from “the testicles,”

» <«

“the seminal vesicles,” “the prostate gland,”
and “the glands annexed to the urinary tract”
(Bucaille, 215). He also provides explana-
tions for those qur’anic passages that would
seem to be inaccurate on scientific matters:
the Qur’an’s references to the creation of
the earth in six days (e.g., Q 54:7) are by his
reading allusions to six “periods” of creation
recently discovered by astrophysicists (but he
concludes that the biblical description of cre-
ation in six days is an error; 148); the Qur’an’s
description of the sun moving like the moon
in an orbit around the earth (see Q 21:33 and
36:36) is a “verbal nuance” that refers only to

the revolution of the sun on its axis (168). As
for the Qur’an’s reference to God casting the
stars at demons (e.g., Q 67:5), Bucaille writes,
“At the present stage however, it would seem
that scientific data are unable to cast any
light on a subject that goes beyond human
understanding” (165). Ultimately Bucaille
concludes,

The Qur’an follows on from the two
Revelations [to Moses and Jesus] that pre-
ceded it and is not only free from contradic-
tions in its narrations, the sign of the various
human manipulations to be found in the
Gospels, but provides a quality all of its own
for those who examine it objectively and in
the light of science, i.e. its complete agree-
ment with modern scientific data. (Bucaille,
The Bible, the Qur’an, and Science, 268)

Bucaille’s work is only one example of a genre
that is today widespread. A Google search (on
December 27, 2011) for “Quran and Science”
returned 27,900,000 results.

The website www.quranandscience.com
(which prominently displays the link “Convert
To Islam”) explains on its introductory page,

At the age of revealing the holy Quran Arabs
were excelled in poetry and prose, so the holy
Quran challenged them by its eloquence.
Nowadays miracles of the holy Quran
appeared in the scientific signs mentioned in
a lot of verses, these verses indicate to scien-
tific facts which have been discovered since
only few decades. This is an absolute proof
that the holy Quran is the word of God.
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The topic of scientific miracles is today a fun-  Saudi Arabian government and dedicated
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enterprise (often referred to with the Arabic  “Committee on the Scientific Miracles of the
term da wa). The Muslim World League, an  Qur’an” in the 1980s, and has subsequently
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the publication of materials in a variety of
languages. In an interview with the London-
based Arabic newspaper al-Sharg al-Awsat on
September 5, 2003, the head of this commit-
tee at the time, Zaghloul El-Naggar, explained
that the scientific miracles of the Qur’an
“astound the contemporary scientists and
thinkers of the world” (quoted by Dallal, 541).

Muhammad and Morality

The idea of scientific miracles in the Qur’an
thus appears to be a response to the mod-
ern world, and in particular to the increas-
ing awareness among Muslims of Western
critiques of the Qur’an. By insisting that the
Qur’an is perfect even in its scientific infor-
mation, Muslims found an appropriately
modern answer to these critiques.

A similar development in Islamic thought
has taken place in the modern era in regard
to Muhammad. Christians have long accused
Muhammad of being a false prophet who
used his claims of revelation to justify his mul-
tiple marriages and military adventures. In
modern times, however, Western Christians
began to attribute the social and cultural
problems they found in the Islamic world to
Muhammad’s moral deficiency. By the nine-
teenth century, the Islamic world appeared to
many Westerners to have fallen into a state of
backwardness. Islamic societies were in fact
inferior to Western countries in political and
economic matters. To many Westerners, they
also seemed to be behind in moral matters.
Slavery and concubinage were still widespread
in much of the Islamic world—even in the holy

BOX 8.3 # SIR RICHARD BURTON'S PILGRIMAGE TO MECCA

In 1853, the flamboyant English explorer Sir Richard Burton set out in disguise (as an Afghan
mystic) from Egypt to join the Muslim faithful in their pilgrimage to Mecca (a city into which
non-Muslims are not allowed). In his memoirs (written in 1855) of the pilgrimage, he remem-
bers passing through a slave market in Mecca on a donkey. There he dreamed of putting an end
to the slave trade: “Again remounting, we proceeded at a leisurely pace homewards, and on the
way passed through the principal slave-market. It is a large street roofed with matting, and full
of coffee-houses. The merchandise sat in rows, parallel with the walls. The prettiest girls occu-
pied the highest benches, below were the plainer sort, and lowest of all the boys. They were all
gaily dressed in pink and other light-coloured muslins, with transparent veils over their heads.
... And here I matured a resolve to strike, if favoured by fortune, a death-blow at a trade which
is eating into the vitals of industry in Eastern Africa. The reflection was pleasant—the idea the
humble Haji [pilgrim], contemplating the scene from his donkey, might become the instru-
ment of the total abolition of this pernicious traffic” (Burton, A Pilgrimage to Al-Madinah and
Mecca, 3rd ed., 2:252).




cities of Mecca and Medina—and remained so
into the early twentieth century.

In much of the Islamic world, girls were
generally restricted to their homes, deprived
of an education, and forced to marry against
their will. To Westerners with a moraliz-
ing tendency like Samuel Zwemer, the one
responsible for this human suffering was
Muhammad himself, who offered Muslims a
poor model and left them with an oppressive
social system.

A stream cannot rise higher than its source;
a tower cannot be broader than its foun-
dation. The measure of the moral stature
of Mohammed is the source and founda-
tion of all moral ideals in Islam. His con-
duct is the standard of character. We need
not be surprised, therefore, that the ethical
standard is so low. Raymund Lull, the first
missionary to Moslems, used to show in
his bold preaching that Mohammed had
none of the seven cardinal virtues and was
guilty of the seven deadly sins; he doubtless
went too far. But it would not be difficult to
show that pride, lust, envy and anger were
prominent traits in the Prophet’s character.
(Zwemer, 123)

These sorts of (unbalanced) critiques were not
left without a response. Just as Rida argued
that the Qur’an is a book of modern science,
Muhammad Husayn Haykal (d. 1956)—
the Egyptian author of the most famous
twentieth-century Muslim biography of
Muhammad—argued that Muhammad was
a man of modern morals. In fact, the tactics

of the two authors are similar. Rida criticizes
the Bible while defending the Qur’an, while
Haykal opens his biography of Muhammad
with a critique of Western Christian morals.

Christianity—with its call for asceticism,
other-worldliness, forgiveness, and the high
personalist values—does not accord with
the nature of western man whose religious
life had for thousands of years been deter-
mined by polytheism and whose geographic
position had imposed upon him the strug-
gle against the extreme cold and inclem-
ent nature. When historical circumstances
brought about his Christianization, it was
necessary for him to interpret it as a reli-
gion of struggle and to alter its tolerant and
gentle nature. Thereby western man spoiled
the spiritual sequence, completed by Islam,
in which Christianity stood as a link in the
chain. (Haykal, Preface to the First Edition,

XXXIX)

By invoking a “spiritual sequence,” Haykal
means to present Christianity as religion that
prepared the way for Islam. According to this
notion, Judaism is a strict, legalistic religion
(an idea suggested by passages [e.g., Q 4:160]
where the Qur’an reports that God forbade
the Jews things that were otherwise permit-
ted due to their sins), whereas Christianity
was something of a reaction to the strict-
ness to Judaism (in Q 3:50, Jesus announces
that he has made some things permitted that
were once forbidden), for which reason it is
[overly] tolerant and gentle. Islam is a perfect
balance of the two (in 2:143, the divine voice
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of the Qur’an declares: “We have made you a
community of the middle”). In line with this
notion, Haykal presents Muhammad as the
perfect model for all human societies. Indeed,
to Haykal Muhammad points the way to
human happiness.

It therefore behooves any scholar apply-
ing himself to such a study to address his
work not only to the Muslims but to man-
kind as a whole. The final purpose of such
work is not, as some of them think, purely
religious. Rather, it is, following the example
of Muhammad, that all mankind may better
learn the way to perfection. Fulfillment of
this purpose is not possible without the guid-
ance of reason and heart, and the conviction
and certainty they bring when founded on
true perception and knowledge. (Haykal,
Preface to the Second Edition, Ixxxiv)

In his novel The Children of Gebelawi (or The
Children of the Alley), the Egyptian Nobel
laureate Naguib Mahfouz (d. 2006) similarly
presents Muhammad as a figure of perfect
balance between Moses and Jesus. Mahfouz
tells the story of a neighborhood in Cairo that
through the years is visited by various figures
meant to represent the prophets. The Moses
figure (Gabal or “mountain,” a reference to
Mount Sinai) is at once righteous and brutal.
He deals with gangsters in the neighborhood
by having them trapped in a pit where they
are drowned by water and pelted by stones
cast down by residents from their windows.
The Jesus figure, Rifaa, who works in his

father’s carpentry shop, is excessively passive.
Rifaa arouses the anger of religious fanatics in
the neighborhood when he decides to marry
a woman accused of adultery. After teach-
ing his followers that it is better to be killed
than to kill, Rifaa is murdered. Finally the
Muhammad figure, Qasim, is a leader of per-
fect reason and great courage, who combines
the best of the previous two leaders: “We shall
raise our cudgels as Gebel did, but for the
sake of the mercy that Rifaa called for. Then
we’ll use the estate for the common good”
(Mahfouz, 262—63).

Mahfouz’s
matches the manner in which Haykal justi-

presentation of “Qasim”
fies Muhammad’s military campaigns. In
response to Western criticisms of the Prophet,
Haykal insists that Muhammad only fought
for righteous causes.

It is here that the Orientalists and the mis-
sionaries raise their eyebrows and voices,
shouting: “Do you see? Here is Muhammad
agreeing that his religion actually calls to
war, to jihad in the cause of God, that is,
to compel man by the sword to enter into
Islam. Isn’t this precisely what is meant
by fanaticism? Now contrast this with
Christianity, which denies fighting and con-
demns war, which calls for peace and advo-
cates tolerance, which binds men in bonds
of brotherhood in God and in Christ.” In
arguing this point I do not wish to mention
the statement of the New Testament, “I have
not come to send peace but a sword. . .

Rather I want to begin by refuting the claim



that Muhammad’s religion calls for fighting
and coercion of men into Islam.

[Jihad’s] definite meaning is to fight
those who sway the Muslim away from his
religion and prevent him from walking in
the path of God. This fight is waged solely
for the freedom to call men unto God and
unto His religion. To use a modern expres-
sion consonant with the usage of the present
age, we may say that war in Islam is permit-
ted—mnay, it is rather a duty—when under-
taken in defense of freedom of thought and
opinion. (Haykal, 205)

Thus in Haykal’s telling, Muhammad’s mili-
tary campaigns, far from a moral problem,
show him to be a moral exemplar who appre-
ciated modern moral values such as freedom
of thought and opinion. In the conclusion of
part 2 of the present work, I noted William
Montgomery Watt’s opinion that Muhammad
might be considered a good man according to
the standards of his historical context, but not
by the standards of Europe in 1950. Haykal
would no doubt respond that Muhammad
would be considered a good man in any place,
and in any year.

Haykal writes in the preface to the second
edition that Muhammad offers the modern
world a solution to its fundamental problems.

I had hoped that this and similar studies
would clear for science a number of psychic
and spiritual problems and establish facts
which would guide mankind to the new
civilization for which it is groping. There
is no doubt that deepening of analysis and
extending the scope of the investigation
would unlock many secrets which many
people have thought for a long time to lie
beyond scientific explanation. The clearer
the understanding mankind achieves of the
psychological and spiritual secrets of the
world, the stronger man’s relation to the
world will become and, hence, the greater
his happiness. Man will then be better able
to rehabilitate himself in the world when
he knows its secrets, just as he became bet-
ter able to enjoy it when he understood the
latent forces of electricity and radio. (Haykal,
Preface to the Second Edition, Ixxxiv)

Whereas Bucaille holds that scientists today
are astounded to discover information in the
Qur’an that was unknown to the world in the
seventh century, Haykal insists that the biog-
raphy of Muhammad is similarly astounding.
In seventh-century Arabia, the Prophet of
Islam demonstrated moral, spiritual, and psy-
chological qualities that offer humanity the
secret of happiness today.
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What is the sharia? According to thinkers such as Ibn Taymiyya and Sayyid Qutb, what sorts of issues
does the sharia address’

What is the difference between the vision for Pakistan held by Jinnah and that held by Mawdudi?
How did Khomeini’s teaching on the “Guardianship of the Jurisprudent” alter traditional Shi‘ite ideas?

Describe the Islamic idea of the “scientific miracles” of the Qur’an. How is it related to the Islamic
encounter with the West and modernity?

How do Haykal and Mahfouz present Muhammad as a “moral exemplar”? How is this presentation
related to the Islamic encounter with the West and modernity?



In the course of this book, it has become appar-
ent that the question of Islam’s emergence is
far from settled. Earlier generations of critical
scholars, following medieval Islamic historical
sources, generally thought of Islam as a tradi-
tion that emerged in reaction to a sort of vulgar
Arab paganism. Today, however, an increasing
number of scholars, following the Qur’an,
think of Islam as a tradition that emerged in
conversation with the earlier monotheistic
religious traditions of the Middle East, and
in particular with Christianity. Indeed, it now
seems that the story of Islam’s emergence
involves Christianity to a surprising degree.
This development reflects in part the
growth of a scholarly conviction that the
medieval Islamic historical

sources are
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dependent on the Qur’an. These sources,
which were written considerably later than the
Qur’an, appear to have been written in large
part to explain the Qur’an. Moreover, the
biography of the Prophet as preserved in these
sources finds no confirmation in non-Islamic
sources from the time of Muhammad’s life.
The writings of non-Arabic cultures (Greek,
Syriac, Ethiopic, Persian, and so on) of the
pre-Islamic Middle East mention neither the
pagan Arabs of Mecca (who were supposed to
have been international traders) nor the Jews
of Medina. They do not mention the great
events of Muhammad’s life, even those events
that involve the surrounding region (such as
the emigration of Muslims to Ethiopia, or
the sending of emissaries to the leaders of the
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empires). Thus there is reason to doubt the
traditional Islamic biography of Muhammad.

In light of these questions, it now appears
that the Qur’an itself is the most important
historical document for the rise of Islam. And
while the Qur’an is not a book that shares
much explicit information (indeed, it rarely
gives even the names of the people and places
of its day), its religious message allows us to
develop a general idea, at least, of the context
in which Islam emerged.

The Qur’an’s great concern with a tran-
scendent God, and in particular its refutation
of the Christian teaching of the incarnation,
suggests that Islam was first preached in a
context where Christian debates over theology
and Christology were a topic of general inter-
est. The Qur’an’s presentation of Abraham as
the model of its own Prophet and its empha-
sis on the Arabic language suggests that the
emergence of Islam was connected with a
conviction that the Arabs are the descendants
of Abraham no less than the Jews.

Of course, from the perspective of most
Muslims there is no reason to doubt the tra-
ditional biography of the Prophet. While
both Sunni and Shi‘ite Muslims concede that
some of the traditions in the medieval works
on Muhammad’s life are inauthentic, they
also insist that these works contain a core of
authentic traditions (although Sunnis and
Shi‘ites disagree over exactly which tradi-
tions) that were passed down by a rigorous
process of oral transmission.

Moreover, those traditions with precise
reports on the words or deeds of the Prophet—
that is, the hadith—are to most Muslims more

than an important source of historical infor-
mation. They are also a source of revelation.
By the ninth century a conviction emerged
among Muslim scholars (in part through the
influence of Shafi‘i) that Muhammad was
both impeccable and infallible, and therefore
that authentic reports of his words or deeds
have a religious authority no less than the
Qur’an itself. This conviction would funda-
mentally shape the further development of
Islam. Indeed the rulings of sharia are based
more often on the hadith than the Qur’an (a
book with few practical instructions).

As we saw in part 3 of this book, the sharia is
at the center of the ideology of Sunni Islamist
movements such as the Muslim Brotherhood
and the Jamaat-e Islami. These movements,
inspired in part by the teaching of medieval
Muslim scholars such as Ibn Taymiyya, insist
that Muhammad and the early caliphs success-
fully established an Islamic state faithful to the
sharia, and they argue that this state should be
the model for Islamic states today. Through
the influence of Ayatollah Khomeini and his
idea of wilayat al-faqih, Shi‘ite Muslims in Iran
and elsewhere have come to accept a similar
idea (even if they do not accept the legitimacy
of the first three caliphs). In general, the con-
cern with sharia in the Islamic world is today
widespread. The remarkable multiplication of
online fatwas seems to testify to this concern.

Some Muslims today are dismayed by the
sharia-minded nature of contemporary Islam.
Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd (d. 2010), a liberal
Egyptian intellectual (condemned as an apos-
tate by an Egyptian religious court in 1995),
laments that for many contemporary Muslims



Islam is sharia: “In the modern Muslim world,
where theology, philosophy and mysticism
have been marginalized for centuries, the
sharia paradigm has become the only repre-
sentative of Islam. Thus two different terms,
sharia and Islam, have become synonymous”
(Abu Zayd, 77). Meanwhile, a number of

Conclusion

philosophically-minded Iranian scholars—
most notably Abdolkarim Soroush (b. 1945)—
argue that Muslims should build an ethical
system based on the virtues which are central
to Islam’s fundamental religious message.
Another exception to sharia-minded Islam
today is the Qur’anist movement (mentioned
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A Vision of Ethics based on Virtues

In the excerpt below (taken from an interview with Michiel Leezenberg published in a European
journal on Islam), the Iranian Shi ite philosopher Abdolkarim Soroush (b. 1945) discusses the com-
mon notion that Western ethics, based on rights, are fundamentally in conflict with Islamic ethics,
based on obligations (established by Muslim scholars in their explanations of the sharia). He cites the
controversy surrounding the publication of cartoons lampooning the Prophet Muhammad, first pub-
lished in Denmark on September 30, 2005, as a case where both ethical systems were found wanting.

ML: You argue that the classical Islamic notion of justice ( ‘adala) as a hierarchical order imposed
by a ruler in order to avoid social chaos overlaps with modern liberal rights—based conceptions
of justice. Does that imply that modern Islamists and liberals are divided by a common lan-
guage of rights? Would you suggest that you can speak of a common modernity shared between
Islamists and secular liberals, or are there bigger differences between them?

AS: There are big differences, no doubt about it. In my own characterization, modern culture is
a rights-based culture, whereas pre-modern or religious culture was duty- or obligation-based.
It does not mean that these two are totally at loggerheads, but the emphasis is different. Modern
man is seen as freed from the bondage of religion, and as having exiled God to the remote heav-
ens; but he is very close to a morally deterring kind of egoism. In the religious atmosphere, you
are supposed to be more humble and conscious of your obligations.

Now can duty- and rights-based views be reconciled? Both have their shortcomings. What
we need is neither to combine nor to eliminate the two, but perhaps a third paradigm. Perhaps
we should revalue the concept of virtue, which may do justice to both obligations and rights.
During the ugly episode of the publication of cartoons of the prophet Muhammad, the people
in favour of publication emphasized the publisher’s right to free speech. Although this argu-
ment is based on the language of rights, I find it very weak. Rights always give you a number of
choices. You will not be prosecuted because you have published it, fine; but you had the right
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to publish or not to publish. The language of rights is not satisfactory in explaining what one

has to do. The language of obligations has no such shortcoming: its explanatory power is much

bigger than that of the language of rights. In order to have both rights, which is a beautiful

thing, and the more powerful explanation of obligations, we need a third paradigm; perhaps

one of love, perhaps one of virtue. (ISIM [Institute for the Study of Islam in the Modern World]
Review 20 [Autumn 2007]: 37)

in the introduction to part 2 of the pres-
ent work), led in part by another Egyptian,
Ahmad Subhi Mansour. What sets the views
of the Qur’anists apart from other Muslim
reformers is the method by which they address
religious questions. Liberal and conserva-
tive Muslims alike refer to the Qur’an and
the hadith to defend their understanding of
Islam. Qur’anists refer only to the Qur’an.
This means that strict rules of the sharia,
found only in hadith and not in the Qur’an
(such as the stoning of an adulterous woman
or the killing of an apostate), no longer have
any basis whatsoever. It also means—no less
importantly—that Qur anists have more flexi-
bility in the way they address religious matters.

While Qur’anists are generally concerned
with a reform of Islam, other Muslims today
are concerned with preaching Islam to non-
Muslims. This dedication to proselytism, or
da‘ wa, is evident in the appearance of Islamic
works (and increasingly, websites) which
maintain that modern scientific discover-
ies prove the Qur’an to be the word of God,
and others which insist that Muhammad’s
superior ethical conduct proves him to be a
prophet. These sorts of arguments appear to
have been provoked by Islam’s encounter with

the West in the modern period; they are in part
a response to conflicts with Western power,
Christian missionaries, and Western ideas
of science and human rights. The diffusion
of these ideas has also been helped in recent
years by the significant funding (primarily
from Saudi Arabia) offered to mosques, edu-
cational institutions, and publishing houses
dedicated to da'wa.

Evidently, there is little in common between
the perspective on Islam’s origins of most criti-
cal scholars and that of most religious Muslims.
But then the goal of the present work is not
to reconcile critical scholarship and religious
thought. Instead, the goal of this work is to offer
some insight into two questions: (1) What can
we actually know of Islam’s emergence in his-
tory? and (2) How do faithful Muslims under-
stand Islam’s emergence? My principal concern,
of course, has been the first question. Indeed,
I have suggested that both traditional Muslim
scholars and earlier generations of Western
scholars have largely failed to understand the
Qur an’s intimate relationship with its religious
context. Yet if this work also leads to a greater
appreciation for the manner in which Muslims
themselves understand the emergence of their
faith, then so much the better.



According to the traditional
biography, the first adult male to convert
to Islam. Abu Bakr is said to have traveled
along with the Prophet on his migration
from Mecca to Medina. Upon the death
of the Prophet, Abu Bakr became the first
caliph and pursued an aggressive mili-
tary campaign (known as the “Wars of
Apostasy”) to suppress those Arab tribes
that did not acknowledge his authority
over them.

“People of the Book” (see, e.g.,
Q 2:105, 109; 3:64, 65). In the Qur’an, a
term used for those people (such as Jews
and Christians) who have already received
revelation (from the heavenly “Book”).
In later Islamic tradition, ahl al-kitab
becomes a technical term for Jews and
Christians in particular; it is often (incor-
rectly) assumed that Jews and Christians
are properly called “People of the Book”
because they have a Scripture (the Bible).

The daughter of Abu Bakr, and
Muhammad’s preferred wife, in whose
arms he passed away. ‘A’isha is said to have
opposed the election of ‘Ali to the caliph-
ate and indeed to have helped raise an
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armed force of rebels against him (even-
tually defeated at the Battle of the Camel).

The paternal cousin of Muhammad
and husband of the latter’s daughter
Fatima. According to Shi‘ites, ‘Ali was
appointed by God (and designated by
Muhammad) to be the first Imam upon
the death of the Prophet; Abu Bakr, how-
ever, was (wrongly) acclaimed as the first
caliph in his place. ‘Ali became the fourth
caliph upon the death of ‘Uthman in
656 but was assassinated by an aggrieved
former follower in 661.

The renunciation of a religion.
According to traditional Islamic law,
apostates are to be executed if they refuse
to return to Islam. A precedent for this
ruling is sometimes found in the wars
conducted by Abu Bakr against those
Arab tribes that refused to recognize his
authority after the death of Muhammad.

“Apostle” and
“messenger” are commonly used to
translate the Arabic word rasul. The
Qur’an uses rasul to describe (in addi-
tion to angels) those humans who receive
a message from God and who are sent to
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preach that message to a people. “Prophet”
is commonly used to translate the Arabic
word nabi. In the Qur’an, nabi seems to be
used interchangeably with rasul, but later
Muslims often maintain that a rasulis a
particular sort of prophet (nabi), namely,
one who has a written revelation.

“Allies.” Those Arabs of Medina
who, according to the traditional biog-
raphy, invited Muhammad to migrate to
Medina from Mecca and later supported
him there in his struggles against the
pagan Meccans.

“Innovation.” A term often invoked
by certain Muslims—Salafis in particu-
lar—to condemn doctrines or practices
alleged to have a non-Islamic origin.

Arabic khalifa, meaning “represen-
tative” or “successor.” The Qur’an (2:30)
describes Adam as a khalifa. Historically,
Muslims used this term for political
leaders, the “successors” to the Prophet
Muhammad.

Literally, “call,” a term used by
contemporary Muslims (even in English)
to refer to Islamic apologetics. Of central
concern to Muslim apologists are the
arguments for scientific miracles in the
Qur’an and for the superior moral ethics
of the Prophet Muhammad.

A juridical opinion offered by a
Muslim authority, or Mufti, upon receipt
of a question. Fatwas are meant to repre-
sent the position of the eternal divine law,
or sharia, which is knowable above all
through the Qur’an and the hadith.

“Discord” or “opposition to God,”
described by the Qur’an as “worse than
killing” (2:191, 217). Medieval Muslim
authors describe the political rivalries that
led to military clashes between Muslims
in the first two Islamic centuries as fitnas.

A term that usually indicates a
report of Muhammad’s words or deeds,
generally attributed to an eyewitness
from among his companions or wives
and often accompanied with a chain of
transmission (isnad) to support its claim
to authenticity. Because Muhammad was
generally understood to be protected
by God from sin or error, the hadith are
largely considered a source of revelation
second only to the Qur’an. Shi‘ites give
the status of revelation also to hadith
attributed to one of the Imams.

The annual Islamic pilgrimage com-
memorating the actions of Abraham,
Hagar, and Ishmael in Mecca. All able
Muslims are required to perform the Hajj
once in their life.

The Arabic term for the migration
of Muhammad from Mecca to Medina
(which, according to the traditional date,
took place in 622 ck). The hijra was later
chosen to mark the beginning of the
Islamic calendar.

A term meaning “the man in
front.” To Sunnis, it refers to the prayer
leader in mosques. To Shi'ites, the term
refers to one of twelve descendants of
Muhammad, beginning with ‘Ali (and
ending with the mahdi), who were desig-



nated by God to be His representatives on
earth until the end of time.

The term (from Greek euangelion,
“gospel”) used by the Qur’an to refer to
a revelation given to Jesus. According to
Islamic tradition, this revelation was lost, or
destroyed intentionally, and the Christian
New Testament written in its place.

The son of Abraham by Hagar
and, in Islamic tradition, the ancestor of
Muhammad. According to Islamic tradi-
tion, Ishmael traveled with Abraham and
Hagar to the site where Mecca would
later be built.

The list, or “chain,” of authorities that
precedes traditional reports, including had-
ith attributed to Muhammad. In Islamic
tradition, the authenticity of a hadith is
generally judged by the quality of its isnad.

The “state” or “era” “of ignorance”
(see Q 3:154; 5:50; 33:33; 48:26). In later
[slamic literature, the term is used in par-
ticular for the pagan culture of pre-Islamic
Arabia, although some Islamists such as
Sayyid Qutb use this term for modern soci-
eties that do not implement Islamic law.

A term that appears once in the
Qur’an (9:29) and was later used as the
name of a special tax to be paid by non-
Muslims who had submitted to Islamic
political authority.

The black square building in Mecca
around which Muslim pilgrims pro-
cess, and the direction toward which all
Muslims pray. According to Islamic tradi-

tion, the Ka'ba was originally built by
Abraham and Ishmael (or by Adam, and
only rebuilt by Abraham and Ishamel)
for the worship of God. In Muhammad’s
day, the Ka‘ba had become a site of pagan
worship. The Prophet destroyed the idols
inside upon his conquest of Mecca.

According to traditional sources,
Khadija was a wealthy merchant in Mecca
who hired Muhammad when she had
been told that he was favored by God. She
and Muhammad were later married, and
she gave birth to his daughter Fatima.
Muhammad never married another
woman as long as Khadija lived.

A title (not found in the Qur’an)
related to the Arabic root associated with
guidance (h.d.y.). To Shi'‘ites, the mahdi
is the twelfth Imam who was put into a
state of invisibility soon after his birth (c.
869) and who will emerge from that state
in the end times to establish Islamic rule.
To Sunnis, the term mahdi is reserved for
a (Sunni) ruler who will establish a just
Islamic reign, after the descent of Jesus
from heaven, in the final era of human
history before the Day of Judgment.

“apostle, messenger,
prophet”

“Emigrants.” The Muslim
Meccans who joined Muhammad in
Medina.

“apostle, messenger, prophet”

The direction of Islamic ritual prayer,
namely, Mecca (or more specifically
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the Ka'ba). According to the tradi-

tional biography, however, the gibla was
Jerusalem for a period of time toward the
beginning Muhammad’s stay in Medina.

According to the traditional
biography, the principal tribe of Mecca,
to which Muhammad himself belonged.
The Quraysh are reviled in this biogra-
phy for their stubborn opposition to the
Prophet. However, those Quraysh who
became Muslims were later considered
to have a certain merit because of their
genealogical proximity to him.

The Islamic law established by
God, covering all aspects of religious,
social, political, and personal life.
According to standard Islamic teaching,
Muhammad implemented the sharia
perfectly in the state he established in
Medina, and Muslims are called to
establish Islamic states based on sharia
by implementing rules, policies, and laws
based on the Qur’an, the hadith, reason-
ing by analogy, and consensus.

A term based in the frequent
qur anic condemnations of those who
attribute power or authority to anything
or anyone other than God. Muslim schol-
ars frequently accuse Christians of shirk
(since from an Islamic perspective God
did not become man in Christ, Christians
made a man into a God).

The term (from Hebrew torah)
used by the Qur’an to refer to a revelation
given to Moses. According to later Islamic

tradition, this revelation was lost, or
destroyed intentionally, and the Hebrew
Bible/Old Testament was written in its
place.

According to the traditional
Islamic sources, ‘Umar was initially an
opponent of Muhammad in Mecca. He
later converted to Islam and was chosen
as the second caliph upon the death of
Abu Bakr. During his caliphate, ‘Umar
aggressively led the Islamic holy war. His
armies conquered much of the Middle
East and North Africa. ‘Umar is said to
have personally entered into Jerusalem,
where he received the submission of
the city from the Christian patriarch
Sophronius.

According to the traditional
Islamic sources, ‘Uthman converted to
Islam during the life of the Prophet and
later became the third caliph when he
was chosen over ‘Ali by a council appoint-
ed by ‘Umar. He is remembered especial-
ly for collecting the authoritative version
of the Qur’an (and destroying all other
versions). Uthman, who was accused of
impiety and partiality during his reign as
caliph, was eventually assassinated by a
group of Muslim rebels from Egypt.

A well of holy water next to the
Ka‘ba in Mecca. The well, according to
Islamic tradition, was originally dug by
Abraham’s son Ishmael (or by the angel
Gabriel).
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