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Muslim method of performing prayer is one of the more demanding forms of wor-
ship but also one of the most rewarding.

Why Do We Pray?
The benefits of daily prayers are twofold. The first benefit that daily prayer provides is
a constant reminder throughout the day that we are God’s servants. The second bene-
fit is that God forgives some of our sins each time we perform salat. If we are negli-
gent in our duty and pray only irregularly, then we run a very great risk on Judgment
Day. When our good and our bad deeds are weighed, Muhammad said that our
prayers will be looked at first. If they are found to be full of deficiencies, then God
won’t even look at the rest of our good deeds. Imagine going to court and having all
the evidence that exonerates you declared as inadmissible because of mistakes on
your part!

Each of the five daily prayers is said at a different fixed point during the day. There
are no exemptions to the religious requirement to perform prayers except for children
under puberty, women in their menses, the unconscious, and the mentally chal-
lenged. The official prayer times and their names are as follows:

➤ Fajr: Before sunrise

➤ Zuhr: Just after noontime

➤ ’Asr: Late afternoon

➤ Maghrib: Just after sunset

➤ ’Isha: At night

Because the seasons change and the days get longer or shorter throughout the year,
the times we pray will move a bit each month. In the summer, our first prayer may
start at 4:00 A.M. and our last prayer may be at nearly 10:00 at night! In the winter,
our range of prayer may be from 7:30 A.M. to 6:30 P.M. The time for each prayer be-
gins according to the position of the sun and is valid until the next prayer time be-
gins, so there is a lot of leeway and flexibility on the exact moment to make the salat.
These fixed times have been laid out in the Qur’an, and no prayer may be said before
the official time begins. Any prayer said when the prayer time is over is considered a
late prayer and is marked as such by the angels who record our deeds.

The Benefits of Prayer
How does praying at five predetermined points throughout the day help us to be bet-
ter people? Think about it: Each of the prayers is said at a different strategic time so
that no matter what we are doing or how busy we get, we are always aware that we
either prayed a few hours ago or will pray again soon. This keeps the mind fresh and
aware of our duty to God, and we become much less likely to want to break one of



127

Chapter 11 ➤ Understanding Muslim Prayers

His laws. Who wants to cheat on a business contract when an hour later you are
going to stand before God and ask for His favor and guidance? Only a hypocrite
would be so brash.

The Islamic prayer is 
becoming a much more
familiar sight in North
America.

I’m often questioned by people about the difficulty in praying so many times each
day—“How can you remember when to do it?” “Isn’t it hard to pray so much?” These
are valid questions because many concerned people get the impression that Islam is
hard to follow. It’s not as onerous as it sounds. A Muslim becomes used to the rou-
tine, and once you’re used to something it doesn’t become difficult any longer.
Observant Jews also pray several times each day, as do Hindus, Buddhists, and others.
The idea is that if you truly understand that God is real, you won’t hesitate to take
every opportunity to pray to Him. The actual prayer ritual takes only 5 to 10 minutes
to complete, so in a 24-hour day all God asks is that we remember Him for less than
30 minutes of that time. 

The Seven Preconditions
There are seven requirements that must be fulfilled before we begin to pray:

➤ It must be prayer time.

➤ We must wash our hands, face, and feet with water to be ritually pure.

➤ We must wear clean clothes.

➤ A clean place to pray must be available. Prayers can be done in a mosque or
anyplace else.

➤ We must be wearing pants, a shirt, and/or a robe to cover our body. Women add
a scarf or veil over their hair to remind them that God does not judge us by our
looks or beauty, but by our sincerity.
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➤ We must face in the direction of Mecca to signify the unity of all Muslims.

➤ We must have the proper intention in our mind about what we’re doing.

If these seven conditions are met, then the prayer can proceed.

Cleanliness Is Next To …
Before Muslims may pray, we must be in a ritually
pure condition. This means that we must wash our
hands, faces, and feet before we are allowed to make
salat. The procedure for attaining this cleanliness is
called wudu, or ablution. Islam teaches that before we
present ourselves before God, we must make every ef-
fort to look presentable. Would you meet the presi-
dent with dirt on your face? Would you cook dinner
without first washing your hands? So, too, does God
give us a way to make ourselves fitting for His review.

One of the main features of a mosque is the fountain
or wudu area where Muslims go to make their wudu.
Wudu can even be made in a sink; all that’s needed is
clean water. The entire procedure takes about a
minute, and Muslims are encouraged by the Prophet
not to waste water while doing so. The state of ritual
purity is valid for as long as a person has no bodily
waste functions, so a person could make several
prayers throughout the day on just one wudu. There is
a requirement for taking a shower, as well, for those
who had intimate relations, or finished their menses.
The Prophet Muhammad once said, “The key to
heaven is prayer and the key to prayer is being ritually
pure.”

The Muslim Call to Prayer
When the Muslim community was in its infancy,
prayer was a precarious practice. Muhammad lived in
Mecca, a city devoted to the business of idol-worship.
At the age of 40, when God chose him to be a
prophet, Muhammad began preaching that there 
was only one God and that idols were man-made
pieces of wood and stone. Understandably, the
Meccans, who made their living by catering to the 
pilgrims who traveled from far and wide to venerate
their idols, were furious. They attacked Muhammad

Just the Facts

The time for one of the daily

prayers falls just after noon.

Muslim students as well as those

who have jobs must ask their

school or employer for time to

complete this religious duty.

Some principals and supervisors

are more understanding than

others.

Just the Facts

The concept of washing before

prayer is not a new one. The

Bible provides numerous exam-

ples of its prophets, priests, and

even Jesus washing before pray-

ing. Even though this practice

has fallen into disuse in modern-

day Judaism and Christianity, it is

nevertheless an integral part of

their ancient religious roots. (See

Exodus 30:17–21, for example.)
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through a virulent smear campaign and a bitter propaganda war. When this didn’t
work, and they saw many people still accepting Islam, the city authorities resorted to
violence and even murder.

Muhammad wasn’t directly attacked at first, because of his family connections, but
other Muslims weren’t so lucky. They often had to lie low. When the time for prayers
came, there was no public call for people to congregate. Anyone found praying could
be attacked or ridiculed. No mosques were built in the city, nor would the Meccans
have entertained such an enterprise. Islam was under siege. Many Muslims had to
hide their identity for fear of persecution, torture, or worse. For 13 long years
Muhammad’s ever-growing following had to endure immense physical and mental
pressure. Most of the converts to Islam in this period, which is called the Meccan
period, were poor, young, or slaves; thus these early followers had little protection
from vengeful families or enraged public officials and their mobs.

Prayer under such circumstances was difficult 
and unnerving. Muslims could meet only in small,
secret rooms, and any Muslim who dared to pray
near the Ka’bah was immediately set upon and
beaten. The followers of Muhammad, who are
known as his sahaba, or companions, enjoyed no
religious freedom of worship in the land of their
birth. This situation is akin to the period of Christ-
ian persecution by the Romans in the first two cen-
turies of Christianity. There were no church bells in
Rome during Nero’s time, nor were there any simi-
lar devices in Mecca to call Muslims to prayer.

Later on, after Muhammad was invited to migrate
with his followers to Medina, some 200 miles to the
north, the Muslim community was given permis-
sion to construct a house of prayer. The first
mosque was built in a small town outside of
Medina called Quba, and the great Mosque of the
Prophet was soon constructed in the center of the
city. The mosque was a simple structure made of
mud bricks with a roof of palm leaves, balanced on
wooden poles. It was illuminated with torches at
night. The appearance of the building wasn’t what
was important, however; it was the strength of
character of those who entered it.

Islam requires prayer to be performed at five fixed
times, and in those days clocks were not invented.
People told time by the position of the sun. Some
way had to be found to let people know that the
prayer time had come. Moreover, since Islam taught

Translate This

Masjid an Nabawi is the name

for the Mosque of the Prophet

in Medina, Saudi Arabia.

Ask the Imam

Muslims gather for congrega-

tional worship service on Friday

afternoons. Muhammad ex-

plained that God ordained

Friday to be the day of gathering

to show the precedence of Islam

over Judaism and Christianity,

whose followers meet on Satur-

day and Sunday.
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that prayer in congregation was better in the sight of God than prayer alone, people
needed to be informed when the congregation was forming in the mosque. Yet an-
other reason for notifying people is that Muslim men over the age of puberty are re-
quired to attend a special service on Friday afternoon in which they hear a sermon.
This is called salat ul-Jumu’ah (the Gathering Prayer). Given all of these needs, the
Muslim community had to come up with a way to alert people five times each day.

Several ideas were bandied about: bells like those used in churches, horns like those
in synagogues, drums, and so on. But Muhammad did not approve of any of them.
He prayed for guidance from God on this issue, and the answer came in a unique
way. A companion came to the Prophet a few days later and said that in his dreams
he saw a man calling out phrases in a loud voice. He was asking people to come to
prayer. Muhammad listened to the man’s words and declared that this dream came
from God. He ordered the man to teach the words to a Muslim convert named Bilal,
who had a beautiful voice. (Bilal was an African slave who was freed from his idola-
trous master by the Muslims.) Bilal then stood atop a wall of the mosque in Medina
and called out loudly the following words:

Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar. 

Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar.

Ashahadu an la ilaha ill Allah.

Ashahadu an la ilaha ill Allah.

Ashahadu anna Muhammadar Rasulullah.

Ashahadu anna Muhammadar Rasulullah.

Haya alas Salah. Haya alas Salah.

Haya alal Falah. Haya alal Falah.

Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar.

La ilaha ill Allah.

The meaning is as follows:

God is greater, God is greater. 

God is greater, God is greater.

I declare there is no god but God. 

I declare there is no god but God.

I declare Muhammad is the Messenger of God. 

I declare Muhammad is the Messenger of God.

Rush to prayer. Rush to prayer.
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Rush to success. Rush to success.

God is greater, God is greater.

There is no god but God.

Upon hearing these words, another man rushed to
the mosque and told Muhammad that he also had
had a dream containing those same words. Thus
the Muslim call to prayer, or azan, was born. A per-
son who calls the azan is termed a muazzin. It is
not a special office or holy position. Any male can
perform it, but Muslims usually appoint the person
who has the nicest and loudest voice to do it. No
trip to a Muslim country is complete until you’ve
been awakened in the early morning to the sounds
of the azan floating over the landscape. 

Why don’t we hear the azan being called in the
West, even though there are thousands of mosques
in Europe and North America? Quite simply, local
authorities largely forbid it. Now, Muslims in the
West have begun asking for the same rights that
Christians have in alerting their followers to their
prayers. Whereas the sound of church bells ringing
can be heard throughout the day and night in the
cities of North America and Europe, Muslims have
had only limited success in gaining permission to
announce the azan outside the mosque with loud-
speakers. Perhaps the coming years will see a shift
in this restriction.

Humble Pie
The purpose of salat is to present ourselves before
God as humble servants. Salat is performed in a set
manner, and the rules are the same for Muslims all
over the world. The salat procedure combines a set
of ritualistic movements with memorized passages
that are said at specific times. While learning the
physical aspects of the prayer is simple, learning by
heart the words we must say is a little more chal-
lenging. Even more challenging than that is the
final goal of salat—producing such a meditative
state that no distractions are able to take our focus
off of God. 

Translate This

Allahu Akbar is actually an in-

complete sentence in Arabic.

Literally it means, “God is greater

than …” The logical question be-

comes, “Greater than what?” The

implication of leaving it as a bro-

ken sentence is that no matter

how you complete it, God is

greater than that, too.

Ask the Imam

Men are always chosen to say

the azan (sometimes spelled as

adhan) for two reasons: They

have louder voices generally, and

the sound of a woman’s voice

calling through the streets may

tempt some men to fantasize

about her. Islam believes in pro-

tecting the modesty and dignity

of women from any unscrupulous

men who may be around.
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Why do Islamic prayers combine physical movements with memorized passages? The
answer lies in the makeup of our human selves. When a king walks by, the usual re-
sponse is to bow and show one’s humbleness. If we pray merely by saying sponta-

neous phrases and getting emotional, then only the
heart is humbled. The body is left behind. Likewise, if
our prayer is nothing more than whatever words we
feel like saying at the moment, then one prayer would
be better than another. Islam says that all three of our
components must be unified in prayer for it to be
truly meaningful. First, we humble our hearts out of
love for God. Then, we recite prayers that God gave us
and concentrate on their meanings so we can learn
how to remember God throughout our lives. Finally,
we bring it all together by bowing down low so we feel
with our physical senses what true humbleness means.

Jesus, Moses, Abraham, and all previous prophets are
recorded in the Bible as bowing down and praying.
They didn’t stand stiff-necked or kneel on comfortable
cushions. No, when they prayed they fell on their faces
as the Bible often describes it. If we truly believe that
God has total power and strength and that we owe our
entire existence to Him, then shouldn’t we treat Him
with more reverence than we do earthly kings and
queens, who wear only man-made crowns on their
heads? Islamic prayers seek to make us really know our
proper place before the greatest sovereign of all.

Each of the five daily prayers is performed in a similar
way. The only difference between them is the total
number of movements in each. The basic procedure to
each prayer consists of standing and reciting a chapter
from the Qur’an, bowing at the waist and glorifying
God, and then prostrating twice on the ground while
extolling God’s power. This complete cycle is called a
Ra’kah, or unit of prayer. The early morning prayer
consists of two units like this, whereas the two after-
noon prayers and the night prayer consist of four
units. The sunset prayer has three units. The varying
number of units serves to give variety to our daily
schedule so that we have to keep ourselves aware of
what we’re doing and also the varying lengths are fit-
ted to the amount of time we may have at different
points throughout the day.

It Is Written

According to Muhammad, “Your

Lord delights at a shepherd who,

on the peak of a mountain crag,

gives the call to prayer and prays.

Then Allah says, ‘Look at this 

servant of Mine. He gives the

call to prayer and performs the

prayers; he is in awe of Me. I will

forgive My servant [all his sins]

and admit him to Paradise.’” 

Ask the Imam

There are certain times when

some of the five daily prayers can

be combined and prayed at the

same time. Travelers, pregnant

women, and nursing women can

combine the two afternoon

prayers at either one of the times

and also the two evening prayers

at either time so there is no

hardship on such busy people.
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The Prayer Described
Let me walk you through a complete prayer procedure modeled on the early morning
salat ul-Fajr. Try to put yourself into the frame of mind of a Muslim, and you will see
how this ritual can be very powerful to people who take monotheism as seriously as
Muslims do. Let’s begin. 

After you have met the seven preparatory requirements for prayer, such as ablution
and facing Mecca, begin your prayer by raising your hands to your ears and saying, in
Arabic, “Allahu Akbar,” or “God is greater.” (For the duration of this descriptive narra-
tive I will only give the English meaning of what is said in the prayers.) From that
moment onward, you are considered to be cut off from the world. All your attention
and focus must be on God. You are presenting yourself to Him and should show
proper deference. If you laugh, talk to someone, look around, or do anything similar,
then your prayer is broken and you must start again. You must ignore everything that
happens around you until you are finished. (Emergencies such as helping an injured
person or avoiding imminent danger are valid excuses to interrupt prayer.)

These are, in order, the
major postures of the
Islamic prayer.
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Next, fold your hands over your lower chest with the right hand over the left and re-
cite the first chapter of the Holy Qur’an, which for Muslims is sort of like the Lord’s
Prayer. It is a beautiful summary of the entire message of Islam and reads as follows:

“In the Name of God, the Compassionate Source of All Mercy. All Praise be to
God, the Lord of all the worlds, the Compassionate Source of All Mercy and
Master of the Day of Judgment. You alone do we serve and it is to You alone 

that we look for help. Guide us on the Straight
Path; the path of those who have earned Your
favor, not the path of those who have earned 
Your anger, nor of those who have gone astray.”
(Qur’an 1:1–7)

Following this you say “Ameen,” or “Let it be so.” Then
you must recite one more portion of the Qur’an, of
your own choosing. It can be as few as three verses.
(Muslims are encouraged to learn some of the Qur’an
by heart for use in prayer.) Say, “God is greater” once
again and bow forward at the waist, resting your
hands on your knees. Repeat three times, “Glory to my
great Lord.”

Then you say, “God hears those who praise Him,” and
stand back upright with your arms at your sides. After
another “God is greater,” you get down on your hands
and knees and bow your forehead to the ground. Say
three times, “Glory to My Lord, Most High.” Repeat,
“God is greater” and rise to a sitting position. Declare
that God is greater again and then bow forward on
your forehead once more, repeating what you said the
first time. This ends one unit of prayer. From here you
say, “God is greater” one last time and then stand up
again, fold your hands in front, and begin the whole
process over.

The only difference in the second and final unit of
movements is that after you recite the opening chap-
ter of the Qur’an, you must choose a different second
passage to recite afterward. When you finish with
your second and final prostration, you rise to a sitting
position and say two short benedictions. You end your
prayer by turning your face to the right and left, wish-
ing peace upon all those there. (Even if there is no
one at your sides, the angels are there.) This is what
Muslims do and say when they pray.

Ask the Imam

Islamic prayers are said in Arabic

exclusively so that all Muslims

can be unified in their language

of worship, in much the same

way that Catholicism used to re-

quire Latin services. Muhammad

even taught non-Arab converts

to say the prayers in Arabic.

Supplications, however, can be

made in any language.

Ask the Imam

When a person or group begins

to pray, any angels who are

nearby come and join in the

prayer. The angels then report

back to God and tell Him what

His servants are doing, though

He already knows.
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If a Muslim is praying in a group with other Muslims, then one of them (usually the
most knowledgeable) will act as an Imam, or prayer leader. The Imam will stand in
front of everyone while the rest of the people will
form straight rows behind him, leaving enough
space between each row to bow down. The Imam
will recite the passages of the Qur’an out loud while
the participants will follow along silently. When it is
time for physical movement, the Imam does it first
and the rest follow.

Men and women line up in separate rows with all
the men filling the first rows, then minor-aged chil-
dren making their own rows, and finally women
making the back rows. If any men are present, a
male is always chosen for the Imam. Given the na-
ture of how we pray, men might have a hard time
concentrating on their prayers if women were pros-
trating just ahead of them. That is why we separate
the men and the women in congregational prayer.
Muhammad said that there is no decrease in reward
for women in the back rows. If it is only a congrega-
tion of ladies praying, then one of the women will
be the Imam for the group and lead them in front.

It Is Written

When the Prophet Muhammad

uttered the salutation at the end

of the prayer, he would say: “O

Allah, forgive me my former and

latter sins, what I have kept se-

cret and what I have done

openly, and what I have done

extravagantly; and what You

know better than I do. You are

the Advancer and the Delayer.

There is no god but You.”

A typical group formation
for Muslim prayers.
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Remembrance of God
After prayer and supplication, there is a third way of reforming our hearts and minds
and communicating to God how much we love Him and recognize His love for us.
This is called dhikr, or Remembrance. It is basically the same as chanting the Rosary
in Catholicism, except Islam has a great variety of phrases that we may repeat to
bring to mind the reality of God. (There are over 50 to choose from!)

The whole philosophy of chanting set words or phrases over and over is rooted in
psychology: Whatever you fill your mind with, that is what you will believe. This

doesn’t cause passive complacency, however; rather it
conditions and keys the subconscious to surrender to
God. Karl Marx might have said that religion was the
opium of the people, but Muslims hold that excessive
music is the true opiate. Lyrics in songs are commonly
memorized and sung by most people, and this could
be likened to a secular rosary of sorts. Although music
and singing are allowed in Islam (though under more
restricted conditions,) remembering God is a more
productive mental activity, and dhikr is considered the
best music in Islam.

One common dhikr phrase is Alhumdulillah, which
means Praise be to God. By saying this phrase over
and over, we make ourselves aware that God should be
praised. Put away the CDs and remember the One
who made us all to begin with! The Sufis, the mystics
of Islam, have perfected group dhikr and engage in it
as part of their daily routine, usually by sitting in a
circle with others. Are there any rules or methods to
dhikr? All dhikr should be said in Arabic for maximum
benefit. Any phrase or word may be chosen and
chanted. There are longer formulas for remembrance—
some are paragraphs long! The Prophet taught each of
them, and many of them carry a reward from God for
their performance. Here are some others and their
benefits:

➤ There is no power or might save in God. (By
saying this dhikr often, you will be given treas-
ure in Paradise.)

➤ Glory be to God and praise belongs to Him. (If
said 100 times, all your lesser sins will be for-
given.)

➤ Glory to God. Praise be to God. God is Greater.
(Say each one 33 times before going to bed.)

Ask the Imam

Muslims are forbidden to bow to

anything on Earth whether it’s a

king, idol, or an audience for

whom we have performed.

Just the Facts

Muslims usually carry beads on a

string much like Catholics do.

They are called tasbihs or masba-
has, from the Arabic word for

glorify. The Prophet Muhammad

advised against their use, how-

ever, stating that it is better if

you use your fingers to count be-

cause on Judgment Day your fin-

gers will testify as to how you

used them. 



137

Chapter 11 ➤ Understanding Muslim Prayers

Often after performing the ritual salat, you will find Muslims sitting for a few quiet
moments “making dhikr,” to use our phrase for it. When they finish, their minds are
relaxed and they have preprogrammed their consciousness to act the part of a virtu-
ous servant of God for the rest of the day.

The Islamic way of performing prayers is both unique and comprehensive. By hum-
bling ourselves before God five times each day, supplicating to God in private mo-
ments, and remembering God through the repeated phrases of dhikr, we seek to mold
our minds and thoughts into a way pleasing to God. Salat builds discipline as well
and makes a person learn punctuality even as it keeps the mind focused on the true
reality of our time here in this world. The next time you see Muslims at prayer, let
your own faith be strengthened by knowing that people can learn piety and self-
discipline in wholesome activities. This is the goal of Islamic prayers.

The Least You Need to Know

➤ Muslims have to pray five times every day at predetermined times.

➤ The Islamic prayer consists of ritual bowing and the reciting of prayers and 

glorifications to God.

➤ A clear distinction is made between personal supplication and ritual prayer.

➤ Muslims gather on Friday afternoons for their congregational religious service. 

➤ Muslim students and employees need a few minutes every afternoon to per-

form their obligation of prayer.

➤ The Muslim rosary, or dhikr, consists of various phrases repeated over and over

that help focus a person’s mind on God.





Chapter 12

Elevating
the Soul

In This Chapter

➤ Learn about the third pillar of Islam, the practice of zakat

➤ Discover how wealth is regarded in Islam

➤ Learn about fasting, the fourth pillar of Islam, and the month-long fasting

ritual of Ramadan

➤ Find out what a Muslim learns from charity and fasting

Avarice and gluttony are counted among the Seven Deadly Sins in Catholicism. The
effects of these two vices have far-reaching consequences not only for the individual
but for society as well. The green-eyed monster, greed, causes envy and hatred by pit-
ting the haves against the have-nots. Those of means become loathe to part with their
money, while the poor become jealous and spiteful over their woeful condition. The
eternal struggle pitting the classes against each other (over the control of resources
and wealth) has even spawned revolutions and created new ideologies such as social-
ism and communism. In capitalist nations, the problem is only partially addressed by
scant welfare and social programs whose existence is always begrudged and under
constant assault.

Personal gluttony, as expressed in the uncontrolled urge to eat, engage in sex, and
take harmful drugs and alcohol, has the disastrous result of causing ill health, addic-
tion, lethargy, family discord, criminal activities, and feelings of hopelessness in its
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victims. Billions of dollars are spent each year in trying to curb people’s appetites and
urges. But these programs often don’t address the root causes of overindulgence and
thus usually return poor results, leaving people more disheartened than before. The
term used to describe this backsliding and failure to make long-lasting life changes is
relapse.

Islam takes these two ailments, greed and gluttony, and considers them in a new
light. The problem is not that we cannot control our desires; rather it is that we have
forgotten why we are alive. We are not defective as people or naturally inclined to
sin. We are merely forgetful of what life is about, and Shaytan uses our desire for
pleasure to accentuate this. So to attack this twin-headed beast, Islam prescribes a
unique antidote that emphasizes personal reform along with physical action. We can
strive for success and even accumulate money—but we are frequently reminded that
only good deeds get us into heaven and we will die one day soon. A portion of our
wealth each year must also be paid out like a tax and distributed to the poor. Islam
also says that we can eat and drink and procreate as much as we legally want to—but
a month-long fast from those things will be required of us every year in order to
teach us that we have mastery over our desires and not vice versa.

The Burden of Wealth
“The rich get richer, and the poor get poorer” is accepted common wisdom. Through-
out human history there have always been those who had it a little better than 
everyone else: finer food, nicer quarters, more profitable businesses, and higher-class
lifestyles. These are the stuff of everyone’s dreams. But every dream has the potential
to become a nightmare and everyone has the potential to fall into misfortune. For
every person who lives well, someone else has to make do with much less. Some peo-
ple even live in desperate, pitiful conditions with no way out and nowhere to turn.
There is no worse feeling than seeing one’s own children starving or relatives in grave
sickness and knowing there is nothing you can do to save them. In such cases, the

poor may appeal to the rich for help, and deliverance
may come from kind-hearted benefactors. However,
another outcome is equally possible: that the wealthy
may turn their faces away and choose not to see. It is
when the rich fail to remember their blessed position
with regard to the fortunes of others that the sins of
greed and miserliness come in.

One of the hallmarks of any community is the way in
which it treats its weaker members. The Qur’an ex-
plains that there are always those who are stronger
and wealthier, and that their test in life lies in what
they will do with their accentuated capabilities.
Likewise, we are taught that the poor and weak are
also given their condition as a test and are judged in

It Is Written

“Those who are saved from the

greed of their own selves, they

are the ones who will prosper.”

(Qur’an 59:9)
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how they manage their spiritual state. The two positions can even be reversed, with a
wealthy person suddenly losing it all or a poor soul gaining everything in an instant.
(Eddie Murphy and Dan Ackroyd portrayed two
such characters in the movie Trading Places.) The
Qur’an puts it this way: “We alternate these days
of varying fortunes among mankind so that Allah
may show the true believers and take witnesses to
the truth from among you.” (Qur’an 3:40)

Islam commands its followers to give up a portion
of their annual savings for the benefit of the poor.
An Islamic government even has the task of im-
posing this tax on its citizens and using the col-
lected funds for welfare and social programs for
the less fortunate. The Qur’an tells Muslims to give
this charity with a friendly, jovial spirit, recogniz-
ing that all prosperity ultimately comes from God’s
favor and grace. No matter how much we may
boast that we are self-made successes, the Qur’an
reminds us, it was really God who created all the
conditions that resulted in our triumphs. We pay
God back by doing His work in the world. And
perhaps the greatest work we do in His Name is al-
leviating the suffering of others. That is what the
third pillar of Islam, zakat, or the Islamic duty of
charity, is for.

Bah! Humbug!
“Allah has bought from the believers their lives and wealth and in exchange will give
them Paradise,” states the Qur’an. For Muslims, both our lives and our money are
given in pledge to God. When we declare that we believe in Him and seek to follow
His will, it follows that we recognize our responsibility to our Lord. Sometimes God
requires sacrifice on our part in the great plan He has for the universe. Men and
women sometimes have to struggle and die for a just cause. In the same way, there
are times when resources are needed to do justice.

That’s how Islam looks at wealth: as a proof of faith (or lack of it). What will you do
with what you have received, especially when you are asked to give some of it up?
Will greed overtake your heart and cause you to sneer at the plight of the less fortu-
nate? How can we learn that wealth has no permanent value in the great test of life
that will lead ultimately to the Day of Judgment? Islam requires its followers to give
in charity to force them to learn this lesson. Those who hesitate or refuse to pay zakat
provide evidence from their own actions that they are insincere and focused only on
the things of this world. Imam Al Ghazali, a great Islamic scholar of the eleventh cen-
tury, explained this concept in his monumental work, Ihya Uloomuddin:

Translate This

Zakat is usually translated as

poor-due or charity. The word

zakat, however, literally means

to purify. How is charity related

to purity? Quite simply, the ma-

terial world has the potential to

distract us from our primary mis-

sion: to surrender ourselves to

God. Therefore, when we are

made to let go of some of our

worldly possessions, we force

ourselves to let go of some of

our greed.
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Worldly goods are an object of love in everybody’s eyes, being the means by
which they enjoy the benefits of this world; because of them they become at-
tached to life and shy away from death, even though death leads to meeting the
Beloved [God]. The truth of our claim to love God is therefore put to the test,
and we are asked to give up wealth which is the darling apple of our eye. 

The Islamic civilization
has produced many beau-
tiful works of functional
art such as this vase in-
laid with verses from the
Qur’an.

(Photo courtesy of Aramco)

If we cling to our wealth with gnarled fingers, such as Ebeneezer Scrooge did in
Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, then we are saying that this life is all we believe

in. The Qur’an promises eternal paradise to those who
make sacrifices in this life, and one of the sacrifices
Islam expects of us is to use our resources for the benefit
of the needy and helpless. Because Muslims believe that
God is the Creator and True Owner of everything, what-
ever is placed in our hands throughout our lives is con-
sidered to be like a trust. We can’t take it with us, and
the Qur’an provides a very blunt explanation of the
folly of those who look only upon the transitory materi-
als of this world:

“Do any of you wish to have a farm with date-
palms, vines and streams and all kinds of fruit, but
then to be stricken with old age while your children
are still small? [Do you want] your prime lands to
be caught in a tornado followed by a fire and have
it all burnt up? This is how Allah makes signs clear
to you so you may consider.” (Qur’an 2:266)

It Is Written

In 1889, Andrew Carnegie wrote

a small booklet entitled, “The

Gospel of Wealth.” In it he ob-

served that rich people are “the

trustees of their wealth and

should administer it for the good

of the public.”
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Whatever is in your hand now, Islam reminds us, will be gone very shortly. Financial
empires and hard-earned fortunes may outlive our deaths but only for a few days or
years. In this regard, Islam is very similar to Taoism with its emphasis on transcend-
ing the world. There is an entire corpus of litera-
ture, backed up by innumerable Qur’anic verses
and hadiths on this subject. Though Islam does
not necessarily advocate living the life of a poor
hermit, nor does it call wealth a sin, at the same
time it challenges people to let go of some of their
love of material possessions so that they can be-
come more willing to help those who are less for-
tunate. When Prophet Muhammad passed away,
his personal possessions consisted of only a bed
sheet, a bowl, and a shield that he had pawned to
a Jewish merchant.

Who Must Pay Zakat?
Zakat, as a religious duty, is due from anyone who
meets the following requirements: 

➤ The person must have a minimum amount of
savings or assets that have been held for at
least one year. The value of three ounces of
gold is given as the usual figure above which
zakat is due. Business assets, cars, farm ani-
mals, cash, and even jewelry are zakatable.

➤ The man or woman must be past the age
of puberty and of sane mind. There is no
zakat due from children or the mentally 
challenged.

➤ All yearly expenses must be paid, including
any debts. 

If all conditions are met, then zakat in the amount
of 2.5 percent of your average annual wealth
should be paid to either a government agency de-
signed to collect it or a local mosque or charitable
organization for distribution to those who deserve
it. This is welfare Islamic style, and because the
rate is constant, the wealthy will pay a larger share
of money into the fund than the poor will. It is
the perfect system for redistributing the wealth!

Ask the Imam

Can a person intentionally go

into debt to avoid paying zakat?
Islam teaches that a person’s ac-

tions will be judged by his or her

intentions. If someone tries this

kind of scheme, God knows

about it and will hold that per-

son accountable. Besides, debt-

ors have to wait outside of

Paradise until their obligations

are paid by someone on Earth.

Thus, debt is strongly discouraged

to begin with.

It Is Written

“Whoever spends their wealth in

the cause of God, and doesn’t

follow their gifts with reminders

of how generous they were, nor

with hurtful humiliation, they

shall have their reward with God

and they will not be afraid nor

will they be sad.” (Qur’an 2:262)
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Who Gets Zakat Assistance?
Zakat money is to be given primarily to the poor, the needy, destitute new Muslims,
people drowning in debt, needy travelers, refugee relief foundations, widows, or-
phans, poor relatives, and causes for freeing slaves. As a rule, zakat money should be
spent in the local area first, where the community lives. 

Islam teaches that the disbursing of zakat funds should never be done in a way that
makes the recipients feel humiliated, for as the Qur’an says, “Kind words are better
than charity that hurts.” (Qur’an 2:263) A person’s economic condition is often be-
yond his or her control. If we make it seem as if we’re doing this person a favor by
helping, then we are losing that free spirit of communal assistance, which is the
foundation of a society based on brotherhood and sisterhood and which Islam de-
mands of us. 

The Sin of Denying Your Brother
Every society has ways to punish tax frauds and cheats. In America you may receive a
heavy fine or spend time in jail. In China you might even be shot! In most societies,
the implications of refusing to give your fair share are that you don’t want to help
those in need and that you won’t play by the rules of a collective society. Islam feels
the same way and counts the nonpayment of zakat as a sin that will be addressed on
Judgment Day. After all, the amount of zakat is only 2.5 percent. Trying to avoid pay-
ing it would be a sign of serious greed, and a person who would do so is on the path
to Hell.

The fate that awaits people who fail to pay their zakat is a frightening one. The mere
thought of the dreadful punishment is enough to make one’s hair stand on end. The
Qur’an is very clear when it says:

“There are people who hide gold and silver to keep it and not to spend it in
God’s cause. Inform them of a painful punishment. On the day when the fire of
Hell will be heated with the wealth they hid, they will be burned on their fore-
head with a branding iron and on their sides and back. They will be told, ‘Here
is the treasure that you hid for yourselves. Now taste the [worth] of what you
hid!’” (Qur’an 9:34–35)

Zakat is a reasonable and fair obligation for the benefit of the needy. Islam says the
wealthy owe this duty of service because God has given them more wealth than oth-
ers. Those who try to avoid zakat, then, are committing a crime against the poor and
are denying them their rights. “In their wealth the needy have a right,” intones the
Qur’an. Islam does not accept the teachings of communism, with its denial of per-
sonal property rights. At the same time the excesses of raw, naked capitalism have the
potential to drive large numbers of people into poverty. With the institution of zakat,
Islam sets a median way between the two extremes so that the poor are given badly
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needed relief while the rich are saved from the potential sin of greed, which could de-
stroy their souls and send them on the road to eventual ruin. It’s a win-win situation
for the poor, the rich, and society at large.

The Fast of Ramadan
The fourth pillar of Islam is known as Saum, or fasting. During the month of
Ramadan, which is the ninth month of the Islamic lunar calendar, Muslims are 
required to observe a strict fast from dawn until
dusk. Since a lunar month has about 30 days in it,
what purpose is there in this long and arduous
practice? As you will see, the benefits achieved are
truly life-changing.

From the very beginning of time, people have
been involved with the great struggle to master
their bodies and emotions. The urge to eat is one
of the most powerful motivations anyone must
face. Many people fail and overeat or consume un-
healthy foods. Other substances can be abused by
our penchant for pleasure: Drugs, alcohol, and cig-
arettes can pull us down just as easily as too many
tubs of our favorite ice cream. Sexual addiction is
another unique problem that can drive people to
commit excesses and cause harm to themselves
and others. The rise in AIDS, teen pregnancy, ram-
pant promiscuity, and prostitution has reached the
level of national policy issues, and the problem
seems to get worse every year. 

Reform programs such as diet fads, cold turkey de-
nial, counseling, and alcohol and drug treatment
programs are often unsuccessful, leading people to
relapse into their self-destructive overindulgence.
Merely giving these vices up for a short period
won’t solve the problem. Is there no way out of
personal gluttony? The answer lies not in watching
our weight with new pills or eating plans or in
wearing a nicotine patch, but in the education of
our soul and in curbing its desires from within.

Islam’s cure starts with defining the problem as a
spiritual identity crisis. When we forget that God
exists and is watching us, when we ignore our fi-
trah, or inner nature to seek God, when we fail to
live according to God’s good laws and forget the

Just the Facts

Muslim Americans have recently

petitioned the U.S. Postal

Service to create a special stamp

to commemorate the Muslim fast

of Ramadan.

Ask the Imam

Who must fast? Every Muslim over

the age of puberty who is sane

and healthy enough to do it must

observe Ramadan. Those who are

exempt are the very young

(below puberty), the permanently

sick, the elderly who are too

weak, and the mentally chal-

lenged. Temporary exemptions are

given for women in their menses,

travelers, and women in labor or

after childbirth.
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advice of the prophets, then we can fall prey to any self-destructive impulse. The so-
lution, then, must begin with strengthening the soul and then bringing the body
along in step.

Islam carries with it a fasting component for this reason. We can become better en-
lightened only when we rise above the flesh and recognize the force of our spirit, our
very human will. The Qur’an explains the purpose of fasting in this way: “You who
believe! Fasting is prescribed for you, as it was prescribed for those before you, so you
can gain more spiritual awareness.” (Qur’an 2:183) Because the Qur’an has given fast-
ing in Ramadan the status of a religious duty, whose neglect is sinful, the conscien-
tious person resolves to complete the fasting period and this is where the real
transformation takes place.

Welcoming Ramadan
When the new moon is sighted, signaling the beginning of the month of Ramadan,
Muslims gather and say this prayer: “God is Greater, God is Greater, God is Greater.
Praise be to God Who created me and you and Who decreed for you the phases [of
the moon] and made you a sign for the universe.” Then a short supplication is qui-
etly said in which we dedicate ourselves to fasting in this month.

Wake Up! It’s Time for Sahoor
Now imagine waking up, long before the first light of
the sun has risen over the darkened sky, and taking a
small meal, called a sahoor, in silence. When the hint
of light approaches, the meal has to end and then you
pray the morning prayer and read a chapter or two of
the Qur’an. During the daylight hours, you must ab-
stain from all food, liquids, inhaled substances, sexual
activity, and nutritionally related medicine or any
nonessential oral medicine. 

In addition, all normally undesirable behaviors are
forbidden, with the threat that God won’t accept your
fasting if you engage in them. No fighting, cursing, ar-
guing, lying, gossiping, or other sins are to be in-
dulged in. Of course a Muslim must naturally avoid
such sins anyway, but sometimes people fall into error
if they haven’t been reminded of the importance of
their actions for a while. Fasting for a month from
these vices is the best corrective. If God doesn’t accept
your fasting, you may not go to heaven no matter
what other good deeds you did. There’s an incentive
for you!

Just the Facts

There are no special preparations

to begin the month of Ramadan.

Muslims understand that it is

going to be a month of intense

religious devotion and a time of

self-denial: no food, drink, sex,

profanity, fighting, or lying al-

lowed from first light to sun-

down. The main components of

the month will consist of two

meals: one before the sun begins

to cast its first light and one after

sunset. There is also a special

prayer service every night in the

mosque.
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Now you are expected to carry on with your normal day. You have to go to work, take
care of the kids, do the lawn work, and anything else that comes up. The difference is
that by about 2:00 P.M. time seems to move painfully slow for you. You fight the urge
to get that cola, and snacking is out of the question. You also become hyperaware of
your behavior and want to avoid committing any sin as much as humanly possible.
Doing good deeds is also occupying a prime place in your thinking because in this
month your angels record each good deed as doubled or trebled or more. 

When the sun finally declines completely past the
horizon, the period of fasting is over. You waited
the last couple of hours in your home reading the
Qur’an alone or with your family and making sup-
plications and dhikr. When the last sliver of the
sun has fallen past the horizon, the Muazzin’s call
brings a rush of joy to the house. You thank God
for His mercy in allowing you to complete the
day’s fast, and now you’re allowed to take a small
snack, called an iftar, before going to pray the sun-
set prayer. Families usually join together for iftar.
When the prayer is finished, you celebrate the end
of the day with a joyous dinner at home or in the
mosque, where you gratefully partake of food and
gain a new appreciation for the value of eating and
drinking.

Translate This

Iftar means to break your fast

with a small meal. The usual iftar
fare consists of dates, water, or

milk.

Muslims gather in the
mosque for the special
late-night prayers held
during Ramadan.

After the last regularly scheduled prayer of the day, you might go to the mosque and
join in as the congregation prays the special Ramadan prayer known as Salah al-
Tarawih. Each night the Imam will stand with the other worshippers in prayer and
read one thirtieth of the Qur’an aloud until the end of the month when the reading
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is complete. Then the celebration of the Festival of
Fast Breaking, or Eid ul Fitr, will engulf the hearts and
minds of the community with laughter, joy, and a
sense of accomplishment. The holiday begins with 
the ’Eid Prayer and sermon on the morning after
Ramadan ends and lasts two days afterward with din-
ner parties, family outings, fairs, carnivals, and great
celebrations.

Muslims are expected to give their Islamic center a
small donation called Sadaqat ul Fitr, or Charity of the
Fast Breaking, before the last day of Ramadan. The do-
nations allow the mosque to arrange meals for the
poor, allowing everyone to partake in the joys of ’Eid.
It is an obligation upon every household, and parents
must count their children when figuring out the total
to give. It is the equivalent of the cost of one meal per
person times the number of people in the house. 

The Month of Training
What are some of the lessons learned by participating
in the Ramadan fast? You would be surprised at the
variety. The month of Ramadan provides a sort of spir-
itual and moral “boot camp.” We know that fasting in
Ramadan is a duty from God and that any sins may
spoil our record of fasting, so we take great pains to be
on our best behavior. This intense modification of our
habits is designed to help us avoid such sins through-
out the rest of the year.

The Blessed Prophet once remarked, “Whoever doesn’t
give up lying and acting on lies during fasting, then
God has no need of him giving up food and drink.”
On another occasion he warned, “There are many peo-
ple who get nothing from fasting except hunger and
thirst.” Clearly, the moral dimension is as important
as the physical aspects of fasting.

The lessons learned during Ramadan are many. We
learn what it means to be hungry, so we feel more
compassion for the poor. We understand how close we
are to leaving this world at any moment and how
much we depend on food and liquids. We learn to
control our animal urges and passions, and we clear
our minds and thoughts for serious remembrance of

Translate This

During the last 10 days of

Ramadan, some Muslims perform

what is known as I’tikaf, or

Retreat. This consists of living in

the prayer area of the mosque

for up to 10 days, venturing out

only for showers and similar le-

gitimate needs. Prayer, study, and

supplication are the attendant

activities.

Just the Facts

One particular night of Ramadan

has extra special significance. 

It is the exact night when the

Qur’anic revelation was first re-

vealed to Muhammad in the

year 610 C.E. It is known as Laylat
ul Qadr, or the Night of Power.

According to the Prophet

Muhammad, it falls on one of

the odd-numbered nights in the

last 10 days of Ramadan. Many

Muslims stay up all night seeking

the Lord’s forgiveness and 

guidance. 
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God. We restrain our anger, and we train our habits toward prayer, forgiveness, self-
sacrifice, and good behavior. By curtailing sex for the whole day, we force ourselves to
train our bodies to obey our will and not to be licentious. There is nothing like the
Muslim fast of Ramadan in any other religion for realizing personal reform and self-
mastery.

The reward for a successful Ramadan is no less
than the forgiveness of all our sins. Imagine wip-
ing the slate clean with God! So, in addition to all
the improvements Ramadan can make in our char-
acter and health, we get the slate erased and can
start over. (All our good deeds remain; it’s only the
bad deeds that disappear!) With all these benefits
derived from the observance of this blessed
month, is it any wonder that Ramadan is the best
time of the year for every Muslim?

A surprising number of Christians also observe the
Ramadan fast here in North America. They recog-
nize the disciplining effects of the fast and use
their time to come closer to God. Every year
Islamic centers receive calls from non-Muslims ask-
ing how the fast is performed and where they can
get a month-long chart showing the start and end
times of each day’s fast. Employers and schools are
also beginning to make accommodations for the
needs of their Muslim workers and students. 

Because the month of Ramadan falls about a week
earlier every year, as the lunar calendar rotates
backwards through the solar, Muslims experience
differing conditions in their fast. The period of
fasting is longer in the summers and shorter in the
winters.

As the population of Muslims continues to grow,
the awareness of Ramadan will undoubtedly have
a positive influence on people of all faiths in the
West. Renewing our commitment to God and un-
dergoing a physical and spiritual training program
to increase our intimacy with our faith is what
Ramadan is all about.

Just the Facts

Muslims greet each other on

their ’Eid festival with the words,

’Eid Mubarak! which means, “A

Blessed ’Eid to you!” Gift giving

is common, especially for chil-

dren, and cards are exchanged.

Ask the Imam

There are also occasions to fast

throughout the rest of the year.

The Prophet Muhammad’s per-

sonal habit was to fast two days 

a week (on Mondays and

Thursdays).
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The Least You Need to Know

➤ Greed and gluttony are considered conditions of the soul and can be cured

only with a combination of spiritual advice and a program of action.

➤ Zakat, the third pillar of Islam, is a yearly charity tax on every Muslim that

amounts to 2.5 percent of all the person’s annually valued assets.

➤ Ramadan is the name of the month in which Muslims fast from food and drink

from first light until sunset. 

➤ Fasting, the fourth pillar of Islam, teaches Muslims to control their desires and

urges for worldly satisfaction and to feel empathy for the poor. The reward for

successful completion is forgiveness of the individual’s sins.









Chapter 15

It’s All in the
Prophets

In This Chapter

➤ Learn what Islam says about prophets and revelation from God

➤ Find out how Islam describes the major biblical prophets

➤ Discover how Islam views other religions

➤ Understand how Muslims view the Bible

Islam is a faith whose legitimacy lies in the idea that all true religion is part of a his-
torical cycle. Islam asserts that it is nothing less than a continuation of the message
given to previous prophets. All prophets taught the same core beliefs, declares the
Qur’an, and thus the followers of previously revealed religions must be respected on a
certain level. Furthermore, the Qur’an contains the stories of many prophets that are
also mentioned in the Bible. These stories, however, are not told in the same manner,
and important differences do exist.

Jews and Christians are often mentioned in the Qur’an as people who have received
God’s guidance in the past. The trials, triumphs, and perceived failures of both of
those communities are presented as lessons for Muslims to learn from. Given that
Islam teaches that every nation received a prophet from God, a complimentary com-
ponent of this ideology is that all people are equal, regardless of race or color, and are
endowed with a standard foundation of human rights that must be respected. As you
will see, this intertwining of prophetic history and humanistic values creates a very in-
teresting worldview for the practitioner of Islam.
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All Prophets Are Brothers
Any student of world religions soon comes upon a startling discovery: The precepts,
beliefs, and practices of all the major religions have an identifiable commonality to
them. Judaism teaches its practitioners to pray, as does Hinduism. Islam asks its fol-
lowers not to harm animals senselessly, as does Buddhism. Christianity orders its ad-
herents to show compassion toward the sick, and so does Zoroastrianism. When a
person realizes the incredible similarities in all religions, what should he or she do
about it? Would it be prudent then to say that all religions are equal? Islam would an-
swer in the negative, but before I discuss that, let’s look at what a few modern re-
searchers have theorized about religion and its origins.

Many thinkers have tried to assert that religion is nothing more than a man-made
system for keeping social cohesion. Authorities from diverse disciplines such as
Sigmund Freud, Margaret Mead, and Carl Sagan have echoed this view. Under this
theory, when emerging human communities needed a way to get people to cooper-
ate, they began calling upon nonexistent gods and spirits that could punish the recal-
citrant members of the group if they didn’t comply. Other researchers have even
postulated that religion was the invention of people who were frightened of the
world around them and needed to feel that they had allies in a world full of supernat-
ural phenomena. They cite the proliferation of anthropomorphic gods such as the

many river gods, mountain gods, or animal gods
found throughout the world.

Although these arguments are interesting and with
some merit, at the same time they fail to answer cer-
tain fundamental issues that Muslims would assert are
evidence for the existence of a higher power. The first
issue revolves around the human mind. Recent studies
into human psychology have found that people who
practice some form of religion are generally more
peaceful and freer from worry. They even tend to live
longer! If faith increases longevity, well-being, and the
general mental condition, then there must be some
component in our makeup that either requires it or
thrives upon it.

Second, mere mechanical processes cannot explain the existence of a universally ac-
cepted standard of right and wrong. Morality and evil are purely human concepts.
One doesn’t find an emphasis on virtue in the animal kingdom. If the Darwinian sur-
vival of the fittest is the way in which life continually develops, then morality and
compassion would actually hold back the strongest from acquiring ever-greater re-
sources and the best mating opportunities. But the very fact that religion has laid a
foundation for personal conduct that goes against the basic principles of natural se-
lection is proof that there must be a unique source for our belief in the concept of

Translate This

The word for religion in Arabic is

deen. It means lifestyle or way

of life.
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right and wrong. Muslims would say that God
placed a fitrah, or natural inclination within us, as
part of our innate constitution. In other words, we
were born with a conscience.

The third issue concerns the main features of reli-
gion itself. Every religion on Earth has a set of very
similar precepts. Whether it is a local tribal reli-
gion or a widespread tradition, the core values
seem consistent, giving rise to the theory that all
religion is, in fact, from a singular source. All reli-
gions teach that stealing, adultery, lying, cheating,
and murder are wrong. Each also has some form of
self-denial rituals to teach enlightenment, prayer
methods for communicating with the higher
power, and either an oral or a written tradition
that is passed on through the generations. The evi-
dence would suggest that the scattered peoples of
the world had a single source for most of what
they believe.

There are other issues that could be explored, but
my main focus here is on the multitude of related
ideas and the continuity of concepts found in
world religions collectively. But there are, to be
fair, many major differences among religions as
well. This brings me to the question: Why are
there so many religions in the world that are simi-
lar and different at the same time? What does
Islam say about this phenomenon? Islam’s answer
is straightforward and clear: All revealed religions
began with a true prophet from God. People’s al-
terations over time have caused the introduction
of varied practices and rituals that may not have
any relationship to what their ancient prophet 
actually taught. 

Will the Real Prophet Please Stand Up
Everything in the material world has a beginning. Likewise, every religion has a main
figure who first started to teach it. Islam calls such people prophets and messengers.
Whereas some would assert that these people made up their own religious beliefs and
promulgated them, Islam would say that all of those founders were really just relay-
ing a message from God.

Just the Facts

The British philosopher Sir Francis

Bacon once observed, “A little

philosophy brings a man to athe-

ism; diving deep into it brings

him back to faith.”

It Is Written

“We raised in every nation a

Messenger, saying: ‘Serve God

and keep away from falsehood.’

After that, God guided some of

them while deviation proved

true against the others. So travel

through the earth and see what

was the end of those who de-

nied Our Message.” (Qur’an

16:36)
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The Qur’an puts it this way: 

“O Muhammad, We have sent revelations to you just as We sent them to Noah
and the Prophets who came after him; We also sent revelations to Abraham,
Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, his descendants, and to Jesus, Job, Jonah, Aaron and
Solomon. We revealed the Psalms to David. Revelations were also sent to those
Messengers whom We have already mentioned to you and to those whose name
We have not mentioned to you, and God spoke to Moses directly. All these
Messengers conveyed good news to mankind and admonished them so that,
after conveying the message through the Messengers, people would have no ex-
cuse to plead against God. Indeed, God is the Mighty, the Wise.” (Qur’an
4:163–165)

So Islam accepts all true prophets from God whether He told us their name in the
Qur’an or not. Muslims are asked to be tolerant of the religions of other people for
this very reason. Upon learning of a different religion, our basic attitude is one of in-
quiry, not prejudice. Who was its prophet? Was he an authentic prophet from God or
a charlatan? What does this other religion have in common with Islam? 

Islam recognizes that there is a great diversity of religious expression in the world. To
set up every religion as equal with its peers and then to judge them would not be fair.
Are there concocted religions? Undoubtedly there are, but at the same time there are
other spiritual traditions whose origins are harder to explain. What has sustained
Judaism or Buddhism or any of the other major religions for thousands of years? Each
religion must be judged on its own merits, not on the excesses or shortcomings of
others.

When Muslims try to identify a potential prophet in a religion they have just en-
countered, we must first ask several questions. The first question is this: Was the reli-
gion founded between the time of Adam and Muhammad? Why focus on this range?
The Qur’an calls Muhammad the seal and last Prophet to the world. If the religion

was founded after the time of Muhammad, then Islam
says it is a false religion. To be even more accurate, we
find that Prophet Muhammad said, “There were no
Prophets sent to the world between Jesus and I.” By
this stricter definition, any religion, other than Islam,
can be preliminarily true only if its founder lived be-
fore the removal of Jesus from the world. So the cutoff
date for a religion’s validity is about 33 C.E.,with Islam
coming later (in 610 C.E.).

The second question is what did that founding person
teach? This is where a little deeper investigation is
necessary. Through the use of whatever old records 
are available, a survey of current practices and their
consistency can be conducted. Finally, a thorough 
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comparison with other related religions can help to sweep away centuries of accre-
tions, exposing a more accurate picture of what the ancient ideals were. For example,
Buddhism as it is practiced in China is a synthesis of the core principles of Buddhism
with folklore, ancestor worship, superstition, and popular myth. When you strip
away the baggage, however, you find a religious message not all that dissimilar from
Islam. Some Muslim scholars, who have undertaken such a survey, are of the opinion
that Buddha might even have been a prophet of God whose teachings became altered
through the centuries.

The famed Akbar, who
ruled in India during the
Mughal period, used to
preside over regular inter-
faith dialogues in which
Muslims, Jews,
Buddhists, Christians,
and Hindus took part.

Other Muslim scholars have attempted to show that Socrates, Lao-Tzu, Hammurabi,
and Zoroaster were prophets of God acceptable to Islam. While these theories cannot
really be proven with available data, it is interesting to get a peek into how the world
of Islam tries to make sense of and integrate the founders of other religions into its
own milieu. None of this influences Islamic teachings, however, which are forever en-
shrined in the Qur’an and in the sayings of Muhammad. This process does serve to
accentuate the strain of tolerance inherent in Islamic philosophy, though. If all true
religion is from God, then all prophets must be brothers. How can a Muslim discrimi-
nate against a follower of another religion?

Introducing the Prophets in Islam
When God banished Adam and Eve from the garden, He said that people would live
in hatred and rivalry on the Earth. Shaytan, along with our animal desires, would fac-
tor greatly in that prophecy. According to Islam, Adam was the first prophet in the
world. He has this title because he taught his descendants to love God and loathe the
influences of the Devil. As generations marched by, and Shaytan attempted to corrupt
them, God raised up new prophets to teach people the right way to live again. 
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In those remote times, the major sins of men and women were not that they disbe-
lieved in God, but that they fell prey to anger and hatred and false ideas. The Qur’an
says, “All People were once a single nation; later on they became divided after invent-
ing different lifestyles.” (Qur’an 10:19)

The greatest triumph of Shaytan, however, was in eventually goading people into wor-
shipping idols instead of God. By shifting the emphasis away from merely trying to
live in harmony with each other to rejecting the guidance of God completely, Shaytan
hoped to counteract the prophecy God gave to Adam and Eve that He would send
prophets to guide their descendants. According to Islam, Shaytan thought if no one
believed in God, no one would listen to His prophets.

How and when did he succeed in doing this? The Prophet Muhammad explained
that in the generations prior to the Prophet Noah, there lived five great heroes whose
deeds and reputations were known far and wide. When they died, the next genera-
tion decided to erect statues of those men to honor them. A few decades later,
Shaytan implanted the idea into people’s thoughts that their fathers actually wor-
shipped these statues and thus veneration of false gods began. This is the Islamic
explanation for the origin of idolatry.

From then on, the struggle between God’s prophets and the misguided notions of
people would be a conflict wrought with violence and great confusion. But God
never sent any angels or supernatural creatures to Earth to show people that His
power was real. The test would be compromised if God showed His hand too early.
Islam teaches that all prophets were plain human beings with no magical qualities
or abilities in themselves. The Qur’an explains it this way: “We didn’t send any
Messengers before you except that they were people whom We inspired. They lived 
in human communities.” (Qur’an 12:109)

Sometimes God would grant miracles to these prophets to give the faithless people a
chance to reflect. Many of the miracles mentioned as gifts to the prophets in the
Bible are also mentioned in the Qur’an. Moses had a staff that turned into a snake.

Jesus could heal people. Solomon, according to the
Qur’an, could control the jinns and understand the
languages of animals. But the usual reaction of people
to these miracles was often skepticism. People gener-
ally didn’t believe in what their prophets brought. On
one level this attitude is understandable; after all, if a
man came to you and said he was a prophet, would
you believe him? Probably not. 

The Qur’an even comments on people’s usual reac-
tions to one of their own claiming prophethood:

“Do people find it incredible that We send Our in-
spiration to a man from among themselves? That
he should warn humanity [of the danger of evil]
and give good news to the believers that they are 
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held in high esteem in truth before their
Lord. The Truth-Hiders just say, ‘This [revela-
tion he brings] is evidently clear sorcery!’”
(Qur’an 10:2)

However, prophets were no ordinary men. They
had logic and reasoning that could not be ex-
plained or denied if given a fair hearing. What
would cause people to oppose someone like that?
Love for material wealth, sin, or decadence could
be definitive factors, for along with bringing a spir-
itual message, the Qur’an notes that the prophets
also brought a message of social reform and per-
sonal accountability for one’s own behavior.
People were asked to change their lives but were
prone to resist.

The basic theme in Qur’anic stories is that people
just won’t listen, no matter what signs are given
them. They have become focused on gods of their
own making and don’t want to change their
lifestyles. They’re even willing to resort to violence
to protect their unjust ways. The Qur’an charges
that “… if you were to dig a tunnel in the earth or
raise a ladder into the sky and bring them a sign
[they still wouldn’t be convinced].” In another
place it quotes people as doubting miracles and
prophecies by saying, “It’s nothing more than
magic.” For all his many miracles, even Jesus’ disci-
ples doubted him sometimes.

Looking at the Characteristics
of the Prophets

Many Western scholars have a misconception
about the mission of prophets in Islam. They often
write that in Islam a prophet is not allowed to fail, so the Qur’an paints a rosy picture
of success for God’s messengers. This is simply not true. The Qur’an contains several
references to prophets who failed to convince their people and even to prophets who
were killed by their own communities. It’s not that a prophet cannot fail; rather,
sometimes people are so obstinate that no amount of convincing will get them to
leave their evil ways. The excuse that the Qur’an records as having the least merit but
the greatest use is, “We found our parents doing it, so we will do it, too.” Then the
Qur’an adds, “What! Even though they had no sense or guidance!”

Ask the Imam
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The Qur’an contains many different types of prophetic stories. There are stories of
prophets who convinced the poor to follow them but who were attacked by the rich.
Other prophets are presented as rulers or kings who worked to guide their nation,
whereas others are portrayed as men with struggles in their soul and doubts about
what they were doing. It is interesting to note here that the Qur’an often uses these
different themes to convince people that Muhammad is also an authentic prophet
and is undergoing some of the same trials that previous prophets went through. 

Abraham and Muhammad
Are there any qualities that would make God choose a person to be a prophet? You bet
there are. In general, people who were given a revelation from God were moral indi-
viduals who sought out God with earnest hearts. The Prophet Abraham is portrayed in
the Qur’an as searching for God amid an idolatrous society even from childhood. His

own father was a maker of idols, so Abraham grew up
seeing his dad carving faces in stone and thus under-
stood from an early age that the idols were man-made
in the worst sense.

One beautiful passage of the Qur’an has Abraham see-
ing the stars and praying to them as gods. When they
set in the late night, he realizes that they were just
heavenly bodies, so he turns to the moon next and fi-
nally to the morning sun, thinking each must have
been God. When they each set in turn, he realizes that
God cannot be found in natural phenomena. A heav-
enly body is no more a god than a carved idol. Later
God revealed his message to the young man, and a
prophet was born.

Muhammad also had a unique experience. His father
died before he was born, and his mother passed away
when he was less than six years old. He was cared for
first by his grandfather and then by his uncle. Being
an orphan, he was not treated with any special dignity
or deference and thus grew up feeling very humble.
His mother had sent him to a foster mother in the
countryside as a toddler, as was the custom in those
days. Here he could learn rural values, which fostered
thrift and good character. Because of his time there,
Muhammad had better manners than most other chil-
dren in Mecca. When he was a teenager, he was given
the job of tending sheep in the pastures. This gave
him a lot of time to think. He developed a reputation
for honesty and trustworthiness and never acquired a
taste for idol worship. These qualities led him to look
for God.

Just the Facts

The Qur’an contains a chapter

that starts off by scolding

Muhammad for ignoring an old

blind man who interrupted him

while he was trying to convince

a Meccan noble about the mer-

its of Islam. This is an example of

an unintentional error commit-

ted by a sinless Prophet. 

Translate This

The word for idolater in Arabic is

Mushrik, or associater.



187

Chapter 15 ➤ It’s All in the Prophets

So, if the people selected by God to be His prophets were basically good and intro-
spective before receiving their commission, how did they act after becoming God’s
elect? Did they ever sin? This is where Islam parts ways with the Jewish and Christian
concept of prophethood. Whereas the Bible often makes the prophets appear sinful
and weak, Islam holds that all prophets were sinless. What does this mean? Were they
demigods? No, they were still men open to human frailties. Sinless doesn’t mean per-
fect. It doesn’t mean that they didn’t make mistakes or errors in judgment on tempo-
ral matters. What it signifies is that all persons chosen to be prophets had their
records cleared, their hearts purified by God, and thereafter never intentionally did
any immoral action again. 

Moses Learns a Lesson
Here is an example of an error that is not a sin. Moses, in his frustration with the
Jews whom he had just liberated from Egypt, impudently called out that he knew
more than they did, so they had better stop arguing with him. For his lack of pa-
tience, God sent him on a quest to find a man who was wiser than he was. This is the
famous Qur’anic story of Moses and Khidr. Basically Moses was taught a lesson in pa-
tience as he traveled with Khidr who kept doing odd things everywhere he went.
When Moses, against orders, kept questioning him, Khidr told Moses that he (Moses)
had no aptitude for learning. Finally, after the third inexplicable event, when Moses
could contain himself no longer, Khidr explained the meaning of everything he did;
and Moses felt ashamed for not seeing the truth of the actions before. Thus human
foibles can occur without sin being involved.

Prophethood Is a Men’s Club, but Revelation Is Equal
This brings us to the gender issue. In Islam, all prophets and messengers are said to be
men. In this, Muslim belief is no different than Judaism. The standard reasons given
for this seeming gender discrimination are that 

1. Men are generally physically stronger, and oftentimes prophets were tortured,
starved, or attacked or had to fight in wars. 

2. Men are not burdened with certain functions that make women ritually impure
at certain times. Prophets are expected to lead their followers in prayer on a
daily basis, and receive revelation from angel Gabriel at a moment’s notice.
Menstruation (haidh) invalidates a ritually pure state (known as taharah). Unlike
Judaism, however, there is no social stigma for women who are menstruating. 

But Islam has a saving grace for the status of women on this issue. Although none 
of the prophets were females, the Qur’an opens the door to women having received
revelation from God. This is akin to the Christian belief that men and women can
prophesize. The Qur’an mentions two women in particular who received direct 
revelation from the Creator. One was the mother of Moses, who received several 
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messages; and the other was Mary, the mother of
Jesus, whom an angel visited with direct instructions
from God. The Qur’an also mentions the names of
several men who received revelations but who were
not prophets, such as Khidr and an African sage
named Luqman. So, taken in that light, the numbers
of men and women who received revelations from
God, but who were not prophets, could be in the
thousands.

Prophets on Judgment Day
All prophets will die and be judged on Judgment Day.
They don’t have to worry about going to Hell, of
course, but they will still get a cursory review. Their

main job on that momentous day, however, will be as a witness against their follow-
ers. People will claim all sorts of false ideas, and even ascribe them to their religion,
but their prophet will reject the charges and make it clear what he really stood for. 

Islam also teaches that one prophet hasn’t died yet. That is the Prophet Jesus. He was
saved from being crucified by God and was taken to Paradise to live until the end-
times. When he is returned to Earth to fight the anti-Christ, otherwise known as the
Dajjal, he will then marry, have children, live out the rest of his natural life, and die.
The Qur’an says, “Every soul shall taste of death.” The Qur’an makes no mention of
any prophet being carried to Heaven on a flaming chariot, as the Old Testament of
the Bible does with Elisha. To travel the highway to the next life, everyone will have
to die first.

The Books of God
Islam accepts that written revelations given by God existed before the time of the
Qur’an. As you learned in Chapter 9, “From Adam to Armageddon,” there are two
types of prophets: regular prophets who received prophecies, and messengers who re-

ceived codified “books” that were meant to be passed
down. Tradition states that there were 313 messengers.
If we use that figure, it means that there were as many
revealed religious texts. These would be the holy
books found throughout the world from the ancient
Chinese and Greeks to the Toltecs of Mexico or an-
cient Jews of Palestine. Not every “book” necessarily
needs to be written down, according to Islam, because
oral transmission would suffice in most cases.

So, where do all these revelations come from? The
Qur’an says that God keeps a special book with Him
called the “Mother of the Book.” This is the source
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from which all revelations are derived. When a messenger is supposed to receive a
message from God, the Angel Gabriel, who is nicknamed the Spirit of Holiness in the
Qur’an, takes the revelation from the “Mother of the Book” and brings it to the mes-
senger entitled to get it. Because there were so many revelations, Gabriel must have
been very busy! Of these many “Books of God,” the Qur’an mentions five by name:

➤ The Scrolls of Abraham (Suhuf)

➤ The Law of Moses (Taurah)

➤ The Psalms of David (Zabur)

➤ The Gospel of Jesus (Injeel)

➤ The Reading of Muhammad (Qur’an)

What happened to all the rest of the many revealed
books? This problem is best left to literary histori-
ans to unravel. Religious texts abound throughout
the world’s ancient civilizations. Some have sur-
vived; some have been heavily edited; others were
lost or destroyed in the great movement of con-
querors and conquered; yet others may survive
buried in the recesses of a civilization’s historical lit-
erature or popular myths. The Qur’an declares, “All
[Believers] believe in God, His angels, His Books and
His Messengers. They say, ‘We do not discriminate
against any of His Messengers.’” (Qur’an 2:285)

Thus Islam accepts all previous scriptures and
prophets that were truly sent by God. (Fakes and
imposters excluded, of course.) The caveat is that all
other religious books have had their integrity com-
promised, and therefore the job of the Qur’an is to
correct the mistakes of previous scriptures. “These
are the verses of the Book that make things clear.”
(Qur’an 12:1) Islam does not accept the Bible that
was created in the fourth century as being authen-
tic revelation. The Qur’an accuses Christians and
Jews of inventing their own scriptures and mixing
them with the authentic words of the prophets.

How does this relate to the Qur’an’s acceptance of
the revelations of Moses, David, and Jesus? By
negating much of the Bible, we are not negating
the original messages of those prophets. Any
Christian or Jewish scholar will readily tell you that
much of the Bible was written by unknown people
and that some of it is even spurious. The Bible, as a

It Is Written

“This Qur’an could not be pro-

duced by anyone other than

God. In fact, it is the confirma-

tion of prior revelations [the

Psalms, Torah, and Gospel] and

fully explains the Holy Books

[the prior scriptures]; there is no

doubt in this fact that it is [re-

vealed] from the Lord of the

Worlds.” (Qur’an 10:37)
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book, didn’t even exist in Jesus’ time. The so-called Gospels in the New Testament are
really biographies of Jesus written by spectators and not the Gospel of Jesus.

Muslims believe that it is precisely because the Holy Book of Jews and Christians is
faulty that they have deviated from God’s universal way as enshrined in the Qur’an.
Listen to this harsh indictment: 

“The Jews say: ‘The Christians are not on the right track,’ and the Christians
say: ‘It is the Jews who are not on the right track,’ yet both read the same books!
Those who have no knowledge of their books talk like this. God will judge be-
tween them in their dispute on the Day of Judgment.” (Qur’an 2:113)

So the premise that Muslims live by is that those who follow the Bible cannot help
but make errors in doctrine. The original teachings of their prophets have been lost.
The Qur’an was revealed to appeal to their sense of logic and faith. All true Christians
and Jews, asserts the Qur’an, will have eyes overflowing with tears when they hear
God’s last revelation read to them, recognizing the truth of it: “O humanity!” the
Qur’an declares, “there has come to you a direction from your Lord and a healing for
the [diseases] in your hearts and for those who believe a Guidance and a Mercy.”
(Qur’an 10:57)

The Least You Need to Know

➤ Islam accepts all the major biblical prophets but explains their life and mission

in a different way.

➤ Prophets are sinless but can make honest mistakes.

➤ All true religions originated from God, and Muslims are taught to be tolerant

of other’s beliefs because of it.

➤ Muslims do not accept the Bible as the word of God but do believe that it is

based on what was once authentic revelation from God.



Chapter 16

Jews in Islam

In This Chapter

➤ Learn about the special status both Jews and Christians occupy in Islamic

thought

➤ Bring to light the influence of Judaism on pre-Islamic Arabia

➤ Find out how Jews and Muslims interacted in the early days of Islam

➤ Know what the Qur’an says about Judaism

➤ Discover the Golden Age of Judaism in the classical Islamic Empire

The Qur’an and the hadiths both make frequent mention of the Jews. They discuss in
detail the beliefs and practices, as well as the merits and drawbacks, of the Jewish reli-
gion. Whereas the earliest revelations of the Qur’an concern the evils of idolatry, later
revelations spend more time on interfaith issues. This change in emphasis is the result
of the conditions that Islam underwent. When Muhammad began preaching in
Mecca, his audience consisted mainly of Arab idolaters. After he moved to cosmopoli-
tan Medina, 13 years later, the audience expanded to include not only idolaters, but
also three well-settled Jewish tribes (and a few scattered Christians).

Although Muslim-Jewish relations endured many strains in the first few years of
Muhammad’s rule in Medina, this hostility soon abated. In fact, Jews never had any-
thing to fear from the rise of Islamic civilization. While Christians in Europe were
busy persecuting Jews all throughout the last thousand years, culminating in the
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Holocaust, Jews who lived in the Muslim world enjoyed tolerance, peace, and pros-
perity. The Qur’an mentions with reverence the major Jewish prophets and even calls
the founding of ancient Israel an act of righteousness.

In recent times, however, political conditions have cast a pall over Muslim-Jewish re-
lations that never existed before. The tension of the Arab-Israeli conflict has divided
Muslims and Jews irreparably, it seems. However, recent efforts have been made to
heal some of the mistrust, and tentative steps toward peace may yet restore amicable
relations between the followers of the world’s two purest monotheistic religions. In
this chapter, I will be exploring the place of Judaism in the Qur’an, Muhammad’s in-
teractions with Jews in Arabia, and the long history of mutual tolerance that came to
an end in 1948.

The People of the Book
The Middle East, the crossroads of the world, is the birthplace not only of Islam but
also of Judaism and Christianity. Because the Qur’an was first revealed in the Middle
East, it is only natural that the majority of its contents reference people and places
found there. Islam, then, has certain similarities with Judaism and Christianity, aris-
ing from the fact that they share the same basic geographic and historical back-
ground. This makes all three religions cousins of sorts. Islam is even classified as a
Western religion.

Given that Islam recognizes that Jews and Christians received authentic prophets and
revelations in the past, the Qur’an uses a special title to separate them from mere
idolaters. This term is Ahl al Kitab, or People of the Book. It is an allusion to the fact
that Jews and Christians received Holy Books from God long before and can be
counted on to have certain ideas and concepts that are similar to Islam’s.

The People of the Book have such an elevated status that, according to Islamic Law, a
Muslim man is allowed to marry a practicing Jewish or Christian woman. (And he is
not allowed to force her to convert or curtail her religious freedom.) In addition, meat
prepared by Jews and Christians based on their religious dictates (the kosher stan-
dard) is permissible for Muslims to eat. (Think of the great boom kosher delis will ex-
perience as the Muslim population in the West continues to increase!) Thus, Islam
considers Jews and Christians to be co-religionists after a fashion.

Judaism and Islam
Over the centuries much misinformation has surfaced concerning the conception of
Judaism in Islam. Some of it can be traced to long-held prejudices and historical mis-
understandings, and some of it is due to the fact that the current state of relations be-
tween Israel and the Muslim world leaves a lot to be desired. Sadly, in modern times,
the misinterpretation of historical events and the use of Qur’anic verses out of con-
text have allowed some Western writers to contribute to the problem. Nevertheless,
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except for a rocky start and the unfortunate enmity prevalent today, the history of
Jewish-Muslim coexistence has been remarkably friendly.

With that said, we can take a closer look at how Islam really perceives the Jewish peo-
ple. To unravel this issue we have to look at three areas:

1. The interaction between Muslims and Jews in Medina at the Prophet’s time 

2. The perception of Judaism in the Qur’an

3. The relationship between Jews and Muslims throughout the succeeding cen-
turies

When Islam began in Mecca in the year 610 C.E., the city really did not have any
Jews. Muhammad was dealing with an Arab society steeped in idolatry and tribal cus-
tom. There was no police force or central authority
governing the city. At best, a council of rich tribal
heads dictated local policies, and these decisions
were usually guided by self-interest. Public drunk-
enness, prostitution, infanticide, spousal abuse, the
worst form of abject slavery, and robbery and ban-
ditry were the order of the day. Consequently, we
find that the Qur’anic revelations were mainly di-
rected against these and other vices.

After Muhammad and his followers migrated to
Medina (which was formerly called Yathrib) to es-
cape the persecution of the Meccans, Muslims
found themselves in a city that was divided among
three factions. One consisted of a group of three
Jewish tribes who lived in and around the city:

➤ The Banu Nadir

➤ The Banu Qaynuqa

➤ The Banu Quraiza

The other two factions consisted of two Arab tribes
who frequently fought wars with each other. They
were known as the Aws and the Khazraj. The
Jewish tribes often played one Arab tribe against
another and thereby exercised a certain amount of
dominance in city affairs, even though their num-
bers were small compared with the rest of the pop-
ulation. Jews also exerted a sort of moral authority
over the Arabs by pointing out that monotheism
was better than the idols they worshipped. This
helps to explain why the Arabs of Medina were
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more amenable to Muhammad than the Arabs of Mecca were. The citizens of Medina
were already primed for religious discussion. (Jewish leaders often predicted to the
Arabs that a new prophet would come and destroy them and their idols and ally him-
self to the Jews.) This was the political and religious makeup of Medina in 622 C.E.

Muhammad had been invited to live in Medina by representatives of both Arab
tribes, who were tired of the constant warfare. This united decision on the part of the
more numerous Arabs had the effect of limiting the influence of the Jewish tribes in
the city. When Muhammad first arrived, though, the Jewish tribes acquiesced peace-
fully and accepted his civil leadership. Why did they do this? The answer lies in
shared religious concepts.

The Jews had learned that Muhammad was preaching
against idolatry and thus felt something of a common
cause with him, for Judaism was also critical of this
Arab custom. In addition, the Qur’an, as it was being
revealed, spoke respectfully of Jewish prophets, and
this had the effect of causing many Jews to sympa-
thize with Islam. Moses, Job, Saul, David, and
Solomon all had a revered place in Islamic theology.
Many Jews thought that Muhammad would actually
convert to Judaism and increase Jewish power
throughout central Arabia.

Many were even further impressed when Muhammad
demonstrated his considerable political acumen by
drafting a constitution for Medina, spelling out the
rights and responsibilities of all groups resident within
the municipality. This lengthy constitution included
the following terms:

➤ Everyone must live in peace within the city.

➤ No side will make any alliances with an enemy
of any other party in the city.

➤ All citizens of Medina have the right to be se-
cure and have their economic rights respected.

➤ If the city is attacked, all parties will join to-
gether in its defense.

In addition, Muhammad made a separate treaty of
friendship between the rapidly growing Muslim com-
munity and the three Jewish tribes. The treaty bound
each side to respect the other and not to form alliances
with outside parties against one another. Its acceptance
by both sides demonstrated their willingness to accept
the legitimacy of Muhammad’s authority in Medina.

Just the Facts

During the first 15 years of Islam,

Muslims were told to pray in the

direction of Jerusalem. After a

year and a half in Medina, a rev-

elation instructed them to pray

in the direction of the Ka’bah in

Mecca.

Just the Facts
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Qur’an is called Al Baqarah,
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tending a meeting with God on

Mount Sinai.



195

Chapter 16 ➤ Jews in Islam

Tension soon arose, however, after several Jewish families converted to Islam. Among
them was a prominent Jewish rabbi who named himself ‘Abdullah ibn Salam. He kept
his conversion a secret at first but then declared it publicly in a meeting of Jewish
clan leaders. Add to the situation the fact that Muhammad was not converting to
Judaism and that the Qur’an was not being particularly supportive of certain Jewish
beliefs, and you can see the beginning of a rift. Some Jews began to charge that
Muhammad could not be a true prophet because
he was an Arab and not one of God’s chosen people.
They also began quizzing him at every opportunity
about arcane facts concerning the prophets of old
in order to trip him up. As the months went by,
the situation went from bad to worse.

The Qur’anic revelations received by Muhammad
painted a picture of Judaism, as it was then prac-
ticed, that was extremely unflattering. The Qur’an
accused the Jews of practicing racial discrimination
and hypocrisy. It said that they were not following
the teachings of Moses and that their customs had
no authority from God. But the worst of it, from
the Jewish point of view, was still to come. When
Muhammad first arrived in Medina, the Jews had
been hopeful that he would denounce Jesus as an
impostor. (Judaism holds that Jesus is a false rabbi.)
But instead of rejecting Jesus, the Qur’an called
him the Jewish Messiah and a messenger from God
who was sent to call the wayward Jews back to true
faith! Such a view was totally unacceptable to the
Jews, and the situation deteriorated from there.

Muhammad had been engaging in dialogues with
Jewish leaders over religious issues and had suc-
ceeded in making some more conversions. How-
ever, after six months in Medina, the Jewish clan
leaders began a vicious propaganda campaign
against Muhammad, and a lot of slanderous talk
was directed against the Muslims. Some Jews actu-
ally pretended to convert just so they could gain
entry into Muslim meetings and ask confusing
questions to sow doubt into the minds of recent
converts. The Aws and Khazraj tribes, who had al-
most all converted to Islam, were soon engaged in
a war of words with their Jewish neighbors. The
breaking point would soon be upon the city.

Just the Facts

Muhammad’s city charter for

Medina is considered the world’s

first constitution.

It Is Written
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fil My covenant with you. And
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Believe in My revelation [the
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and do not sell them for a petty

price, fear Me and Me alone. Do

not mix the Truth with false-

hood, or knowingly conceal the

truth.” (Qur’an 2:40–42)
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The Qur’an on Judaism
Let’s digress for a moment and discuss what Islam was saying about Judaism. When
we look into the numerous verses of the Qur’an that comment on Jewish practices,
we must remember that they were mostly directed toward the customs of the three
Jewish tribes in Medina. Those tribes were not examples of the best in Judaism, being
as much involved in the shady life of rough desert merchants as any idolatrous Arab
tribe. We must note here that the Qur’an does praise true Jews and Christians who
have sincere faith and try to lead virtuous lives. In Chapter 2, “Food for the Soul,”
you read:

“Rest assured that [Muslims], Jews, Christians and Sabians—whoever believes in
God and the last day and performs good deeds—will be rewarded by their Lord;
they will have nothing to fear or regret.” (Qur’an 2:62)

The Qur’an even refers to synagogues as places where God’s name is mentioned:

“If God didn’t check one set of people by means of another there would surely
have been pulled down monasteries, churches, synagogues and mosques in
which the name of God is commemorated in abundant measure.” (Qur’an 22:40)

So it is not the concept of being Jewish that the Qur’an calls into question. It is the
application of religion or the lack thereof that is being highlighted. According to the
Qur’an, the shortcomings of the Jewish community include the following:

➤ Jewish Law is overly harsh without sanction from God. (Qur’an 16:118)

➤ Jews assert that Abraham and his immediate descendants were Jewish, but that
is rejected in the Qur’an. The Jewish identity came much later. (Qur’an 2:140)

➤ God did not make an all-time covenant with
the Jews. The conditional agreement He did
make with them was broken by the Jews later
on. (Qur’an 2:83)

➤ The Jews of Medina engaged in slander and
misinformation in their intrigues against Islam,
and they publicly taunted and were disrespect-
ful of the Prophet Muhammad. (Qur’an 4:46)

➤ Many Jews do not keep God’s laws about the
Sabbath, kosher, and other things. (Qur’an 4:47)

➤ The Jews in Muhammad’s time said they were
God’s chosen and would never be harshly pun-
ished by Him for their sins. (Qur’an 2:80)

➤ Rabbis have not done a good job of influencing
their people to lead moral lives. (Qur’an
5:78–81)

Translate This

Yahudi is the Arabic term for

any Jewish person who is born

after the fall of the ancient king-

dom of Judah. Anyone before

that time, all the way back to

Moses, is labeled as Bani Isra’il.

Thus Islam divides Jews into two

main historical periods.
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These are some of the many charges that the
Qur’an makes against the worldwide Jewish com-
munity, and it calls on Jews to take a look at Islam
and accept it as the best expression of the messages
of Abraham and Moses. By accepting Islam, the
Qur’an states, the Jewish people can perfect their
faith and bring themselves back under the terms of
the covenant between Moses and God, as called for
by both Jesus and Muhammad. The Qur’an ex-
plains it this way:

“Indeed We revealed the Torah to Moses, in
which there is guidance and light: By its laws,
all of the Prophets, who were surrendered to
God, judged those who call themselves Jews
and so did the Rabbis and jurists of [Jewish]
law. They were entrusted with the protection
of God’s Book and they themselves were wit-
nesses. [O Jews,] have no fear of people; fear
Me, and do not sell My revelations for a petty
price: those who don’t judge by the law
which God has revealed, are indeed conceal-
ers of the truth.” (Qur’an 5:44)

Islam makes the connection between Judaism and
Jesus in this way:

“Then in the footsteps of those Prophets, We
sent Jesus, the son of Mary. He confirmed
whatever remained intact from the Torah in
his time, and We gave him the Gospel
wherein was guidance and light, corroborat-
ing what was revealed in the Torah; a guid-
ance and an admonition to those who fear
God.” (Qur’an 5:46)

The Only Muslim-Jewish War
The Jewish tribes of Medina grew increasingly hostile to the Muslims as a result of the
major doctrinal disputes and the clash of cultures. One by one each tribe engaged the
Muslims in battle (even though they had signed treaties of peace). The first tribe to
pick a fight with the Muslims was the Banu Qaynuqa. After declaring war on the
Muslims, they were surprised to find that their neighborhoods were immediately
blockaded. They surrendered under the terms that they would have to pick up their

Just the Facts

There is a surprisingly steady
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belongings and leave Medina forever. That tribe moved into northern Arabia and
eventually settled in Palestine. 

The second tribe to fight the Muslims was the Banu Nadir. They were the most active
in intriguing against the Prophet and even tried to assassinate him. Again, when ac-
tual fighting broke out, the Muslims surrounded the fortresses of the Banu Nadir and
forced their capitulation. The Banu Nadir were then ordered to pack up and leave as
well. Most went to Palestine, but a contingent went to live in a Jewish community
called Khaibar in northern Arabia.

The third tribe, the Banu Quraiza, avoided all conflict with the Muslims, and its lead-
ers were determined to abide by the terms of their treaty with the Muslims. But the
leaders of the Banu Nadir wanted revenge and thus sent ambassadors to Mecca,
which was the center of idol worship. They convinced the Meccan leaders to arrange
a grand coalition of dozens of Arab tribes in order to destroy the Muslims in Medina.
The astonished Meccans asked the Jewish ambassador whether the Banu Nadir con-
sidered idol-worship superior to Islam and its emphasis on one God. The envoy said
that the Arab’s idols were better.

A force of over 10,000 Arab warriors assembled and laid siege to Medina for about a
month. Never had the Muslims been in such danger before. They feared that if the
idolaters breached the great trench, hastily dug around the city by the Muslims, the
Arabs would show no mercy. The worst danger, though, lay in the Muslims’ rear line.
The Banu Nadir, after a lot of hard negotiating, brought the Banu Quraiza into the
war and extracted promises from them to attack the Muslims from behind when they
least expected it. Muslim women and children were sheltering in the buildings closest
to the Banu Quraiza’s fortress, and if they were attacked then the Muslim line would
crumble from within. Muhammad got wind of the intrigue, however, and skillfully
used an undercover agent to cause dissension among the besiegers. He then sent a
few soldiers to cover their newly exposed rear, which was now facing another enemy.

It took a fierce sandstorm to break the ranks of the
Arab forces, and after they had retreated in disarray,
the Muslims attacked the traitors. After a hard-fought
battle, the Banu Quraiza agreed to surrender on the
condition that their fate be judged by the chief of the
Aws tribe, with whom they had good relations. After
the Banu Quraiza’s warriors were taken into custody,
the Aws chief asked the clan leaders what their pun-
ishment should be for betrayal according to the Torah.
The answer was capital punishment, of course, and the
warriors were then executed by the verdict of their
own religion. (The women, children, and noncombat-
ants remained unharmed.)

As can be expected, the Qur’an grew increasingly
harsh in its tone as all the aforementioned events 

Ask the Imam

Muhammad ordered Muslims to

be kind to their Jewish neighbors
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his end of the bargain.
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unfolded. However, the Qur’an still maintained that all people were equal in God’s
sight and that it was only in the strength of their faith that they could be judged.
Muhammad kept his end of the treaty at all times, and many Jews converted to Islam
of their own free will. He never forced any conversions nor did he act in an unjust
manner. One of his wives, Safiya, was also a Jewish Muslim; although some people
grumbled and accused her of being duplicitous, Muhammad publicly defended her
honor and silenced the detractors.

The expulsion of the three organized Jewish tribes was due to their own duplicity and
treachery. Western writers have recognized this reality and have not spent much time
weaving a false web. There were still many Jews living in the city of Medina after-
ward, and religious toleration was the order of the day. The only burden Islamic law
laid upon non-Muslims is what is known as the Jizyah. This is a tax that non-Muslims
must pay to the government as compensation for not being drafted into the army in
times of need. (All Muslim men are eligible for the draft, and non-Muslims are forbid-
den to join the army in an Islamic state.) Even as
Muslims pay Zakah, non-Muslims must pay their
fair share as well. 

Jews in the Muslim Empire
The history of Islam from Muhammad’s time until
the advent of the twentieth century is one of toler-
ance toward Jews and Judaism. Even as Jews were
persecuted in Europe during the Middle Ages, they
always enjoyed political and religious freedom in
Islamic societies. The greatest example of that is
found in the period known as the Golden Age in
Spain. From the eighth century until the fifteenth
century, Muslims ruled nearly all of Spain and a
small sliver of France. During that time, Jewish citi-
zens of the empire had rights nearly equal to their
rights in America today. Jewish historians refer to
the time their people lived in Muslim-ruled Spain
as the Golden Age of Judaism. 

Jews were also prominent in the courts of Baghdad,
Cairo, Istanbul, and elsewhere, being palace physi-
cians, finance officers, and even viziers, or govern-
ment ministers. The Islamic Millet, or Sectional
system, operated to the benefit of religious minori-
ties by setting up an official board of people from
every religion who ruled over their co-religionists
according to their own religious laws. (Non-
Muslims are exempt from following Islamic Law.)

Just the Facts
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scholars of Judaism, lived and

worked freely in Muslim Spain.

Just the Facts
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Important synagogues dot the major cities of the Middle East and, save for the mod-
ern Arab-Israeli conflict, relations between Jews and Muslims have been quite friendly
for over a thousand years.

As you can see, Islam is not anti-Jewish. It recognizes the legitimacy of the Jewish
prophets and merely points to what it considers the collective failure of the Jewish
people to live up to God’s revelations. In this regard, Islam is no different than
Christianity, which believes exactly the same thing. Jesus is quoted in the Christian
New Testament as calling Jewish religious leaders “Whited Sepulchers,” “a generation
of vipers,” and many other strong epithets to emphasize how he felt they had warped
God’s true teachings for personal gain.

Islam teaches that the true message of the Jewish prophets found its fulfillment in
the person of Muhammad and that he is the most like Abraham in his life and exam-
ple. It is unfortunate that political strife has interrupted the dialogue between Islam
and Judaism but that may change in the future if the conflict in Palestine finds a 
successful resolution. All of the demagoguery and inflammatory rhetoric on both
sides is not due to religion, but to each side feeling that it has been wronged.

The Least You Need to Know

➤ Islam does not teach its followers to be anti-Semitic. The intractable Arab-

Israeli conflict which has festered since 1948 is a political condition that is

often unfairly cloaked in religious rhetoric.

➤ Islam accepts all the major Jewish prophets, including Moses, David, Solomon,

and Job.

➤ Many Jewish teachings are compatible with Islam, such as monotheism, kosher

standards, angels, and prophets.

➤ The Qur’an contains over a hundred verses that discuss Judaism, Jews, and is-

sues related to the ancient Israelites.

➤ Jews lived peacefully in the Muslim world for over a thousand years and were

never persecuted as they often were in Europe.



Chapter 17

Christianity 
and Islam

In This Chapter

➤ Learn about the historical ups and downs of Muslim-Christian relations

➤ Discover Jesus and Mary through the lens of Islam

➤ Take a look at Muhammad’s experiences with Christians

➤ Know what the Islamic position is on all the major Christian doctrines

The two largest religions in the world today are Islam and Christianity. They also hap-
pen to be historically separated by only 600 years. Given that both religions began
with a charismatic leader, it is not surprising that their relations would be equally
charged with emotion, fervor, and sometimes conflict. Islam accepts the founder of
Christianity, Jesus Christ, as a true prophet from God, while denying that he is a god
or God Himself. The Qur’an even devotes whole passages in commenting on the
Christian religion. Christianity, which came before Islam, has not yet accepted the 
validity of Muhammad’s message and consequently Christians know little of this rival
faith.

The situation is changing, however, with the growth of more-diverse multicultural 
societies in the West. With more Muslims than ever either moving to the West or con-
verting from among the Western population, people here have had to take a closer
look into their neighbor’s beliefs. The growth of interfaith dialogue, long the province



Part 4 ➤ Islam and Other Religions

202

of Jews and Christians, has recently expanded to include Muslims as regular partici-
pants. In this chapter, I will explain the long and fractious history of relations be-
tween these two world giants and show the efforts that both traditions are making
toward living together in harmony and mutual tolerance.

Setting the Stage
The history of Muslim-Christian relations has followed a thorny pattern of shifting
political realities. Both religions, being missionary oriented, have been the big boys
on the block, fighting in every arena for land, dominance, converts, and influence.
Whereas Muslims and Jews got off to a rocky start but then settled into a tolerant re-
lationship (until very recently), Muslims actually had good relations with Christians
in the early days of Islam. The Qur’an even looks fondly upon them and predicts a
certain amount of mutual goodwill:

“You will find that the closest to you in love are those who call themselves
Christians because there are priests and monks among them who do not behave
arrogantly.” (Qur’an 5:82)

It was only after the initial spirit of tolerance abated on both sides that centuries of
conflict ensued (culminating with the era of Colonialism when Christian European
powers completely dismantled Islamic civilization). The so-called Islamic Resurgence
that is much maligned in the West today is really nothing more than the Islamic
world trying to right itself after the last knockout punch it received. Islam can recover
because it has a definite explanation of what happened and a sense of certainty to
propel it forward again. Muslims, when their nations were being dominated by direct
European rule, never felt that their religion was to blame or that Christianity was su-
perior. Instead of blaming God for their malaise, they turned inward and began blam-
ing themselves and their own shortcomings.

Muslims consider Islam to be a perfect way of life, no matter what political situation
they are in, so the urge to tell others about their beliefs is alive and well. Indeed, to
this day, the war for converts between Christianity and Islam is a daily struggle, with
more people converting to Islam from Christianity than the other way around. What
gives Islam a certain measure of insulation that protects its followers from accepting
Christian dogma? The answer lies in the explanation of Christianity given in the
Qur’an itself. Just as the Qur’an contains a full discussion of Judaism and its merits
and drawbacks, it also has a complete analysis of Christianity. So while the average
Christian will be completely in the dark about Islam, the Muslim is already well
versed in both faiths. Talk about a home-court advantage!

Muhammad and the Monk
Muhammad grew up in the city of Mecca in Arabia. Only a handful of people who
claimed to be Christians lived there among the thousands of Arab idolaters, and there
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was no organized church or place of worship. As many writers have lamented, the
Christians of Arabia were not known as paragons of virtue, nor were there any centers
of Christian learning. The main centers of Christianity were far to the north in the
Byzantine Roman Empire or in Egypt. Arabia was a land virtually untouched by the
Gospel.

What were Muhammad’s first contacts with Christians? As I discussed before, he re-
jected idol-worship from an early age and grew up as a poor orphan in the care of rel-
atives. When Muhammad was about 12 years old, however, he had his first foreign
adventure. He accompanied his uncle on a business trip to Syria, an event that in
those days was like a rite of passage for young men. Caravans made up of dozens of
horses and camels snaked their way through northern Arabia and into Syria, heading
for the great trading bazaars where everything from Chinese silk to Germanic metal-
work could be had.

Along the way to Syria lived a Christian monk named Bahira. His usual habit was to
watch the roads during the day, and when he saw this particular caravan coming
from the Arabian road, he noticed some strange
portents. Clouds seemed to be following overhead,
shading the travelers. He sent a boy to invite the
weary merchants to his monastery. The young
Muhammad was also brought to the dinner pre-
pared for the men, though at first he had been left
to tend the camels.

Bahira was fascinated by the boy and, after inter-
viewing him, predicted privately to the boy’s uncle,
Abu Talib, that his nephew would be a prophet 
one day. The practical uncle dismissed the idea,
and the next day the caravan went on its way.
After a few days, when the trading was done, the
group returned to Mecca, where Muhammad con-
tinued his normal routine of tending his uncle’s
flocks of sheep in the scruffy hills around the city.

An Interesting Proposal
When Muhammad turned 25 years old, he received an offer of employment from a
40-year-old Meccan widow named Khadijah. She wanted the young man to lead her
next caravan to Syria. He agreed and the trip was very successful financially. This was
Muhammad’s second and final business trip to Syria. Khadijah was impressed by
Muhammad and soon offered her hand in marriage to him. He accepted and for the
next 15 years lived the life of a quiet family man.

But years later, as he neared his fortieth birthday, Muhammad grew restless and
wanted to connect with his spiritual side. He would often retreat to a mountain cave

It Is Written

According to Muhammad, “Every

Prophet sent by God has been a

shepherd. Moses was a shepherd,

David tended animals, and be-

fore I became a Prophet, I also

was a shepherd.” 
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to meditate. One night, while meditating in his usual spot, he was visited by the
angel Gabriel, who announced to him that he was chosen to be the last prophet of
God. Understandably, Muhammad was shaken, and he ran home and hid under his
bed sheets. The next day his concerned wife took him to meet her old, blind cousin,
Waraqah. He was a Christian and knew how to read and write. Waraqah told
Muhammad that the angel who had come to him was the same one who had come
to Moses. He then said that Muhammad was going to be a prophet and would be op-
posed by his people. A few months later Waraqah passed away.

These two people, Bahira and Waraqah, represent all
of the contacts Muhammad had with Christians for
the first 40 years of his life. Christian evangelists have
often charged that Muhammad was instructed by
gnostic scholars in the ways of religion and that he
simply took it from there and made up his own faith.
This simplistic view, however, is unsustainable when
one considers the depth of Islam and the fact that
Muhammad had only the most limited contacts with
Christians.

Muhammad had no further interaction with Chris-
tians until he and his followers moved to Medina after
13 years in Mecca. A few Christians lived in Medina,
and farther to the north were Christian Arab tribes.
Muhammad spent a great deal of time setting up dia-
logues with these people and succeeded in converting
several visiting delegations of Christians to Islam. Not
all Christians who came converted, though, but
Muhammad still showed them great respect. He even
allowed a group of Christians to use the main mosque
of Medina for their Sunday worship services.

During the time that Muhammad lived in Medina,
there were no conflicts between the Muslims and
Christians. As he did with the Jews, Muhammad made
a treaty of peace with the closest Christian commu-
nity. These were the Christians of Najran, a small area
in central Arabia. In that treaty, both sides agreed to
respect the rights and beliefs of the other. Muhammad
never fought any battles with any Christian Arab tribe
while he was in Medina. There would eventually be a
war with the Byzantine Romans to the north, but it
would be a war for defensible borders and not a fight
over religion.

Translate This

In the Qur’an, the term for a

Christian is Nasara (lit. helper),

which is loosely related to the

word Nazarene. This is a refer-

ence to the childhood home of

Jesus in Palestine. It also is the

name for the Disciples of Jesus

used in the Qur’an.

Just the Facts
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Christianity and Jesus in the Qur’an
The Qur’an describes the state of Christianity and its doctrines as they were in the
seventh century, long before the Protestant Revolution. You may be pleasantly sur-
prised to note that beyond disagreement with a few particular Christian concepts, the
Qur’an accepts and promulgates many teachings that are accepted in worldwide
Christianity. What must be remembered here, as we take a survey of what Islam says
about Christianity, is that Muhammad never went to a School of Divinity, he never
read the Bible, and he never had access to any books or traveling evangelists. In fact,
he couldn’t even read!

Just how does Islam explain Christianity and what it stands for? You will find that
Christianity is given as much coverage in the Qur’an as Judaism. In fact, the first nine
chapters of the Qur’an contain hundreds of verses related to these two topics. Perhaps
the best place to start is with Islam’s concept of Jesus and where he came from. Jesus
holds a particularly high place in Islam, and he is honored in many verses in the
Qur’an. For example, we read, “And We made Jesus, the son of Mary, and his mother
a sign for mankind.” (Qur’an 23:50) Let’s see how the Qur’an narrates his life.

The Islamic view of Christianity begins before the birth of Jesus. According to the
Qur’an, the Jews of Roman-ruled Palestine had reduced their religion to mere rituals
that had little effect on people’s moral lives. They also were following practices that
had no sanction from their ancient prophets. In these difficult times, a recently wid-
owed woman prayed to God and offered her unborn child to God’s service. She had
in mind that her son would become a rabbi. God heard her prayer, but she gave birth
to a girl!

Jewish law forbade female rabbis, so the mother was perplexed. The Qur’an notes her
surprise and mentions that there is blessing in children of any gender. Because of her
status as a widow, her male relatives were forced to draw straws to see who would
have to support the orphaned girl, whom her
mother named Mary, or Maryam. Zechariah drew
the small straw and was charged with her upbring-
ing. This is an amazing turn of events because, 
unbeknownst to Mary’s mother, Zechariah was a
prophet of God.

As the girl grew older, Zechariah taught her about
God, religion, faith, and Jewish law—all subjects
that girls normally didn’t learn about. She grew
into such an obedient and pleasant girl that her old
uncle began to wish for a child of his own. But he
was advanced in years and his wife was old and bar-
ren. He took a chance and prayed to God, and his
prayer was answered. His wife became pregnant and
gave birth to a son they named Yahiya, or John.

Ask the Imam

The Islamic name for John the

Baptist is Yahiya, which means

life. The significance is that God

created a life in a womb that

could bear none.
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John and his cousin, Mary, were to have different paths. John later became a prophet
(John the Baptist) and began preaching to the Jews about the coming Messiah, while
Mary continued with her studies well into her late teens. Realizing that all the hustle
and bustle of her family and the town was distracting her, Mary packed her bags and
journeyed east into the wilderness to be alone. She set up a small tent and continued
her meditations and studies. One day while she was studying and praying, the angel
Gabriel came to her and announced:

“O Mary! God gives you the good news of a word from Him. You will be given a
son: his name will be the Messiah, Jesus, the Son of Mary. He will be noble in
this world and in the Hereafter. He will be among those who are closest to
God.” (Qur’an 3:45–46)

The frightened girl gave the famous reply, “My Lord, how can I have a son when no
man has touched me?” The angel answered, “So it will be. The Lord creates what He

wills. He need only say, ‘Be’ and it is.” Soon Mary be-
came pregnant, and after the baby was born she re-
turned to her people. 

When her relatives saw her returning after a year or
more of self-imposed exile, and carrying a baby as
well, they became enraged and started accusing her of
infidelity. They called her a loose woman and crowded
around her menacingly. Mary froze and couldn’t find
the words to speak in her defense, so God caused the
baby Jesus to speak. He told the relatives that he was a
special miracle from God and would become a
prophet. The people backed off and left Mary alone
from then on. (There is no Joseph in the Islamic ver-
sion of Jesus’ life.)

Jesus is mentioned in the Qur’an as a dutiful boy who
always obeyed his mother. When he reached man-
hood, his mission of prophethood began. He at-
tempted to teach his people, the Jews, about true faith
in God. He taught that the corpus of Jewish law was
filled with unnecessary rules, though some of it 
was valid. He wasn’t teaching a new religion; he was
mostly trying to reform the old one. But no matter
where he went, he had a hard time getting people to
listen. This is when he called for disciples to follow
him. He recruited a dedicated cadre of people who 
assisted him in his mission. The Qur’an neither 
mentions how many he found nor their names. The
immediate effect, however, was that many new con-
verts to Jesus’ way were gained.

Just the Facts

Chapter 19 of the Qur’an is en-

titled “Maryam,” in honor of the

mother of Jesus.
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Jesus was granted several miracles to get the peo-
ple’s attention. Among these were the curing of
blindness, healing of lepers, revival of the dead,
and knowledge of surplus goods that people tried to
hide in their homes and not use in charity. But
even his disciples doubted him on one occasion
and asked for a miracle to be performed in front of
them. They were hungry after many days of hard
missionary work and asked Jesus to make a table
full of food appear. Jesus complied with their wish,
though he warned that anyone who disbelieved
after that would be hopelessly lost. Chapter 5 of the
Qur’an—Al Ma’idah, or “The Table Spread”—takes
its name from this incident.

The Qur’an records that fierce opposition to Jesus
came from the leaders of the Jewish community.
They called him an impostor and contrived a plot
against him. After they succeeded in having him ar-
rested, they tried to get him executed. Here is
where the story gets interesting: The Qur’an claims
that Jesus was not killed or crucified, but that it was
made to appear so to them. Certain early Christian
sects also believed Jesus escaped death. Islam is un-
compromising on this issue. God saved Jesus and
took him to be in Paradise until the hour would
come to complete his mission in the end-times.

So from the point of view of Islam, the Christian
doctrine that Jesus is God is moot, because Jesus
didn’t die anyway, and certainly not for the sins of
humanity. Who was crucified on that fateful day? If
anyone was executed, it may have been the man
who betrayed Jesus. If he looked sort of like Jesus,
in the confusion the Caucasian Romans may have
grabbed him and killed him, thinking all Semites
looked alike. In any case, Islam says the method of
deception is unimportant. What matters is that peo-
ple thought that Jesus died, when he didn’t.

Original Sin and All That
Islam gives a rebuttal to every major Christian doc-
trine. Many of these I have discussed before. The
Qur’an recognizes that Christianity has many differ-
ent sects, each with slightly different teachings, and

Ask the Imam

Muslims believe that Jesus pre-

dicted the coming of Muhammad.

The New Testament of the Bible

quotes Jesus as saying the

Comforter will come after him

and will guide people into all

truth. The Qur’an calls itself the

completion of all religion. Jesus

could not have been referring to

the Holy Spirit because according

to the Bible, the Spirit was al-

ready at work in the world. A

thorough reading of John 16:7–14

provides strong indications that a

man is being referenced, not the

Holy Spirit.

It Is Written

“O Jesus! I will take you and raise

you to Myself and clear you [of

the falsehoods] of those who

blaspheme. I will make those who

follow you superior to those 

who reject faith until the Day of

Resurrection, then you will all re-

turn to Me and I will judge be-

tween you in the matters wherein

you differ.” (Qur’an 3:55)
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thus addresses many issues without regard to the uniqueness of each Christian
group—“The [Christians] have divided their religion into sects between them.”
(Qur’an 21:93) Here is a summarized version of what Islam says about each cardinal
teaching of Christianity:

➤ Original sin Islam says Adam and Eve were forgiven by God after eating from
the tree and passed on no taint of sin to their descendants.

➤ Atonement God doesn’t need to sacrifice Himself to atone for the sins of
mankind because He can forgive anything He wants, anytime He wants to.

➤ Trinity Islam says that God is not divided into parts. The Nicene Creed is un-
acceptable to Muslims.

➤ Marriage prohibition The Catholic Church forbids priests to marry, but the
Qur’an calls this an invented practice.

➤ Monasteries and convents The Qur’an says God never authorized this
lifestyle.

➤ Confession Islam requires people to ask God for forgiveness directly. No man
can act as a mediary or facilitator.

➤ The Holy Spirit Islam says that there is no Holy Spirit other than the angel
Gabriel who has that nickname. Speaking in tongues is not known or accepted
in Islam.

➤ A Begotten Son The concept of God having
children or being born on Earth is completely
rejected in Islam.

➤ Salvation and redemption Islam says our
sincere faith and virtuous actions get us into
heaven, not just a one-time conversion mo-
ment.

➤ Mary as Mother of God The Qur’an addresses
this issue by pointing out that expanding the
trinity to a quartet is as foolish as the three-in-
one god idea to begin with.

➤ The Bible Muslims hold that it does not con-
tain the authentic writings of the prophets and
that it is full of errors and contradictions.

Will there be Christians and Jews in Paradise?
According to Islam the answer is yes. The Qur’an
states that any follower of those religions who 
“believes in God and the Last Day and does what is

Just the Facts

Islam has influenced many Euro-

peans to question the validity 

of the trinity theory. Michael

Servetus, a Spaniard who wrote

On the Errors of Trinity in the six-

teenth century, observed that

“trinity has, alas! been a laughing

stock to Mohammedans. Only

God knows. The Jews also shrink

from giving adherence to this

fancy of ours and laugh at our

foolishness about the trinity.”
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right will have nothing to fear or regret.” Does this mean that Islam accepts
Christianity and Judaism as valid paths to salvation? Yes and no. 

The Islamic principle is that you will be judged by what you knew. If a person only
knew about Christianity or Judaism or whatever and never heard of Islam, then God
will take that into account on Judgment Day and judge the person fairly by it. If a
person finds out about Islam, then it becomes incumbent upon him or her to accept
it and leave behind the former religion. This is because Islam is considered to be
God’s last and, therefore, most complete message to the world.

Interfaith Dialogue
The Qur’an is very enthusiastic about interfaith dialogue. Muhammad himself often
engaged in this practice with Jews, Christians, and idolaters. The Qur’an even encour-
ages Muslims to invite people to such meetings by saying, “Come! Let us gather 
together our sons and your sons, our women and your women, ourselves and your-
selves: then let us earnestly pray and invoke the displeasure of God on those who are
deceitful!” (Qur’an 3:61)

The history of interfaith contacts has often been intimately tied to the political cir-
cumstances of the day. For most of Muslim history the dialogue was between parties
of equal strength, that is until 1918 (the end of the First World War). Prior to that
year there still remained a unified Muslim Empire consisting of an appreciable
amount of territory. With the dismantling of the Ottoman Empire, however, inter-
faith dialogue has taken on the tone of conquered and conquerors. The five nations
that have done the most harm to the Muslim world—Britain, France, Italy, the
Netherlands, and Russia—suppressed the teaching and practice of Islam and went to
great lengths to set up missionary schools and other forms of institutional
Christianity in the lands they controlled.

Muslim civilization, on the contrary, from its earliest years has always encouraged the
equal participation of non-Muslims in religious debate and inquiry and has never at-
tempted to suppress the religious rights of others.
Although one can always find aberrations, Mus-
lims have respected freedom of conscience in oth-
ers. Succeeding Islamic Empires have even paid for
the construction and upkeep of churches and syn-
agogues, considering the maintenance of religion
for all citizens in an Islamic state to be a duty of
the government! 

With this diversity of religion in the classical
Muslim world, one finds that a great amount of di-
aloguing went on. Upon closer scrutiny we find
that the great Muslim caliph, Harun ar Rashid, for
example, who ruled in Baghdad in the late eighth

Ask the Imam

Muslims do not accept Saint Paul

as an authentic interpreter of the

teachings of Jesus. He is never

mentioned in any Islamic source.
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century, kept a staff of scholars representing Muslims,
Jews, Christians, Hindus, and Buddhists who routinely
held regular debate sessions on each other’s religions.
He even sent a delegation to Charlemagne (along with
an elephant as a gift) and opened the lines of commu-
nication between Europe and the Middle East.

The Crusades also presented ample opportunities for
dialogue. Although the initial onslaught of the Euro-
pean invasion of Palestine was violent and merciless,
as the Crusaders settled on their conquered fiefs all
along the Mediterranean, daily life and trade brought
them into contact with Muslim ideas and values. The
whole concept of chivalry, for example, was adopted
by European knights from Muslim warriors. Prior to
this time few rules existed in Europe about fair play
and gentlemanly conduct in battle. King Richard the
Lion-Heart once met in a truce with Saladin, the great
Muslim hero, and, over a game of chess, they talked
about issues between their religions.

The Activist Popes
Perhaps no one has been more instrumental in reviving interfaith dialogue in 
modern times than Popes Paul VI and John Paul II. It was the defining statements 
enshrined in the Second Vatican Council of 1962–1965 that opened the door for
Christians to have open fellowship with Muslims. This council declared that Chris-
tians should accept and respect Muslims as followers of God and of the example of
Abraham. The major document of church policy, the Lumen Gentium, had this to say:

“The Plan of salvation also includes those who acknowledge the Creator, among
whom are, in the first place, the Muslims. These profess to hold the faith of
Abraham, and together with us they adore the one, merciful God, judge of hu-
mankind on the Last Day.” (Lumen Gentium, 16)

Following these and other extremely conciliatory statements, Pope Paul VI embarked
on a short tour of the Muslim world and engaged Islamic scholars in ecumenical dia-
logue in places as diverse as Jordan and Uganda. But it was the efforts of Pope John
Paul II that opened the doors to full-blown regular dialogue. Not only has he been an
extremely prolific traveler among Muslims, but he has also apologized to Muslims for
the conduct of Christians during the Crusades. He made history as the first pontiff to
visit a mosque in Syria and has allowed the construction of a small mosque in
Vatican City. His vision has given rise to a spirit of Muslim-Christian toleration that
has not been seen for over a thousand years.

Translate This

Futuwwat was the Muslim

chivalric code by which a Muslim

soldier would give quarter to an

injured opponent, protect

women and children, and fight

with honor at all times. The

Crusaders brought these ideas

back to Europe and thus Euro-
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Protestant sects have also gotten into the act. Most notably the Presbyterians and
Lutherans have begun to include Muslims in their national interfaith conferences. A
decade ago the organization known as the
National Council of Christians and Jews took steps
to draw Muslim representatives into their regular
meetings in several cities around the United States.
As a participant in several of these sessions, I can
attest to the great spirit of ecumenicity and fellow-
ship that exists there.

This vast progress in multifaith tolerance and un-
derstanding is hampered only by the efforts of sev-
eral fundamentalist Christian groups who still hold
medieval attitudes toward Muslims. They equate
Muhammad with the anti-Christ or attempt to
spread misinformation about Islam to slander its
teachings. Many Christian bookstores are filled
with books written by people whose only object 
is to denigrate and insult Islam. Several Muslim 

Saint Francis of Assisi
traveled to Egypt and met
with the Muslim ruler Al-
Malik Al-Kamil in 1219.
They had an amicable
dialogue.

Just the Facts

Great Christian theologians such

as Thomas Aquinas and Albert

the Great were heavily influ-

enced by the writings of three

Muslim philosophers: Al-Farabi,

Ibn Sina (Avicenna), and Ibn

Rushd (Averroes).
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organizations have been set up to promote authentic Islamic teachings to counter
this slanderous movement and thus far have succeeded in a limited but important
fashion.

The history of Muslim-Christian-Jewish dialogue is a rich tapestry with many colorful
threads of thought. In the coming years such activities should become more public,
and greater tolerance among the people of all three religions in the West can only
benefit our societies. As the Second Vatican Council wrote:

“Over the centuries, many quarrels and dissensions have arisen between
Christians and Muslims. The Sacred Council now pleads with all to forget the
past, and urges that a sincere effort be made to achieve mutual understanding:
for the benefit of all, let them together preserve and promote peace, liberty, so-
cial justice and moral values.” (Nostra Aetate, 3)

Build More Churches!
An Islamic government is charged with supporting all religions equally. It is a twist
on the American ideal of separation of church and state, which forbids government
from having any role in religion. In contrast, Islam says the state must support all re-
ligions! The Islamic government is forbidden to seize the churches, synagogues, or

temples of any group, nor can the government meddle
in the appointment of religious leaders by each group.
The treaty Muhammad made with a local Christian
community is very clear: No bishop can be removed
from his office and no church can be confiscated.

From the time of Muhammad through to the last
Muslim Empire of the Ottomans, Muslim rulers have
been particularly concerned with the welfare of their
non-Muslim subjects and their religious needs. For ex-
ample, in the year 1076, the Muslim ruler of Bejaya, in
present-day Algeria, wrote to Pope Gregory VII of the
desire of the Christians in his land for a certain priest
to be promoted to bishop. The pope was so overjoyed
at this expression of religious respect that he wrote a
beautiful letter in response, which concluded with the
words: “We pray with heart and mouth that, after a
long sojourn in this life, the same God may guide you
to the bosom of happiness of the holy patriarch
Abraham.”

Many Americans in particular would be surprised to
find out that a large portion of the current American
constitution is compatible with the Islamic political 
vision. Concepts such as elected officials, congress, a

Just the Facts

The first public dialogue between

Muslims and Christians happened

after Muhammad sent a refugee

column to Abyssinia in Africa to

escape Meccan persecution. The

Meccans sent ambassadors to the

king there to ask for their arrest,

but in a public interview the

Christian king, Najashi, ruled

that the teachings of Islam were
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to stay and later converted to
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judiciary, civil and criminal laws, equal political rights for women, and the rights and
duties of citizens find their echoes in real-life applications in the history of Muslim
civilization. Has Muslim history had its share of despots and kings? Sure it has, but so
has the Christian world. What is to be judged are the principles and not how faith-
fully they are applied.

The Least You Need to Know

➤ Islam accepts the virgin birth of Jesus and his role as Messiah to the Jews. The

Qur’an, however, denies that he is God or the Son of God, rather considering

him to be a prophet.

➤ Muslims do not believe that Jesus was crucified nor that the Romans killed him

in Jerusalem. Muslims hold that God answered Jesus’ prayer and removed him

from the physical world to await the end-times and a triumphant return to

Earth.

➤ Christianity and Islam have had many centuries of interfaith dialogue inter-

spersed with wars and periods of mutual fear and mistrust.

➤ European Christians completely occupied the Muslim world during the era of

Colonialism and targeted Islam for suppression. The Islamic resurgence today is

merely an attempt by Muslims all over the world to regain their religion. 

➤ The secular governments of most Muslim countries oppose the meaningful

practice of Islam by their populace.





Part 5

Regulating Life Within the
Laws of Islam

Muslims consider Islam to be a complete way of life. It touches upon every aspect of
our personal, familial, and social lives. The foundation of Islamic guidance comes
from two main sources: the Qur’an and the sayings of Muhammad. How did both of
these come into existence, and how do Muslims use them to guide their lives? In this
part, I will explore both sources in detail so you can understand why Muslims do
what they do.





Chapter 18

Exploring the
Sources of Islam

In This Chapter

➤ Learn about the Islamic scripture, the Holy Qur’an

➤ Discover the place of the hadiths, or prophetic sayings, in formulating Islamic

teachings

➤ Find out who the companions of Muhammad were

➤ Meet the traditional scholars of Islam

➤ Discover the world of Islamic Law and how it is created

Every religious tradition has, as its foundation, a body of knowledge from which each
successive generation can draw the fundamentals of their faith. Christians have their
Bible and the works of countless theologians stretching over a thousand years.
Judaism, Hinduism, and Buddhism have similarly ancient sources combining both
scripture and a process of doctrinal development by their luminaries. Islam, on the
other hand, is derived from only two main sources, both of which passed through one
man and were completed in less than 25 years.

The Qur’an, which is considered to be the literal Word of God, forms the basis of
Islamic teachings. The hadiths, or sayings of the Prophet, are considered a commen-
tary on how to apply the Qur’an to daily life. The companions of the Prophet, those
people who knew him and learned directly from him, are taken as a further source for
elucidation and interpretation. Finally, throughout the centuries many great scholars
have applied themselves to codifying, investigating, simplifying, and explaining the
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details of Islam for the common person. They did not introduce any new precepts or
practices per se, however, because Islam has a strong tradition against making new ad-
ditions. Thus, Islam holds a unique place among the religions of the world in that it
is the only faith whose doctrines were not created centuries after the death of its
founder. 

A Closer Look at the Qur’an
Iqra. This command, meaning “Read,” was the first word revealed of the Qur’an to
Muhammad in the year 610 C.E. He was sitting in a mountain cave, just outside the
city of Mecca, thinking about the meaning of things, when a brilliant flash of light
overcame him. A hidden voice commanded him to read. Its tone was both frightening
and compelling. But Muhammad was an illiterate. He never learned how to read, so
he meekly answered, “I can’t read.”

Suddenly, he felt himself being squeezed so that the very breath seemed to rush out
of him. When he could bear it no longer, the commanding voice repeated once more,
“Read.” Confused about what to do, Muhammad protested, “But I can’t read!” The
same crushing feeling overwhelmed him, and he could hardly stand it when the pres-

sure was released and the voice ordered a third time,
“Read.” Muhammad, not wanting another bout with
the pain, answered, “What should I read?”

The voice began to recite melodious-sounding words:
“Read in the Name of your Lord Who created humans
from a clinging [zygote]. Read for your Lord is the
Most Generous. He taught people by the pen what
they didn’t know before.” (Qur’an 96:1–5) Muham-
mad ran home scared and begged his wife, Khadijah,
to comfort him. But the revelation was no apparition
or evil omen, as he had thought. Khadijah told him
that God would never let harm come to him on ac-
count of his honesty and generosity. She didn’t know
how right she was. 

For the next 23 years he would receive revelations from God, carried by the archangel
Gabriel. These revelations constitute the Qur’an, a name that literally means the
Reading or the Recital. The Qur’an was given orally to Muhammad, and he would ask
people to write down the verses as he dictated them. The Qur’an was, therefore, 
not revealed all at once. In fact, it grew larger over time until the last month of
Muhammad’s life when it took its final form of 114 chapters called surahs, each surah
of varying length. The surahs comprise over 6,600 verses called ayahs that cover a
wide variety of subjects. Sometimes whole surahs were revealed together; other times
groups of ayahs would come, and Muhammad would tell people in which surah to in-
clude them. (Muslims believe that he made the arrangement of all chapters and
verses under the direction of the archangel Gabriel.)

Translate This

The name of the mountain

where Muhammad received his

first revelation is called the Jabal

un Nur, or Mountain of Light.
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The revelations usually concerned issues at hand. When Muhammad was in Mecca,
where his new followers were struggling to develop a strong foundation for their
faith, the content revolved around monotheism, virtuous living, and the eventual tri-
umph of Islam, even though it was a persecuted religion. Later in Medina, when
Islam had become settled into the life of the city, laws and social dictates were the
core of the message. Sometimes non-Muslims would challenge Muhammad to talk
about arcane subjects that they knew he wouldn’t know anything about, and sud-
denly a revelation would come explaining the matter. For example, a group of people
in Medina asked him about Joseph and his adven-
tures in Egypt, trying to stump him. An entire
chapter of over a hundred verses (called Surah
Yusuf) was revealed right there in answer.

Muhammad described four ways in which he re-
ceived revelations from God. The first was through
dreams at night, when the verses of the Qur’an
were implanted in his mind. The second was
through instantaneous revelations in his heart dur-
ing the day. The third way, which he said was the
hardest to bear, was foreshadowed by a loud ring-
ing sound in his ears and then the verses would
flow. The last way involved the archangel Gabriel
appearing as a man, sometimes visible to other
people and sometimes not, who would then in-
struct Muhammad in what to say. God never ap-
peared to Muhammad, for Islam says that God is
too exalted to show Himself all the time.

Style and Content
One of the many features of the Qur’an that
Muslims consider miraculous is its style.
Muhammad was not known to be a man of poetry
before the Qur’an began to flow from his lips. He
also never participated in the oral poetry contests
that were a mainstay of life throughout Arabia. Yet
this same man suddenly began to recite what is
still considered today to be the greatest book in the
Arabic language. The use of lucidly phrased
metaphors, the flow of the text, and the engaging
syntax are held up as the highest standard for
Arabic lexicographers, and no other book is so
highly esteemed from a grammarian’s standpoint.

How is the Qur’an’s unique style expressed? To an-
swer this question, we need to look at two areas:

It Is Written

“You, [Muhammad,] never read

a book before this nor have you

ever written one with your own

hand. Had you done either of

these then the quibblers would

have had legitimate reasons to

suspect it.” (Qur’an 29:48)

Just the Facts

The Arabic alphabet is not writ-

ten in Latin characters and con-

tains sounds which have no

equivalent in English such as

“gha,” “kha,” and “Qa.” Trans-

literations, or writing the literal

sounds of one language in the

letters of another, is necessary to

understand how Arabic sounds

are pronounced.
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presentation and content. The Qur’an employs a variety of literary mechanisms, from
straight line-by-line or metered rhyming to flowing prose and passionate essays.
Through a skilled mixture of the different techniques, the listener is taken on a rap-
turous ride through feelings, thoughts, emotions, and dreams. The opening verses of
Chapter 36 of the Qur’an provide an example. In this surah, entitled Ya Seen, we read
the opening verses in transliteration. The underlined words show the repetition of
sounds:

Ya Seen. Wal Qur’anil Hakeem. Innaka lamin al Mursaleen. ‘Alaa siratim Mustaqeem.
Tanzilul ‘azeezil Raheem. Le tunzera qawman ma unthera aba-uhum fa hum ghaw-
filoon. La qad haqqal qawlu ‘alaa ak tharihim fahum la yu-minoon.

A standard English trans-
lation showing the Arabic
text, commentary, and
meaning.
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If you noticed the transition from one rhyme to another, you can see how the Qur’an
can continually engage the ear of its listeners with something fresh and new. For this
reason, Muslims never consider a translation of the Qur’an as equal to the Arabic
text. The Qur’an itself makes a note of this unique style and its purpose when it de-
clares that it is a book that is easy to remember. In longer passages you will find quite
a lot of transition in style over the course of many
different topics. (Although some Western scholars
have criticized this literary technique, it is in fact
one of the strengths of the Qur’an, distinguishing
it from all other Holy Books.) When the Qur’an is
recited out loud by a skilled reader, its beauty can
move listeners to tears. (Qur’an reciting contests
are held every year all over the Muslim world with
the most important ones being in Malaysia and
Saudi Arabia.)

The second miraculous aspect of the Qur’an con-
cerns its content. The Qur’an covers a variety of
subjects, including religious doctrine, law, social
values, morality, history, prophets and their strug-
gles, philosophy, and science. Without containing
a single unified narrative on any of those subjects,
the Qur’an skillfully weaves components of each
into self-contained chapters that reference one and
then the other to provide coherent essays appeal-
ing to a variety of listeners. 

Muhammad never went to school. During his life,
he never read a book, nor was he ever tutored or
engaged in learning of any kind. Then suddenly,
when he turned 40 years old, the epitome of elo-
quence flows from his tongue? This is quite inex-
plicable. Only a century ago, Western scholars of
Islam were claiming that Muhammad had epilepsy
(which is not true) and that the Qur’an came dur-
ing seizures. Do epileptics conjure rapturous poems
and essays in such states? Other Westerners have
charged that Muhammad made up the Qur’an,
though they can’t explain how. But as Dr. Maurice
Bucaille observed, in refuting those who have sug-
gested that Muhammad wrote the Qur’an himself,
“How could a man, from being illiterate, become
the most important author, in terms of literary
merits, in the whole of Arabic literature?” Muslims
would say that it is no less than direct revelation
from God.

Just the Facts

One of the most adept poets of

the Arabs, Tufayl ibn Amr Ad-

Dawsi, wanted to investigate

what he had heard about

Muhammad and the Qur’an, so

he went to Mecca and asked

Muhammad to recite some of it

to him. After listening to it he

exclaimed, “I swear by God, I

have never heard such beautiful

words before.”

Ask the Imam

Before touching the Qur’an, a

Muslim must make sure that he

or she is in a ritually pure state.

This is accomplished by washing

the hands, face, and feet with

water. There is no prohibition

against women reading and han-

dling the Holy Book as there is

in some other religions.
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Meccan and Medinan Revelations
The verses of the Qur’an are divided into two main categories based on the period of
the Prophet’s mission in which they were revealed. The first 13 years of prophethood
were spent in Mecca, a hostile environment for the Muslims in which the reigning
idolaters made life miserable for the new religion and its followers. The second period
began with the Hijrah, or migration to Medina, when Islam became the dominant
force in city politics and thus was no longer directly under fire.

Meccan revelations, as they are called, center on two main themes: confronting back-
ward Arab tribal customs and pointing out the foolishness of idolatry. Some of the
customs that the Qur’an spoke out against are as follows:

➤ Burying unwanted baby girls alive (infanticide)

➤ Believing in superstition and practicing witchcraft

➤ Men inheriting their widowed mothers as wives of their own

➤ Blindly following tradition for its own sake

The campaign against idolatry was especially urgent because the Qur’anic revelations
were making it increasingly clear that the shrine of Abraham, the Ka’bah, was no
place to store 360 tribal idols. Mecca was so decadent that idolaters often circled the
Ka’bah naked, paying homage to their idols. The Qur’an mentioned specifically three
gods that the Arabs worshipped and called such practices idiocy. Instead of praying to
lesser gods for daily benefits and luck, Islam asserted, why not pray to the only true
God, Allah?

Understandably, the Meccans didn’t take kindly to Muhammad’s preaching and
teaching, and they began to harass the Muslims daily. Muhammad was often
punched and shoved in the streets. Once he was almost strangled to death by an irate
Meccan near the Ka’bah. Other Muslims were brutally tortured, and a few were mur-
dered. (The first martyr of Islam was a woman who refused to go back to idol wor-

ship.) Consequently, Meccan revelations also contain
the stories of past prophets who suffered hardships;
this was a way to show Muhammad and his followers
that others also endured rough times, but God’s help
eventually saved them.

Medinan revelations, or those delivered to Muhammad
after he and his followers escaped Mecca, were con-
cerned with how to build an Islamic society. The 
values and manners of Islam and the particulars of
Islamic Law grew in importance and application.
Verses regulating inheritance, marriage and divorce,
the conduct of statecraft, civil laws, and criminal pun-
ishments made an appearance. An extensive collection

Translate This

Haneef is the term for a mono-

theist in the Arabic language.

Abraham is given this title in the

Qur’an.
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of verses on relations with Jews and Christians was given as well. It was also during
this period that alcoholic beverages were made illegal. But by this time Muslims were
so staunch in their faith that they had no problem in smashing their wine vessels in
the streets. This is one Prohibition that didn’t fail.

The Compilation
The Qur’an was an oral message given to Muhammad through the archangel Gabriel.
Muhammad himself couldn’t write, so he asked his literate followers to be his secre-
taries. Even in the earliest days of Mecca, the Qur’an was being recorded. Paper was
unknown in Arabia at that time, so the materials used consisted of Egyptian parch-
ment, leather scrolls, and the shoulder blades of camels (which were sort of like large
slates). During the Medinan period, the entire collection of written surahs was kept in
a large leather bag in the possession of the Prophet. At one time the Prophet had over
20 secretaries writing down his words.

There was no need to put everything together in book form because the tradition es-
tablished by the Prophet was for people to memorize as much of the Qur’an by heart
as possible. By the time of the Prophet’s death, hundreds of people had memorized
the entire book in its properly arranged order. Nearly everyone else knew at least sig-
nificant portions by heart. And with the Prophet’s emphasis on literacy, more people
than ever before were learning how to read and write, so written pages of Qur’anic
verse began to circulate far and wide.

During the rule of the first Muslim caliph, Abu Bakr, a rebellion arose in southern
Arabia, and during one battle over 70 of the most prominent memorizers were killed.
Umar ibn al Khattab, one of the top companions of Muhammad, prevailed upon Abu
Bakr to prepare the Qur’an in a single book form so that its proper order and reading
would never be lost. This was done under the meticulous supervision of the Prophet’s
chief secretary, Zayd bin Thabit, who was able to
utilize newly introduced paper products from
China.

Later on, during the rule of the third Muslim
caliph, Usman ibn Affan, non-Arab converts began
arguing about the proper way to pronounce the
verses of the Qur’an. They even began writing per-
sonal copies incorporating their own variant
spellings and pronunciations of words. The prob-
lem became so serious that some of the old-time
companions of the Prophet thought the Qur’an
might be lost in a sea of competing versions.
Usman acted decisively and ordered that the offi-
cial edition, prepared in the time of his predeces-
sor, Abu Bakr, be duplicated and one copy of it
sent to every major Muslim city. From there,

Translate This

A Hafiz is a person who has

committed the entire Qur’an to

memory. The name literally

means a Guardian. The Holy

Qur’an is the most memorized

book in the world.
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scribes could make further copies, so all controversies and disagreements would be
laid to rest. All the faulty copies people had made themselves were to be burned so
that only the authentic edition would circulate.

A facsimile of a page
from the world’s oldest
surviving Qur’an, pre-
pared by the order of
Caliph Usman circa 
655 C.E.

Two copies of those Usmani Qur’ans, as they are called, exist to this day in museums
in Turkey and Tashkent. They have exactly the same text as any Arabic Qur’an today.
To those who have suggested that the Qur’an we have today is not completely in line
with the one Muhammad recited, the reply is simple: All of the people who were in-
volved in recording the Qur’an both during and after Muhammad’s time were memo-
rizers of the book. In addition, there were hundreds of other such people who would
have noticed any alterations in the text. Among Muhammad’s thousands of surviving
companions, there was never any controversy on this issue.
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Chapter 18 ➤ Exploring the Sources of Islam

Major Themes of the Qur’an
The Qur’an has three major themes:

1. The absolute authority of God 

2. The accountability of humans for their deeds 

3. The impermanence of this life 

Each theme is expressed in a forceful way using parables, examples, references to past
peoples or prophets, and logic.

Fully one third of the verses of the Qur’an relate to issues concerning the next life
and what people will find after death. Another third of the verses deal with prophets,
interfaith issues, and the human experience, while the final third cover subjects rang-
ing from law to personal and social obligations. All of these different themes appear
at different places throughout the whole scripture.

The Teachings of the Prophet
“O You who believe,” the Qur’an exhorts, “obey Allah and obey the Messenger.” In
another verse we read, “You have a beautiful pattern to follow in the Messenger of
Allah.” These are just two of the many ayahs, or verses, that tell Muslims to follow
the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad. But isn’t the Qur’an one such teaching?
The Islamic answer is no. The Qur’an is God’s literal Word merely transmitted
through the mouthpiece of Muhammad. The Prophet’s teachings are something else
entirely. This is why the Shahadah, or Islamic Declaration of Faith, has two parts—in
order to remind people of this.

Muhammad’s life example, called His Sunnah, or
Way, represents his own interpretation of how to
live by the dictates of the Qur’an. One often-used
example concerns the five daily prayers of Islam.
The Qur’an tells Muslims simply to pray at fixed
times, but it doesn’t tell them how to pray. It men-
tions nothing about reciting surahs, bowing at the
waist, saying certain phrases, and so on. These the
Prophet taught in his own words. The archangel
Gabriel, Muslims believe, was providing Muham-
mad with guidance on this and all other issues, but
the knowledge was filtered through Muhammad’s
speech, experiences, and actions. Thus the Sunnah
of Muhammad is considered to be the second most
important source of Islam. 

It Is Written

Muhammad, during his last major

public address, said, “I’m leaving

you with two things. If you hold

fast to them you will never go

astray. They are the Book of

Allah and my Sunnah.” 




