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FOREWORD

At the start of the 7th century cg, a man who had

just turned 40, a man who had grown up an orphan,
clambered up a barren, rocky hillside to reach a cave
in a valley near Mecca, an important city for trade and
the worship of numerous deities in the Arabian desert.
Such retreats were something he had often undertaken
for contemplation and solitude. It was up here that, one
day, he received his very first revelation from the angel
Gabiriel, known as Jibreel in Arabic—it was one simple
word: “Read.” Gripped by fear and overcome with
emotion, he responded, saying, “But I don't know how
to read.” Again, the divine order came: “Read.” Then,
miraculously, having not thought himself capable, he
began to recite the first words of a new holy book. That
man, Muhammad, would go on to become the Prophet,
and the revelation that started in the Cave of Hira
would become known as the Quran, the holy book of
Islam—the religion followed by an estimated 1.8 billion
people across the world.

For me, one of the most profound and telling
aspects of this moment of Islam’s birth is that the very
first word with which the religion was brought into
being was “Read.” I can think of no other word today
that is as relevant and vital to the contemplation of
Islam than “read.” A huge part of my life over the last
25 years as an international news reporter has involved
bearing witness to political upheaval, conflict, and
humanitarian tragedies in Muslim countries—as
someone who was himself raised as a Muslim.

From Iraq to Indonesia, Somalia to Syria, Bosnia to
Bangladesh, I have witnessed and tried to convey to
viewers of all faiths—and those with none—conflict
and misunderstanding between Muslims and the
West, between Muslims and non-Muslims, and also

among Muslims themselves. As I've done so, [ have
always traveled to my assignments carrying books.
Books like this one, that you now hold in your hands.
In my travels across the Islamic world during these
turbulent decades, I have worked alongside diplomats,
soldiers, and humanitarian relief workers who would
often say how valuable it would be to have a
reference book that gives a clear and accessible
explanation about the principles of Islam and the
rich, multilayered history of the religion and the

ideas that have inspired it. The remarkable
achievement of this book is that it provides an
invaluable resource for Muslims and non-Muslims
alike. Discussions of the flowering of Islam’s scientific
“Golden Age” and the uses of calligraphy, as well as
questions about women's rights in Islam and the rise
of extremism, help all of us, whether we call ourselves
Muslim or not, to understand the faith better. The joy
of this clearly written and cleverly illustrated book is
that it starts from the premise that there are no
questions too simple for this book to be of interest
and value. The reverse is also true; however much you
think you know about Islamic history and the Muslim
world, this book will still delight and open doors to
this faith for you.

Hopule2=

Rageh Omaar
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his book describes the
foundational ideas not just
of Islam, the religion, but

also of many of the great Islamic
civilizations, cultures, and political
and social movements that the
religion inspired, and continues

to inspire.

Along with Judaism and
Christianity, Islam is one of the
world’s three great monotheistic
religions. It was founded in the early
7th century ce by Muhammad, a
merchant from the city of Mecca
(Makkah) on the Arabian Peninsula.
He received from God the revelations
contained in the Quran, the holy
book of Islam, and preached them
to a steadily increasing group of
followers. Muhammad was not
preaching a wholly new religion,

You can't talk about Muslims
or Islam if you don'’t know it.
Ghostface Killah

American rapper, 2015 interview
with Vice magazine

rather he was urging the primarily
polytheist inhabitants of Arabia to
return to the worship of the one
true God. This was the same God
of the Abrahamic tradition, whose
past prophets included Ibrahim
(Abraham), Musa (Moses), and Isa
(Jesus)—who Muslims believe is
not the son of God, but a prophet.
For Muslims, Muhammad is the
last in this line of prophets.

The three “religions of the Book”
share a belief in the transience of
earthly life, in the imperative of
prayer and good deeds, in our
accountability before God for our
actions, and in the assurance of
a return to God on the Day of
Judgement. For Muslims, this is all
described in the Quran, which, along
with the sayings and examples set
by the Prophet during his lifetime,
laid the blueprint for a life in Islam.

The spread of Islam

Islam is a holistic religion that
integrates all aspects of life.
Traditionally in Islam there was no
division between what the Western
world terms Church and State.
Muhammad and his immediate
successors were religious, political,
and military leaders in one office.
The ideas enshrined in Islam were
spread rapidly from Arabia and
throughout what we now call the

Middle East and across North
Africa. Islam advanced into Europe,
taking root in southern Spain; it
moved deeper into Africa, and
through Central Asia, into India
and east to China. Muslim traders
took Islam to Southeast Asia, where
it flourished on the islands and
archipelagos of the Indian Ocean.

As the religion expanded,
scholars, clerics, and legal minds
took what were oral traditions and
engaged in a process of verification
and transcription—defining the
Islamic identity. From this came a
framework for Islamic law, or
Sharia, new practices of Quranic
interpretation, an Islamic calendar,
and many of the traditions that
define the faith.

There were those who objected
to the codification of the religion
and who pursued their own more
personal version of Islam—they
would be known as Sufis. There
were disagreements, too, over who
should succeed Muhammad as
leader of the Muslims; one group
split from the mainstream and
became known as the Shia.

A golden age

Along the way, Islam created

great centers of learning, which
accommodated both theological
study and the formulation of Islamic



law, as well as the pursuit of
philosophy, medicine, astronomy,
and the sciences. At a period in
history when the knowledge of the
ancient world—particularly of the
Greeks—was about to be lost,
Islamic scholars took on the task of
preserving that knowledge and
building on it. A succession of
mighty Islamic empires emerged,
first in Arab lands, centered on
Damascus in Syria (Umayyad),
then Baghdad in Iraq (Abbasid),
and Cairo in Egypt (Fatimid and
Mamluk), and then later among
non-Arab peoples: in Turkey
(Ottoman), Persia (Safavid), and
India (Mughal).

Islam in modern times

It is only in recent history, from
around the late 17th century, that
the growth of Islam slowed. Around
this time its global influence began
to be eclipsed by the Christian
empires of Europe. Those empires
set about colonizing Muslim-
majority countries, a situation

that only came to an end midway
through the 20th century. In many
instances, Islam provided a focus
for opposition to colonial powers
and an inspiration for nationalist
movements. In the latter part of
the 20th century, Islam was
resurgent, flourishing in every part

of the world, meeting the challenges
of modern times while remaining
faithful to traditional values.
Today, the Islamic world spans
the globe. The Pew Research
Center, a US-based think tank that
gathers data on global trends,
estimated in 2015 that there were
1.8 billion Muslims around the
world, making Islam the second-
largest religion after Christianity.
Islam is also the world's fastest
growing religion. In 2020, almost
one in four people globally was a
Muslim. Looking ahead, the Pew
Research Center estimates that by
2050 the number of Muslims will

Islam is misunderstood by
many. The extremists grab the
headlines; those of us who
want to practise our religion
and live under this country’s
laws do not make the news.

Sadiq Khan
Mayor of London since 2016

grow to 2.76 billion, or 29.7 percent
of the entire global population—
meaning almost one in three people
in the world will be a Muslim.
Over the course of its roughly
1,400 years, Islam has massively
shaped the history of the world, in
all kinds of ways, from the political
to the cultural and spiritual. In
years to come, the influence of
Islam will only grow, and it is
beneficial to both non-Muslims
and Muslims alike that its core
ideals be better understood.

A note on spellings

Islam originated in an Arabic-
speaking culture, and its terminology
is permeated by Arabic words.
The science of transliterating
Arabic into English is imprecise;
for instance, the Prophet’s

name can be written in English
as Muhammad, Mohamed,
Mohammed, Mahomat, and
numerous other permutations.
English does not have characters
to represent exactly the same
sounds as Arabic letters. In this
book we have used spellings
that are a comfortable read for
English speakers. Similarly, for
the benefit of English readers,

we have used the word “God”
throughout this book, rather than
“Allah,” the Arabic name for God. m
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18 INTRODUCTION

Muhammad is born

in Mecca (also spelled
Makkah), in the

Arabian Peninsula.

910
982

A Christian monk named
Bahira recognizes in the young
Muhammad a sign of
prophetic greatness.

Muhammad marries
Khadija, a wealthy
widow and
businesswoman.

The angel Jibreel
appears to Muhammad
and delivers the first
revelation of the
Quran.

610
097

The birth of
Muhammad'’s first
daughter, Zeinab.

Both Khadija and
Muhammad'’s uncle
Abu Talib die. In
Islamic tradition this is
the Year of Sorrow.

619
613

Muhammad begins
preaching Islam
publicly to the Meccans.

n the 6th centurysc, the
I fertile lands around the

eastern Mediterranean were
ruled by the powerful Byzantine
Empire and the fertile plains of
Mesopotamia to the east nurtured
the Persian Sasanian civilization.
The deserts of Arabia to the
south were home to leaderless,
seminomadic tribes. Vying for
control of valuable trading routes,

these tribes were constantly at war.

According to Islamic tradition,
around 570, a boy was born in
Mecca (Makkah), Arabia, into the
Quraysh tribe. Named Muhammad,
he was orphaned at the age of six,

and grew up in the care of his uncle.

He became a merchant, married,
had children, and flourished in
business. In later life, he often
retreated to a remote cave, where
he liked to meditate. On one such

occasion he was visited by the
angel Jibreel (Gabriel) who revealed
to him the word of God.

Three years after receiving the
first revelation, Muhammad—to
whose name Muslims often add
the phrase Sallallahu alayhi wa
sallam (“Blessings of God and
peace be upon him”)—began
preaching in his hometown of
Mecca, slowly amassing a group of
followers. However, his message of
purity and justice, especially justice
for the poor, and his condemnation
of the idolatrous ways of the wealthy
elite, earned him many enemies.
Fleeing persecution, Muhammad
led his community away from the
city of his birth to settle in Medina,
almost 210 miles (340km) to the
north, where his message had
been more favorably received.

This exodus is known as the Hijra.

Core of the faith

The religion Muhammad preached
came to be known as “Islam” (from
the Arabic word for “submission”),
and its followers as “Muslims.” It
was in Medina that the faith’s core
beliefs and rituals were developed,
based on the teachings of the
Prophet Muhammad.

Central to the new faith was
recognition that there was only one
god—a radical claim in polytheistic
7th-century Arabia. Moreover,
Muslims had to acknowledge that
this one God, known in Arabic as
Allah, had sent Muhammad as His
Final Messenger. God had entrusted
His message to earlier prophets,
from Adam onward, but it was
Muhammad who received the last
divine revelation—over a period of
23 years—contained within the
preachings known as the Quran.
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To escape persecution,
Muhammad leads his
followers to Medina,

in an exodus known as

the Hijra.

622
622

The Charter of Medina
establishes the first
Islamic community.

Muhammad marries
his third wife,
Aisha, the daughter
of his companion
Abu Bakr.

624 6217

624

Muhammad and
his followers are
defeated at the

Battle of Uhud.

Muhammad survives
an attack on Medina,
known as the Battle of
the Trench.

Muhammad makes
a pilgrimage to Mecca
and then conquers the city;
Medina and Mecca are

Muslim armies
conquer Arabia
and force its tribes

to accept Islam.

631

630 632

Following a brief
illness, Muhammad
dies in Medina at

63 years of age.

now the holy cities of Islam.

The examples set by Muhammad's
life would provide his followers with
the five pillars of their faith, starting
with the recognition of one God

and Muhammad as His messenger.
The other pillars included regulated
daily prayers, the importance of
being charitable to others, and the
obligations of fasting and pilgrimage
to Mecca.

Fighting for survival
Pilgrimage was already common
among the Arabs, who had a
centuries-old tradition of journeying
to the Kaaba, an ancient shrine in
Mecca that was filled with statues
of the many gods worshipped by
the tribes. The threat Muhammad
posed to the lucrative pilgrimage
trade was one reason the Meccans
had driven him out of their city. He
remained a threat even from a

distance, and Medina's Muslims
were obliged to take up arms
against the Meccans to ensure
their continued survival. After
years of fighting, Muhammad and
his followers captured Mecca.

On taking control of Mecca,
Muhammad'’s first action was to
clear the Kaaba of its idols and
dedicate the shrine to the worship
of the one God. Muhammad
returned to Medina, but during the
remaining years of his life he made
several pilgrimages to the Kaaba—
notably in 632, an occasion revered
as the Farewell Pilgrimage. On
this occasion, the Muslims who
accompanied him observed every
move, act, and gesture. The
Prophet’s actions set a precedent
to be followed by Muslims around
the world, enshrined as the Fifth
Pillar of Islam, the Hajj.

Lasting legacy
When Muhammad had made the
Hijra in 622, it was at the head of
a small, outcast community. By
the time of his unexpected death
just 10 years later, the Muslims
controlled much of the Arabian
Peninsula. For the many tribes
who had now accepted Islam,
military success was a sign of
the righteousness of the Prophet’s
message and of God's invisible
presence in the Muslim community.
Many of the beliefs Muhammad
preached were not new. They were
beliefs that God had revealed
through previous messengers, but
it had taken a final prophet to renew
the message. In this way, Islam
could trace its roots all the way
back to the first prophet, Adam, and
it would live on long after the death
of its last prophet, Muhammad. =




IN CONTEXT

THEME
Al-Jahiliya, the Time
of Ignorance

WHEN AND WHERE
Pre-7th centurycek,
the Arabian Peninsula

BEFORE

1st centuryBce Roman rule
extends over the eastern
Mediterranean, including the
Arabian Peninsula.

3rd centuryce The Middle
East is dominated by the
Byzantine and the Persian
Sasanian Empires.

bth century The Quraysh
tribe take control of Mecca
and its shrine, the Kaaba, and
turn the city into a thriving
mercantile hub, attracting both
pilgrims and traders.

AFTER

570 The birth of the Prophet
Muhammad in Mecca; member
of the Quraysh tribe. The Final
Prophet who unites the Arab
tribes under a single God.

YOU KNEW
NOTHING OF THE
BOOK OR BELIEF

THE QURAN, 42:52
-]

he single most important
concept in Islam is the
indivisible oneness of God.

In other words, monotheism. This is
the concept upon which a Muslim'’s
entire faith rests.

When Muhammad first began
preaching the mission of Islam, in
613cE, it was this central idea of

oneness that served to bind his
followers together. In stark contrast
to this message, the Arab tribes at
this time were divided, leaderless,
weak, and worshipping multiple
gods. In the words of the Quran,
these were gods that could “create
nothing and were themselves
created; which can neither harm

The Arabian Peninsula in the era immediately before Islam
was a political vacuum, flanked by two great warring empires,
with the remains of a once great civilization to the south.

Arabia

I ’\Mazun

Aksum Saba
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The Prophet uprooted
the practices of jahiliya
one by one.
Abul Ala Mawdudi

nor help themselves, and which
have no power over death or life”
(25:3). Before Islam, the Arabs were
said to be living in al-Jahiliya, the
“Time of Ignorance.”

Pre-Islamic powers

In the centuries immediately prior
to the birth of Muhammad, the
Arabian Peninsula was surrounded
by the Christian Byzantine Empire
to the northwest and the Persian
Sasanian Empire to the east. These
two imperial titans were locked in
a power struggle with each other.

Modern jahiliya

In the south of the peninsula, rich
and fertile Saba (Yemen) was one of
the oldest centers of civilization in
the region, with a complex history,
but by the 6th century the once
great kingdom had broken apart.
Between these three powers
stretched the vast swathe of Central
Arabia, which is predominantly
harsh desert. Its sparse population
was made up of nomadic Arab
tribes who were constantly at war
with one another and eked out a
living by controlling the trade
routes that crisscrossed the region.

Pre-Islamic religions
Communities of Christians, Jews,
and Zoroastrians existed in Arabia
prior to the 7th century, but the
desert Arabs were generally
mistrustful of these religions,
which they associated with the
imperial powers. While the Arabs
had little time for formal religion of
their own—their allegiances were
to their individual tribes—there
were places they considered holy.
These were the sites of shrines,
linked to particular deities. Among

As a concept, jahiliya can be
applied far beyond pre-Islamic
Arabia. To label something as
jahiliya was especially popular
among Islamic reformers in the
early and mid-20th century, who
were angry at the predominance
of Western influence and the
ways many Muslims imitated
and were captivated by it.

It was Islamist writer Abul
Ala Mawdudi (1903-79) of
Pakistan who coined the term
“modern jahiliya,” which he
characterized as “the new

barbarity,” incompatible with
Islam. Egyptian Islamic reformer
Sayyid Qutb (1906-66) used the
same term when he wrote in his
commentary on the Quran that
“People—in any time and any
place—are either governed

by God’s law ... or they are
governed by a law invented by
humans. ... In that case they are
in jahiliya.” For Qutb, jahiliya
was the “rule of humans by
humans,” making them servants
of one another instead of
servants of God.

This marble altar to the goddess
al-Lat, depicted with her sacred lion,

is dated to the 2nd centuryce, from the
temple of Bel (or Baal) in Palmyra, Syria.

the gods they worshipped were the
high god al-Ilah, and his daughters,
the goddesses al-Lat, al-Uzza, and
Manat. One notable shrine devoted
to al-Ilah was the Kaaba, near the
well of Zamzam at Mecca.

By this time, many Arabs had
given up the nomadic life. By the
4th century, for example, two tribes
from Yemen had settled at the
oasis of Yathrib, which would later
become known as Medina, where
they took up agriculture. A tribe
known as the Quraysh had settled
around Mecca by the end of the
bth century. They engaged in
trading and stock-breeding and
created a thriving city of great
wealth. However, according to
Islamic historians, what the tribes
lacked was any real moral and
ethical way of living. This would
only change after Muhammad
began receiving revelations in the
early 7th century and undertook his
mission of prophecy. m



I
MUHAMMAD IS

GOD’S FINAL
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
The early life of
Muhammad

WHEN AND WHERE
570-622cE, Arabia

BEFORE

¢.2000-1500BcE In the Bible,
God makes a covenant with
the patriarch Abraham; Islam
will recognize this figure (in
Arabic, Ibrahim) as one of the
first prophets.

c. 14th-13th centurysck In
Jewish, Christian, and Muslim
tradition, the prophet Moses
receives commandments from
God on Mount Sinai.

c. 1st centuryck Jesus, later
recognized by Muslims as

a prophet, foretells the coming
of a final messenger of God.

AFTER

19th century In India, Mirza
Ghulam Ahmad claims to

be a prophet bringing a new

message that will reform Islam.

Khadija

ccording to Islamic
tradition, in around 582 cE
a Christian hermit, Bahira,

was living in the Syrian desert
when, one day, a boy passing by
with a camel train caught his
attention. After talking with him,
Bahira concluded that the sign
of prophecy was upon the boy.
He was destined for greatness,
Bahira told the boy’s guardians,
and should be cared for well.
The young boy was Muhammad,
who became the prophet of Islam
and, according to Muslims, God'’s
Final Messenger.

Muhammad was born in 570
in Mecca (Makkah) into the Banu
Hashim clan of the Quraysh tribe.
His father died before he was born
and his mother when Muhammad
was six. His grandfather, Abd
al-Muttalib, took him into his care
until he, too, died when Muhammad
was eight. From this point, his
uncle Abu Talib raised him. They
lived in meager circumstances and
Muhammad worked with his uncle
as a traveling merchant. He later
married and had children, and was
known for his kindness to the poor,
but otherwise Muhammad led an
unexceptional life.

Khadija bint Khuwaylid was the
Prophet Muhammad'’s first wife.
She was born in Mecca between
555 and 567 ce. She was widowed,
but became a successful and
wealthy merchant, overseeing a
large contingent of caravans that
traded with Syria and Yemen. She
hired Muhammad to accompany
one of her caravans. She received
good reports of the honourable
way that Muhammad had
conducted his business, and he
brought back twice as much profit
as Khadija had been expecting.
She proposed marriage to him;
according to most traditions, she

The angel Jibreel appeared to
Muhammad to reveal verses of the
Quran. Jibreel would sometimes take
on the form of a man; at other times, he
would share revelations by voice only.

The angel says “Read”
Muhammad often climbed to a
cave on Jabal al-Nur (Mountain

of Light) in the Meccan Valley to
meditate for days at a time. In 610,
on the 27th night of what is now
Ramadan (the ninth month of the
Islamic calendar), he was awoken
from sleep in his cave by a divine
presence. According to tradition,

it was the angel Jibreel (the Arabic
name for Gabriel) who appeared to
him. The angel simply commanded
Muhammad to “Read!”

was 40 and Muhammad was
15 years her junior, but he
accepted the proposal.

Khadija was Muhammad'’s
only wife until her death in 619
(her mausoleum, shown here,
was in Mecca until 1925). The
number of children they had
together is disputed, but it is
generally given as six to eight,
only four of whom survived to
adulthood. Although Muhammad
would go on to remarry 10
times, he remained devoted to
Khadija, and to this day she is
often referred to by Muslims as
“Mother of the Believers.”
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A confused Muhammad replied,
“I am not a reader.” The angel
embraced Muhammad and
commanded him again to read.
This happened three times before
Muhammad asked, “What shall

[ read?” Jibreel responded with
the very first revelation, what is
now the first five verses of chapter
96 of the Quran:

Read in the name of your Lord
who created, created man
from clots of blood.

Read! Your Lord is the Most
Bountiful One, who by the
pen taught man what he
did not know.

Another passage from the Quran
(53:2-10) recounts Muhammad's
encounter with the angel Jibreel
and serves to affirm that the
Prophet did not proclaim his
own words, but only those given
to him from God:

He does not speak out of his
own fancy. This is a revelation
inspired. He is taught by one
who is powerful and mighty.

He stood on the uppermost horizon,

then, drawing near, he came
down within two bows’ length
or even closer, and revealed

to His servant that which

He revealed.

God revealed
His word to Moses
and Jesus.

The message of
Islam is God’s final
message to humanity.

Humanity
misinterpreted and
corrupted the message
of the revelations.

God delivered
His word directly
to Muhammad.

Fears of madness
Muhammad was terrified. He
feared that he had been possessed
by a jinni, an evil spirit. He began
to climb further up the mountain,
intending to fling himself to his
death, but on the mountainside
he had another vision. He became
aware of an overwhelming and
towering presence that filled the
whole horizon. He heard a voice
saying, “O Muhammad! You are the
messenger of God and I am Jibreel.”

Muhammad made his way
home and, still in a state of terror,
told his wife Khadija what had
happened. She comforted him
and took him to consult her cousin
Waraka, who was a priest in the
Christian Nestorian faith and was
well versed in scripture. Waraka
listened to Khadija and said, “If
you have spoken the truth to me,
O Khadija, there has come to him
the greatest Law that came to
Moses; surely he is the prophet
of this people.”

Islamic scholars believe
that there were about 10 more
revelations made to Muhammad »

Thus have we sent forth a
messenger of your own
who will recite to you
Our revelations and
purify you of sin...
2:151
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over the following two years, but
these were not at first revealed

in public. Instead, Islamic scholars
characterize this time as one of
great despair for Muhammad,
during which his thoughts turned
to ending his life.

The turning point eventually
came in the form of another
revelation, which seemed to offer
him divine reassurance:

By the light of day, and by the night
when she spreads her darkness,
your Lord has not forsaken you,
nor does He abhor you.

The life to come holds a richer
prize for you than this present life;
and you shall be gratified with
what your Lord will give you.

Did He not find you an orphan and
give you shelter?

And did He not find you in error
and guide you?

And did He not find you poor and
enrich you?

Therefore do not wrong the orphan,
nor chide away the beggar.

But proclaim the goodness
of your Lord.

Muhammad is ... the
Messenger of God and
the Seal of the Prophets.
33:40

This revelation, which now forms
chapter 93 of the Quran, is credited
with giving Muhammad the belief
that he had been divinely chosen
to be the prophet of his people.

A religion called Islam

In approximately 613, Muhammad
began to preach in public to the
citizens of Mecca. These were
largely members of his own tribe,
the Quraysh. His initial message
was simple. Based on the traditional
Arab code of honor, the Prophet’s
preaching concentrated on clear

social messages: to live frugally,
care for the poor, and be generous
with sharing wealth for the good of
the whole community.
Muhammad also wanted the
Quraysh to be aware of God’s
goodness. God had created man
and the universe and it was right
that man should pray regularly
to God to bring order. This God
was identified as al-Ilah, the
High God of the Arabs, who was
worshipped at the Kaaba in Mecca.
The Quraysh were to abandon
worship of all other gods.
Eventually, the message that
Muhammad preached became
known as Islam, from the Arabic
word for “submission,” a reference
to the act of submission that
followers were expected to make
to God. The followers of Islam
became known as Muslims,
meaning “those who submit.”

The first Muslims
Muhammad'’s wife, Khadija,
accepted the truth of the angel's
revelations from the start and she
is regarded as the first Muslim. His
uncle Abu Talib rejected the new
religion, but other members of the
family became followers, including
Muhammad’s cousin Ali ibn Abi
Talib. Another early convert was a
family friend, Abu Bakr, a figure of
influence in Mecca, who was able
to bring many younger converts
into the new religion. Both Ali
and Abu Bakr would later have
significant roles to play in the
further development of Islam.

The revelations Muhammad
received answered a need among
the Arabs. God had sent the Jews

Muslim pilgrims visit the Cave of
Hira on Jabal al-Nur in the Meccan
Valley, in what is now Saudi Arabia,
where Muhammad received his first
revelation from the angel Jibreel.
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and Christians their prophets
and scriptures (the Bible and the
Torah), but until now the Arabs
had no prophet of their own.
Muhammad brought a message
from God delivered in the Arabic
language for his people.

The final messenger

The revelations continued for the
rest of Muhammad’s life. They

did not arrive with such spectacle
as the visitation from Jibreel on
Jabal al-Nur. More often they
simply came over the Prophet, as
if he was in a trance. Neither did
the revelations always come in
verbal form; Muhammad frequently
received visions rather than words.
According to the Prophet, it was
not an easy process; he is reported
to have once said, “Never once

did I receive a revelation without
thinking that my soul had been
torn away from me.”

The revelations varied widely
in content, ranging from spiritual
concerns to topics governing the
establishment and propagation
of a new community. Over time,

however, two crucial elements came
to dominate the message. The first
was that there is only one God. This
monotheism (belief in one God) was
in stark contrast to the polytheism
common in Mecca, where hundreds
of gods were worshipped. The
second key element was that the
revelations, which would become
known as the Quran (“recitations”),
were God’s message sent to
humanity through Muhammad.

As the Prophet of Islam,
Muhammad’s name is frequently
glorified in calligraphy that adorns
the surfaces of mosques and other
religious buildings.

In the Muslim'’s heart is the
home of Muhammad.

Muhammad Igbal
Indian philosopher (1877-1938)

In this way, Muhammad presented
Islam not as a new religion with a
new holy scripture, but instead as
the continuation of the revelation
of God. The Jews and Christians
already had holy scriptures that
were revealed to them, but they
had corrupted these revelations.
One final message was required.
Muhammad is thus the Seal

(the last) of the Prophets and the
Final Messenger. m

Historical sources on Muhammad

Although it is the foundation of
Islam, the Quran does not reveal
very much about its prophet—
Muhammad is only mentioned
by name four times—beyond his
moral excellence. As a result,
Muslims look to secondary texts:
these include the hadith, which
are accounts of his sayings and
actions, given by those who
were close to him, and al-sira,
which are reports of historical
events from Muhammad’s life,
such as military expeditions
and political treaties.

Drawing from all these sources,
four historians of the classical
Islamic period wrote on the life
of Muhammad. The earliest
was Muhammad ibn Ishaqg
(704-68), who was writing

less than a century after the
death of the Prophet. Although
the histories include stories

of a miraculous nature, they
are not uncritical. Records

of Muhammad's outspoken
third wife Aisha, for example,
include sharp comments she
made about her husband.
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YOUR BLOOD
WILL BE
MY BLOOD

IN CONTEXT

THEME
Hijra, the flight from Mecca

WHEN AND WHERE
622, Mecca

BEFORE

610 While on spiritual retreat
on Jabal al-Nur, Muhammad
receives a first revelation from
the angel Jibreel.

613 Muhammad begins

to preach the word of God

to the people of Mecca, who
are enraged and persecute
the Prophet and his followers.

AFTER

630 After years of war,
Mecca swears allegiance to
its Muslim conquerors under
Muhammad. Like Medina,
Mecca too becomes a holy
city of Islam. From here,
Islam will spread to become
the religion of the entire
Arabian Peninsula.

y about 613, Muhammad
B claimed the authority of

a prophet, or one sent by
God. He was also God’s Final
Messenger—named in the Quran
as "the Seal,” or the last of those
to whom God had given a divine
revelation. His mission was to
preach monotheism—the worship
of the one true God—and to return
those around him to what he
articulated as correct belief.

Over time, a small group of
supporters, who came to be known
as Muslims, gathered around the
Prophet to hear and recite the
divine revelations given to him—
the Quran—and to listen to the
emerging message of Islam.
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In Mecca, Muhammad gains a small group of supporters, who
become known as Muslims or “those submitted to God.”

L

Most Meccans are resentful of Muhammad and persecute him

and his followers.

A2

to come to their city.

Muhammad flees Mecca and, pursued by the Quraysh
tribe, arrives at Medina.

L-——-J»—-—-J

The Hijra—Muhammad’s flight to Medina—marks the
starting point of the Muslim calendar.

{ A group from Medina embraces Islam and invites Muhammad

W B

Resistance to the message
Aside from this early community of
believers, many in Mecca rejected
Muhammad’s message and bitterly
resented his condemnations of
their society’s injustices. These
centered on what Muhammad
felt was a neglect of virtue and
morality, particularly in regard
to the poor and marginalized.
Muhammad also condemned
the neglect of earlier prophets’
teachings and the idolatry
practiced at the Kaaba, and called
Meccans back to pure worship of
the one God. At this time, the
Kaaba was the most important
shrine in Arabia and a focus of
pilgrimage from around the region.

As such, the Kaaba—and its
polytheistic pantheon of gods—
gave the city status and wealth
derived from the fees that the
Meccans charged the pilgrims.
Muhammad'’s attack on Meccan
polytheism was a threat to an
important source of income.
Muhammad and his followers
were looked upon by most Meccans
with suspicion and even hatred.
Muslims were persecuted for their
beliefs. They found it difficult to
survive, and were at times even
killed. According to tradition, a
group of Muslims left Mecca in 615
and sought refuge in the Christian
kingdom of Aksum, across the Red
Sea, in present-day Ethiopia. »
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The Night Journey
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Muhammad's famous Night
Journey, which took place
in about the same period as
the Hijra, is briefly mentioned
in the Quran: “Glory be to
Him who made His servant
go by night from the Sacred
Temple to the farther Temple
whose surroundings We have
blessed, that We might show
him some of Our signs” (17:1).
The Prophet’s biographer
Ibn Ishaq and various hadith
provide more detail. They
describe a miraculous night
journey (the Isra in Arabic),
when he rode a flying steed
named Buraq from Mecca
to Jerusalem. Once there,
he ascended to heaven (the
Miraj), where he met many
of the great prophets. He was
even granted a veiled vision
of God, who commanded the
Muslim community to pray 50
times a day. When the Prophet
requested a more lenient
obligation, the number was
lowered to five daily prayers.
The story serves to ground
the importance of Jerusalem
in Islam'’s sacred geography,
provide a basis for the five
daily prayers required of
Muslims, and affirm the
nature of Muhammad as a
spiritual guide.
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In Aksum, the Muslims were well
received and given an audience
with the king. When he asked
whether the Muslims brought
anything from God, one of them
recited a passage from the Quran
concerning Mary, mother of Jesus.
Recognizing its parallels with the
Gospels, the king wept. The
Muslim refugees were granted
safety in Aksum, though many later
returned to rejoin Muhammad and
the original Muslim community at
Mecca in 622, followed by a second
wave returning to Medina in 628.

A pact with Medina
Those Muslims who remained
in Mecca continued to face
persecution and threats to their
lives. Refuge was first sought in
the nearby town of Taif, but an

invitation from the city of Medina
proved more promising. Visiting
Medina in 620, Muhammad had
met with a small group who
embraced Islam. These new
Muslims returned to Mecca on
pilgrimage in the following year,
bringing with them additional
converts who wanted to follow
Muhammad and join his new
community. They told Muhammad
of their growing numbers in
Medina and pledged to follow him
and the message he preached. This
agreement became known as the
First Pledge of Agaba, named after
a hill to the north of the city where
their meeting occurred.

In 622, a larger contingent of
Muslims returned to Mecca on
pilgrimage. This group also met
with Muhammad, promised him

Salman al-Farsi was the first Persian
convert to Islam. Raised as a Zoroastrian,
he is shown in this 16th-century
painting questioning Qurayshi
merchants about the new religion.

their support, and invited him to
seek refuge in Medina. This was
no small decision. To go meant
abandoning his own blood, the
Quraysh tribe, and switching
allegiance to a rival tribe, or tribes.
To Arab sensibilities, this verged
on treachery.

Muhammad sought assurance
that he and his followers would
be treated equally among the
Medinans. They, in turn, asked
what would happen if God granted
Muhammad success after
migrating to Medina: would he also
remain true to them? As recorded
by poet Kaab ibn Malik al-Ansari,
one of his companions, Muhammad
replied, “Your blood will be my
blood. In life and death, I will be
with you and you with me.”

According to Islamic tradition,
the subsequent pact the Medinans
formed with Muhammad became
known as the Second Pledge of
Agaba. The Medinans who formed
the pact became known as the
ansar, or the Helpers.

A failed assassination
With sympathetic followers in
Medina, the guarantees agreed
with them, and a divine revelation
that permitted him to migrate to
Medina, Muhammad could now
make plans to flee Mecca. First to
leave was a large group of about
70 Muslims and their families, who
secretly made their way out of the
city, toward Medina.

In Mecca, however, members
of Muhammad's tribe, the Quraysh,
were outraged by the alliance he
had formed with the Muslim
contingent from Medina. They
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planned an attack upon his home
in order to assassinate him. Posted
around the Prophet’s house, the
assailants watched during the
night, waiting for their opportunity.
Fortunately, Muhammad had
been warned of the plan to kill him.
His cousin (and future son-in-law)
Ali ibn Abi Talib took the Prophet’s
place in his bed, and Muhammad
escaped through a window. It
was only the next morning that
the would-be assassins realized
they had been tricked. Angry
at the deception carried out by
Muhammad and his followers, the
Quraysh offered a bounty of 100

- gaeouserory
pr B
}l’"

camels for anybody who could
bring back the Prophet and his
deputy Abu Bakr, dead or alive.

The Hijra

While the fugitives hid for three
days in a cave before setting out for
Medina, members of the Quraysh
searched for them throughout
Arabia. One pursuer, Suraga bin
Malik, tracked down Muhammad
and Abu Bakr, but when he came
close to them, his horse stumbled
and fell. Suraga remounted, but
this time his horse’s hoof got stuck
in the sand. Close enough to shoot
an arrow, Suraga was nevertheless

AL AL Ao UL

.LLLEILLLLLLLLLLLLJ_LLLAL

A A A

)
g
H
1
]

.__‘
_ ‘
4
4
gl
i
o4
4 <t
=4
<l
«f

LdLL

~“

A A A A A 4 4 .

@ A b b A A

unable to do so. It occurred to him
that God might actually be with
Muhammad and Abu Bakr, and
that no matter what he tried they
would be victorious. Recognizing
defeat, Suraga gave up.

Meanwhile, the Muslims who
had already migrated to Medina
anxiously waited for Muhammad’s
arrival. According to hadith
compiled by 9th-century scholar
Muhammad al-Bukhari, a Jewish
resident who had climbed to the
roof of his home looked out across
the desert and saw the Prophet and
his companions in the distance.
He shouted, “O you Arabs! Here
is your great man whom you have
been waiting for!” Muhammad
remained camped on the edge of
the Medinan oasis for three days,
then entered the city.

Thus, in 622, Muhammad and
his followers ended their journey to
Medina. Such was the momentous
importance of the transition from
Mecca to Medina that for Muslims
the Hijra marks year zero in the
Islamic calendar. m

He that leaves his
home in God’s cause
shall find many a refuge
in the land and
great abundance.
4:100

In 623, soon after the Hijra, under
Muhammad's leadership the Muslims
built their first great mosque at Medina,
which is depicted in this 16th-century
tile from Cairo, Egypt.
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
The umma, the community
of Islam

WHEN AND WHERE
622-30, Medina

BEFORE

612-13 Muhammad begins
preaching the word of God in
Mecca, for which he and his
followers suffer persecution.

622 Muhammad and his
followers are invited to settle
in Medina, where they are
welcomed by Muslim converts.

AFTER

630 With Mecca now an
Islamic city, Muhammad's
armies embark upon conquest
of the rest of Arabia.

632 Muhammad dies and

his role as leader of the Islamic
community is taken by his
companion Abu Bakr. He

and the subsequent Rashidun
caliphs expand the reach of
Islam around the eastern
Mediterranean basin.

THE NOBLEST
GOMMUNITY EVER

RAISED UP

FOR MANKIND

THE QURAN, 3:110

Initially the umma
is all people, for
whom God has sent His
prophet Muhammad.

After Muhammad's
return to Mecca, the
umma evolves to refer
specifically to the
Muslim community.

In Medina,
the umma becomes the
religious community
that is made up of the
People of the Book.

oon after settling in Medina,
Muhammad began the task

of consolidating rival tribes
and asserting his authority. A
distinct community formed, known
as the umma, with Muhammad as
its leader and the arbitrator of
disputes. The umma initially
included non-Muslims, and was
more of a political entity than a
strictly religious body. Later, the
concept would be redefined to
mean the Islamic community only.

Despite Muhammad's initial
welcome in Medina and his
demonstrable abilities as a leader,
not all of the city’'s communities
accepted his message or followed
him as a leader. The Muslims also
faced continual attacks from
Meccan tribes.

Muhammad retaliated by
organizing raids on Meccan camel
caravans, a strategy that had the
added benefit of providing funds for
the fledgling Muslim community.
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Whenever a dispute or
controversy likely to cause
trouble arises ... it shall
be referred to God and
to Muhammad.
Charter of Medina

In 624, what began as an attack on
caravans escalated into the Battle
of Badr, from which Muhammad
and his followers emerged
victorious. The Quran attributes
this success to divine favor: “God
had already given you victory at
Badr when you were helpless”
(3:123). As verse 3:13 relates,

Indeed, there was a sign for you
in the two armies which met
on the battlefield.

One was fighting for the cause of
God, the other being a host
of unbelievers.

The faithful saw with their very
eyes that they were twice
their own number.

But God strengthens with His aid
whom He will.

Later in 624, the Muslims fought
with the Meccans again at the
Battle of Uhud. When Muslim
fighters broke ranks in order to
pursue some of the Quraysh, this
lack of discipline led to the Muslims
becoming outflanked, and many
were killed. Even Muhammad

suffered serious injury and
was forced to retreat with the
other survivors.

A return to Mecca

In 628, after the Meccans had
twice besieged Medina and been
repelled, they signed the Treaty

of Hudabiyya, which outlined a
10-year truce and allowed Muslims
to enter Mecca on pilgrimage.

By 630, however, Muhammad's
military power enabled him to
return to Mecca and take it with
ease. Muhammad had come not to
punish the Quraysh but to abolish
the worship of false gods. He rode
to the Kaaba and circled it seven
times, crying “Allahu akbar!” (God
is great), and then he smashed
every idol at the shrine.

This symbolized the final
victory of Islam. From here, the
Prophet’s message of a return
to monotheism, in a community
set apart by God, would spread
throughout the whole world. =

The Muslim community constructs
a mosque at Medina. Built in 622, the
Masjid Quba is still visited today by
pilgrims at the end of the Hajj.

O Quraysh, this is Muhammad
who has come to you with a
force that you cannot resist.

Abu Sufyan

Quraysh leader at Mecca, 630

The Charter of Medina

Soon after his arrival in
Medina in 622, Muhammad
strove to end the city’s inter-
tribal fighting and establish
all his followers on an equal
footing, under the Charter of
Medina. The text declares
the document to be “a book
of the Prophet Muhammad to
operate between the Muslims
... and those who may wage
war in their company”’—
stating, for example, “To the
Jew who follows us belongs
help and equality.” The nine
tribes gathered under the
charter would constitute
“one umma separate from all
peoples”—a community now
thought to have had around
10,000 members.

According to the treaty,
Muhammad's authority came
directly from God, unlike
others who might lay claim
to power. He would arbitrate
disputes among the groups
covered by the treaty, and
under his leadership many
would later convert to Islam.



IN CONTEXT

SOURCE
The Kaaba at Mecca

WHEN AND WHERE
624-30, Mecca

BEFORE
¢.2000-15008cE Ibrahim
(Abraham in the Bible) is
commanded by God to lay
the foundations of a house
of worship.

From 4th centuryBsce
During the period of the
Nabatean Empire, the Kaaba
is dedicated to a deity from

northern Arabia named Hubal.

bth centuryce The Quraysh
tribe control Mecca and the
Kaaba is a site of pilgrimage
for Arab tribes worshipping
a multiplicity of gods.

AFTER

From 630 The Kaaba is

the most holy shrine of Islam,
to which all prayer is directed,
and the focus of the annual
Hajj pilgrimage.

A BEAGON FOR
THE NATIONS

THE QURAN, 3:96

he Quran reveals that
I it was Ibrahim (Abraham)
and his son Ismail who
were commanded by God to lay the
foundations of the Kaaba and purify
it as a house of worship (2:125-27).
For this reason, it is also known
in Arabic as the Beit Allah, or the
House of God. However, besides
passages in the Quran, there is
very little historical evidence
attesting to the Kaaba's origins.
Early commentators on the
Quran suggested that the site was
a place of worship for angels before
the creation of man, and that later
a house of worship was built there
by Adam and Eve, which was lost

The first temple ever to be
built for mankind was that
at Mecca, a blessed site,
a beacon for the nations.
3:96

during the flood in Noah's time.

We do know that in the time before
Islam, the Kaaba was held to be the
most important of the many shrines
at which the region’s Arab tribes
worshipped. The shrine was ringed
by 360 idols, which may have
represented the number of tribes
that came there.

Reclaiming God’s House
Embedded in the shrine’s eastern
corner was the sacred Black Stone,
which was revered as heaven-sent.
In 605, after a major fire, the
Quraysh tribe who ruled Mecca
rebuilt the Kaaba. When it came to
putting back in position the Black
Stone, the tribe’s five clans could
not agree who should have the
honor. According to tradition,
Muhammad was asked to arbitrate;
he ordered the stone to be placed
on a cloth and instructed the five
clan leaders to take hold of the cloth
and thus jointly position the stone.
After the Prophet returned to
Mecca to clear the Kaaba of idols in
630, it could now serve as the focal
point for Muslim worship. The
Kaaba directed prayer to the one
true God for whom it was originally
intended, and grounded Islam in
the sacred monotheism of Ibrahim.
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Ibrahim and Ismail laid the
foundations of the House and
dedicated it, saying ‘Accept
this from us, Lord. You are the
One that hears and knows all’
2:127

The structure of the Kaaba
The Kaaba is made of granite and
is roughly cube-shaped with walls
of approximately 40 ft (12 m) in
height and width. It has a gradually
sloping roof that allows rainwater to
drain from a waterspout. It has a

door on its northeast fagade
through which members of the
guardian Bani Shaiba tribe enter
twice every year in order to
ceremoniously clean the largely
bare interior.

The Kaaba rests in the center
of the Masjid al-Haram, the Holy
Mosque built to enclose the shrine.
In 624, a divine revelation ordered
that the qgibla, the direction to
which Muslims face when they
pray, be changed from the Noble
Sanctuary in Jerusalem to the
Kaaba. It takes on special meaning
during the Hajj, the annual
pilgrimage, since Muslims not
only face it in prayer but also walk
around it seven times in a ritual
circumambulation to glorify God
during their pilgrimage. For these
reasons, the Kaaba and the city of
Mecca are together considered the
most sacred site in Islam. m

The entrance

The Black Stone

Marble stripe to
mark the beginning
and end of
circumambulations

The kiswa, a black silk covering
embroidered with gold and silver

The Kaaba at Mecca,
originally a humble
sanctuary made of mud
and stone, became the
“navel of the world” for
pre-Islamic Arabs. As the
House of God, it is now
the focal point for more
than two million pilgrims
during the annual Hajj.

The hatim, a low
wall around an area
that was once part
of the Kaaba

The Station of Ibrahim

(Magam Ibrahim), a glass
and metal enclosure with an
imprint of Abraham'’s feet

The kiswa

To honor the House of God,
the stone structure of the
Kaaba is covered with a cloth
known in Arabic as the kiswa.
It is a tradition that predates
Islam and one that continued
following the Muslim army'’s
capture of Mecca in 630—
Muhammad is said to have
had the Kaaba draped with

a white Yemeni cloth.

Today, 200 workers at a
factory in Mecca create a
new kiswa each year for the
Haijj. Costing almost US$5
million, it is made from black
silk lined with cotton and
adorned with verses from
the Quran stitched in gold
and silver thread. Much of the
work is still done by hand, but
machines and computers also
help speed up production.

The new kiswa is wrapped
around the Kaaba on the
second day of the Hajj, while
pilgrims head out to Mount
Arafat. At the end of the Hajj,
the kiswa is removed and cut
into pieces that are distributed
among honored individuals
and dignitaries.



THERE IS
NO GOD

PROPHET MUHAMMAD
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
The Five Pillars of Islam:
Shahada

WHEN AND WHERE
610-32, Arabia

BEFORE

From 1000scE The Torah, then
the Talmud, set down the rules
for Jewish life that form part of
God’s covenants with Israel.

1st centuryce Christianity
incorporates the Judaic
covenants, in particular

the Ten Commandments.

610 The Prophet Muhammad
starts to receive the revelations
of the Quran.

AFTER

680 Shia Islam introduces
additional “pillars” that guide
faith and observance.

8th century Schools of
Islamic law develop, offering
further interpretations that
guide Islamic life.

By which we affirm that
Shahada there is no god but God
Profession of faith ) and Muhammad is the
messenger of God.
Salat > By which we offer worship to
Prayer God, proclaiming His greatness.
By which we offer worship
Zakat > to God, acknowledging His
Almsgiving sovereignty and caring
for those in need.
Sawm By which we purify ourselves
Fasting before God in His great mercy.
Hajj By which we embrace the unity
T -% of the Muslim community
Pilgrimage to Mecca and draw close to God.

ccording to several
traditions in Muslim
sources, the angel Jibreel

asked Muhammad, “What is
Islam?” In other words, what is the
essence of the religion? What are
the basic things one must do as a
proper Muslim? Muhammad is said
to have replied that Muslims must
“worship God alone and none other,
offer prayers to God, give to charity,
and observe fasting during the
month of Ramadan.”

These core practices, along with
the obligatory pilgrimage that each
able Muslim must make to Mecca

at least once in his or her lifetime,

constitute the Five Pillars of Islam.
In Arabic, they are Shahada, salat,
zakat, sawm, and Hajj.

Ritual practice

All Muslims accept the Five Pillars,
though various branches of Islam
have their own unique additions.
Known individually as ibadat (acts
of worship), they have been the core
practices of the faith ever since the
Prophet introduced them. By taking
part in these acts of worship within
the overall framework of Islam, one
is being a Muslim.

Although they are central to the
belief system of Islam, the notion
of the Five Pillars, and even the
vocabulary of “pillar,” emerged
long after the time of the Prophet.
The idea of the pillars was not
defined until the 9th century,
when the early scholars of Islam
began collecting and publishing
the words and actions of the
Prophet, known as hadith. The
account of Jibreel's questioning of
Muhammad comes from the Hadith
of Jibreel. This particular hadith is
included in a collection made by
the Persian scholar al-Bukhari
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(810-70), which is one of the earliest
such works to list what he calls the
five “principles.”

These scholars were not
imposing new forms of worship
on believers, but simply reflecting
what was already well established
in the practice of Islam. Observant
Muslims already proclaimed the
oneness of God, prayed five times
daily, committed regular acts of
charity, undertook spiritually
inspired fasts, and considered
pilgrimage an act central to the
religion of Islam. Each of the Five
Pillars has its own unique history,
development, and treatment in
Muslim legal and spiritual works,
beginning with the Quran.

The Pillars and the Quran
The Quran does not prescribe “Five
Pillars of Islam,” at least not as a
collection of practices. Instead,

it refers to them independently.

The Shahada, or profession of
faith, does not occur in full in the
Quran, but sura (chapter) 8:20, for
example, commands those who
have decided to follow Islam to

Pillars of Shia Islam

The Five Pillars are practiced by
Sunni and Shia Islam. While the
Ismaili branch of Shia Islam has
seven Pillars in all, mainstream
Shia Islam has five “roots” or
principles of faith (usul al-din)
and ten “branches” or practices
(furu al-din). The furu al-din are
the Shia counterpart to the
Sunni Five Pillars; they include
salat (prayer), sawm (fasting),
zakat (alms), and the Hajj
(pilgrimage to Mecca), but to
these four practices they add
the following:

Believers, obey God
and His apostle, and do not
forsake him, now that you
have heard all.

8:20

“obey God and His Prophet.” The
notion of prayer is found throughout
the Quran: sura 20:130 advises,
“Give glory to your Lord before
sunrise and before sunset. Praise
Him night and day, so that you

may find comfort.”

Meanwhile sura 48:29 describes
the act of worship by the faithful:
“You behold them worshipping on
their knees, seeking the grace of
God and His good will. Their marks
are on their faces, the traces of
their prostrations.”

khums—A 20 percent capital
gains tax. This is in addition
to zakat.

jihad—The struggle to do good
personally and socially, for
example by not telling lies and
by picking up litter.

amr bil-maaruf—Encouraging
others to do good deeds.
nahi-anil-munkar—Forbidding
what is evil and trying to stop
others doing wrong.
tawalla—Expressing love
toward the Prophet and those
who follow the straight path.
tabarra—Disassociation from
those who mock or insult God.

Sura 5:12 is one of many that
describes charitable giving: “If

you attend to your prayers and
render the alms levy ... I shall
forgive you your sins.” One passage
from sura 2 gives details about
fasting, another advises on proper
pilgrimage: “Make the pilgrimage
and visit the Sacred House for

His sake” (2:196).

As the next few pages will
describe, each of these acts has
far more detailed requirements,
variations, and considerations
that have developed over time,
according to a variety of needs.
Today, however, the Five Pillars
of Islam continue to function as a
collective identity for what it means
to be a Muslim. The Pillars serve
as minimal obligations by which
Muslims ought to abide. Their
straightforwardness is intentional
because Muslims are meant to
follow God unencumbered by
the clumsy burden of religious
regulations. As the Quran explains
to Muslims, God has “laid on you
no burdens in the observance of
your Religion” (22:78). »

A Shia man prays at Kerbala, Iraq.
Shia extend the Shahada—"There is no
god except God, and Muhammad is the

messenger of God"—with “Ali is the

wali (friend) of God.”
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The profession of faith
While there is no prescribed order
to the Five Pillars, the one that is
often given first is the Shahada,

or profession of faith, which forms
the most basic element of Muslim
belief. It is the combination of two
basic phrases that Muslims say
to honor God and bear witness

to their submission to Him:

There is no god but God,
and Muhammad is the
messenger of God...

In Arabic it is La ilaha illa llah,
Muhammadun rasul Allah. When
saying the Shahada, Muslims will
often begin it with Ashadu ana, or
“I bear witness that....”

The word shahada is an Arabic
verb that means to testify or bear
witness. In this way, the words not
only form a phrase of worship, but
indicate a life that reflects
submission to God.

While the Quran repeatedly
higlights the Shahada'’s two
phrases, and others that are very
similar, it does not link them
together in any sort of profession
of faith. For example, sura 47:19
reminds Muhammad, “Know that

Know that there is no god
but God. Implore Him to
forgive your sins and
to forgive the true believers,
men and women.
47:19

there is no god but God,” while
sura 48:29 states that “Muhammad
is the messenger of God” (which
some translations render as
“Muhammad is God’s apostle”).
These passages, and others like
them in the Quran, appear not as
ritual utterances but as a part of
wider contexts. The two phrases
were linked later by Muslim
scholars and made to serve as
a succinct testimony of what it
means to believe as a Muslim.
Evidence that the Shahada took
time to become formulated exists
on early Islamic coins of the late 7th

century. These bear the message
“There is no god but God alone,”
which is almost but not quite

the Shahada. The same is true

of the inscriptions on the Dome

of the Rock (Qubbat al-Sakhra) in
Jerusalem, Islam’s oldest surving
monument, which was originally
completed in 691-92 cE; these refer
to God and Muhammad but do not
use the formula of the Shahada that
is commonplace with inscriptions
on later mosques.

Bearing witness

The first phrase of the Shahada—
“There is no god but God” (La ilaha
illa llah) — is, clearly, a reference to
God as a monotheistic divinity and
a denial of the pre-Islamic notion
that there might be multiple gods.
God’s oneness is the single most
significant religious component

of Islam.

The Shahada’s second phrase—
“Muhammad is the messenger of
God” (Muhammadun rasul Allah)—
acknowledges that Muhammad
was granted revelation from God
and that this is the final revelation
to be sent to humankind. The
statement further establishes
Muhammad as the bearer of God’s
guidance and the supreme example
of what it means to follow God.

At first sight, the Shahada
stands out from the other pillars,
in that it denotes correct belief
as opposed to specific matters of
action. It is said during each of the
five daily Muslim prayers, but the
Shahada also has various practical
applications. For example, it is
uttered by Muslims as notice of the
intention to do an act for the sake of

This baby is celebrated at an agiga
ceremony in the city of Mazar-i-Sharif
in Afghanistan, when the Shahada is
recited for the second time since his
or her birth.
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God, a concept known as niyya.
The niyya can be either a verbal
utterance or an inner attitude.
Most significantly, the Shahada
is recited when someone becomes
a Muslim. To simply pronounce
the Shahada in the presence of
two Muslim witnesses makes one
a Muslim. Babies born to Muslims
have the adaan (call to prayer)
whispered in their ears at birth, of

Flying the Shahada

o

/-'@

which the Shahada forms part, and
this is recited again at the agiga
ceremony seven days later that
welcomes the baby into the family.
At the other end of life, the Shahada
is supposed to be the last words a
Muslim hears at the moment of
their death.

As well as being a verbal
testimony, the Shahada also adorns
many Islamic buildings, and is

Owing to the centrality of the
Shahada as an Islamic idea and
as one of the Five Pillars of Islamic
practice, the phrase appears in
artistic representation in various
national symbols. For example,
the national flag of Saudi Arabia
bears a white inscription of the
Shahada in Arabic over a sword.
As the phrase is considered
sacred, great care must be taken
in how the flag is used and
depicted. It is never lowered to
half-mast, since this would
dishonor the Shahada, and it is
never hung vertically unless a
special flag has been issued.

The Shahada is ever present in
Muslim architecture, as seen here
beneath the 230-ft (70-m) minaret at
the Grand Mosque in Dubali, in the
United Arab Emirates.

Muhammad is God'’s
messenger. Those who are
with him are strong against
Unbelievers, but
merciful to one another.
48:29

used as part of national symbols
where it adorns flags and other
emblems. On a personal level, it
appears on clothing, jewelry,
and other accessories.

Using the Shahada in this way
is an expression of Islamic identity
and helps to mark out public space
as distinctly Islamic, just as its
verbal usage helps to bear witness
to Muslim identity and practice. m

Controversy has erupted when
the Saudi flag has been misused
on merchandise, such as when
it was printed on footballs that
would then be kicked around,
and on disposable drinking cups
that would be tossed into
garbage cans. A German brewer
also inadvertently caused great
offense to Muslims when it

put the Saudi flag on beer bottle
tops celebrating the 32 countries
competing in soccer’s 2018 FIFA
World Cup, and a British chain
of pubs had to remove the

Saudi flag from its bunting

for the same event.



IN CONTEXT

THEME
The Five Pillars of Islam:
salat

WHEN AND WHERE
610-32, Arabia

BEFORE

bth—-6th centuriesBcE
Returning to Jerusalem from
exile in Babylon, the prophet
Ezekiel and the Men of the
Great Assembly institute
formal prayers and other ritual
observances for the Jews.

1st centuryce Throughout
the Gospels, Jesus presents
prayer as the way to receive
God'’s blessings.

AFTER

2007 Muszaphar Shukar,

a Muslim astronaut from
Malaysia, prays from his post
on board the International
Space Station.

Today A global survey reports
in 2017 that the majority of
Muslims (two-thirds in the US,
for example) pray daily.

HURRY TO
PRAYER, HURRY

TO SALVATION

GALL TO PRAYER

he second pillar of Islam
concerns daily prayers,
known in Arabic as salat.

Of course, Muslims might say any
number of personal prayers to God,
but the main prayers of Islam are
prescribed, formal, and designated
as a unique opportunity to worship
God—as Muhammad did—Dby
acknowledging Him and bearing
witness to His oneness.

These formal prayers take
place five times every day: at dawn
(fajr), early afternoon (zhuhr), late
afternoon (asr), sunset (maghreb),
and evening (isha). Often the

When you are safe,
attend to your prayers:
for prayer is a duty incumbent
on the faithful, to be
conducted at appointed times.
4:103

muezzin calls Muslims to prayer.
In earlier times, and sometimes
still, the muezzin went up a tower,
or minaret, connected to the local
mosque and loudly chanted the
call to prayer (adaan). Mostly,
however, these calls are relayed by
loudspeakers—or even by alarm
clocks in the home.

Ritual ablutions
When called to prayer, Muslims
are encouraged to go to the mosque,
or, if not possible, to pray privately.
Prayers are preceded by ritual
ablutions (wudu), without which a
Muslim would not be considered
purified for proper worship. After
making the intention (niyya) to
perform wudu, a Muslim washes
first the hands, mouth, and nostrils
with clean water, and then the face
followed by the forearms, wiping
the head and ears, and washing
feet and ankles, as these parts will
touch the ground during prayers.
The number of times this ritual is
performed before prayer varies
according to different traditions.
Having purified themselves,
Muslims must also make sure the
space in which they are praying is
clean. If it is in a mosque, the space
is already considered pure, but at
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Rites of passage 25659

A rakat is a sequence of prescribed movements that
constitutes a single unit of Islamic prayer. Worshippers
stand facing Mecca and begin with the invocation

“God is great” to announce their intention to pray.

The worshipper
begins prayer with a
recital of verses from
the Quran...

followed by
bending low with
hands on knees...

_ny

then standing, all
the while reciting
prayers. ..

before prostating
themselves on the
ground, forehead
to the floor.

ot

before making
another prostration
to complete the
rakat.

The worshipper
then sits with feet
folded under the
body...

home, at work, or in public,
worshippers will use a prayer mat
(sajada) to create a clean space.
Muslims then stand facing in
the direction of Mecca. A niche
(mihrab) marks this direction in
mosques. Muslims praying
elsewhere can simply face the
general cardinal direction of Mecca
(east, west, south, or north); as the
Quran says, “To God belongs the
Fast and the West. Whichever way

Sunni Muslims are expected to pray
five times a day. Shia Muslims combine
the second and third prayers, as well as
the fourth and fifth, so they pray three
times a day.

you turn, there is the Face of God”
(2:115). Or they can use an app or a
specially marked compass to find
the exact direction.

The act of prayer

The act of praying begins with the
declaration, “God is great” (Allahu
akbar). Then, a fixed set of prayers
is recited that includes passages
from the Quran. The Shahada is
repeated and peace is offered to

Friday prayers

others. Prayers are said in Arabic
and are accompanied by bows and
prostrations (see above), together
with raising and lowering of hands.
The set ablutions, movements, and
times of prayer give Muslims a
shared sense of unity. Whether side-
by-side at a mosque or in the privacy
of their own home, they are praying
at the same time as other Muslims
around the world. This in itself is a
reminder of God’s greatness. m

Observant Muslims pray five
times a day every day, but

the most important prayer of
the week is al-Juma, which

is the Friday congregational
prayer. In a hadith Muhammad
is quoted as saying, “The best
day the sun rises over is Friday;
on it God created Adam. On it,
he was made to enter Paradise,
on it he was expelled from it,
and the Last Hour will take
place on no other day than
Friday.” The Quran also
establishes the importance

of Friday as the sacred day

of worship in a sura called al-
Juma, which states, “Believers,
when you are summoned to
Friday prayers hasten to the
remembrance of God and cease
your trading. That would be
best for you, if you but knew

it” (62:9).

In addition to the prayers,
Friday worship includes a
sermon. Even if they do not
regularly attend the mosque at
other times, many Muslims will
attend Friday prayers.
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IN CONTEXT

SOURCE
The Five Pillars of Islam:
zakat

WHEN AND WHERE
610-32, Arabia

BEFORE

1st centuryce The Jews
codify the concept of tzedakah
to mean “doing what is right
and just.” In practice, this
means a religious obligation

to give alms.

AFTER

632-34 Abu Bakr is the first
Muslim leader to institute a
statutory zakat system. Some
Arab tribes refuse to pay,
leading to the Ridda Wars.

717-20 Tradition relates that
during the reign of Caliph
Umar II zakat is not collected
because no one needs it.

2020 Islamic financial analysts
estimate that annual zakat
spending is anywhere
between US$200 billion

and $1 trillion per year.

| SHOW | MERCY |
TO THOSE THAT...

GIVE ALMS

THE QURAN, 7:156

he third pillar of Islam
is almsgiving, known in
Arabic as zakat. One of

the chief concerns in the Quran,
and one of the main components

of Muhammad'’s preaching, was the
treatment of the poor, marginalized,
and disadvantaged. As the Quran
reveals, “Show kindness to parents
and to kin, to orphans and to the
destitute, to near and distant
neighbors, to those who keep
company with you, to the traveler
in need, and to the slaves you

own” (4:36).

The Quran also makes clear
that someone is righteous not only
because of what he or she believes
but also in the manner in which
they treat the needy (2:177).

In this way, the Quran indicates
that a love of God is demonstrated
by a love for the most vulnerable in
society. Zakat is the primary means
by which Muslims demonstrate
this kind of love.

From a theological standpoint,
if everything that a Muslim receives
comes as a blessing from God, then
it is right that they return some of
that abundance to God by giving
to those who have received less.
In this sense, zakat can be seen
as a sort of purifying tax—just
as ablutions purify the body, and
salat (prayer) purifies the heart
and soul, zakat purifies the wealth,
property, and possessions of
Muslims and makes them pleasing
to God.

All the wealth that a
Muslim receives comes
from God.

It is right that Muslims
should return to God

a portion of that wealth
by giving to those
who are in need.
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Prophet 118-23

To be charitable in public is
good, but to give alms to the
poor in private is better for you.
2:271

In its purest observance, zakat

should be paid to the needy in

a person’s own neighborhood. A

Muslim should have knowledge

of their own community in order

to identify those in need of charity.

In this way, zakat encourages social

engagement and responsibility.

In practice, however, it is more

common for Muslims to pay to

one of a variety of different

institutions, either governmental

or non-governmental, depending

on the country a person lives in,

or on their tradition of Islam.
Those who fail to give during

their lifetime will subsequently

be held accountable on the Day

of Judgment.

Payment of zakat

Except for the poorest, every man
and woman is expected to give
zakat annually. Before being
required to pay zakat, a person
must have a minimum amount of
wealth, known as nisab—this is
calculated as the value of 87.48
grams of gold or 612.36 grams of
silver. Zakat is due on any wealth
over nisab. This includes savings,
shares, stocks, and the cash value
of any gold, silver, and jewelry.

The percentage at which zakat has
traditionally been set is 2.5 percent,
or one-fortieth.

In many Islamic communities,
zakat is discretionary. Whether an
individual actually gives or not is
largely enforced by peer pressure or
an individual’'s own personal sense
of obligation. There are countries,
however, such as Saudi Arabia, in
which zakat is mandatory and is
collected by the state.

Zakat al-Fitr
Zakat al-Fitr is another, lesser
Islamic charitable obligation that
falls at the end of Ramadan. This
is money given to the poor so that
they can partake in Eid al-Fitr,
the major feast that marks the
end of the month of fasting. It is
traditionally given well in advance
of the actual feast days.

This also dates back to the
time of the Prophet—Muhammad
determined the amount to be
donated as one saa of food, which is
about four double handfuls of grain,
rice, or dates. These days, cash is
given rather than food. Charitable
websites set a value based on the
price of staple food, typically about
$15 per family member. m

The poor have a right to a
small percentage of the riches
of the wealthy.
Prophet Muhammad

Types of zakat

There are eight categories of
eligible recipients of zakat,
derived from the Quran.

Al-fuqara (“the poor”)—zakat
is collected to provide social
welfare services or a public
safety net for people in need.
Al-masakin (“the needy”)—
anyone in need of assistance
in the aftermath of a crisis

or natural disaster.
Al-gharimin—this relates to
people burdened with debt.
Al-muallafati qulubuhum
(“the reconciliation of
hearts”)—this relates to
promoting the image of Islam.
Fi sabilillah (“those in the
path of God")—promoting the
Islamic value system.

Ibn al-sabil (“wayfarers”)—
refugees and internally
displaced people.

Fir riqab—people in bondage
or slavery, so people who are
wrongly imprisoned or victims
of trafficking.

Al-amilina alayha—the
collectors and administrators
of zakat, and a part of what is
given can be used to cover
administrative costs.
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BELIEVERS,
FASTING
IS DEGREED
FOR YOU

THE QURAN, 2:183

IN CONTEXT

THEME
The Five Pillars of Islam:
sawm

WHEN AND WHERE
622, Arabia

BEFORE

bth centurysce The Torah
specifies 25 hours of fasting
on Yom Kippur, the Jewish
Day of Atonement.

1st century ce According to
the Gospels, after his baptism,
Jesus fasts for 40 days to
prepare himself to do God's
will (Luke 4:1).

AFTER

1918-47 Activist Mahatma
Gandhi undertakes 17 fasts
during the struggle for Indian
independence: his longest fast
lasts 21 days. For Gandhi,
fasting is not only a spiritual
practice but also a nonviolent
weapon of protest.

T he fourth pillar of Islam is
fasting, known in Arabic
as sawm. Muslims might
fast on any number of occasions

as a spiritual detoxification or as a
penance for sins. Fasting can also
function as a replacement for other
ritual obligations that a Muslim
might have been unable to fulfill. For
example, sura 2:196 reveals that “if
any of you is ill [and cannot complete
the Hajj], he must do penance either
by fasting or by almsgiving.”

Observing Ramadan

Sawm has special relevance as a
fast related to Ramadan, which is
the ninth lunar month in the Islamic
calendar. It was during this month
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Sawm
No food or drink during

daylight hours. Thoughts
go elsewhere.

that the Quran began to be revealed
to Muhammad in 610, while he was
meditating on Jabal al-Nur. The first
command for Muslims to fast was
given during the Hijra, when the
Prophet and his followers fled
Mecca to seek refuge in Medina.

During Ramadan’s 30-day fast,
all Muslims past the age of puberty
are obliged to abstain from all food
and drink (water included) during
daylight hours. As no material
substance should enter the body,
smoking and sexual intercourse are
also prohibited.

In the same pursuit of spiritual
virtue, Muslims should also refrain
from cursing, fighting, or gossiping
during Ramadan. In general,
however, the fast is not intended
to be more than a person could
reasonably bear (“God desires your
well-being, not your discomfort,”
advises sura 2:185 of the Quran).

The elderly or people who are ill,
pregnant, or traveling, for example,
are not expected to fast—although
they are expected to make it up at
a later date.

Muslims and even non-Muslims
who eat, drink, or smoke in public
can be fined or even jailed in some
Muslim-majority countries. In other

66

Fasting is a shield with
which a servant protects
himself from the fire.
Prophet Muhammad

929

Muslim countries, attitudes are
more relaxed, and some locals will
continue to frequent coffee shops
and cafés throughout Ramadan.

The Night of Power
In ceasing to satisfy regular human
appetites, the fasting person is
encouraged to look inward and
reflect upon spiritual matters—
including revisiting any wrongs
they may have done and giving
thought to the suffering of those
less fortunate. An especially pious
act is to read the Quran in its
entirety. This activity fits well in
the month of Ramadan since the
text can be divided into 30 sections
of equal length (known as juz), one
of which is read on each of the days
of the fasting month.

The 27th night of Ramadan
commemorates the occasion of
Muhammad receiving the first »
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revelation of the Quran and is
known as the Night of Power

(Leilat al-Oadr). This is considered
the holiest night of the year, when,
according to the Quran, a single act
of worship is better rewarded than
1,000 months of prayer (sura 97).

Celebrating Ramadan
According to the Quran, Muslims
are allowed to eat and drink in
Ramadan “until you can tell a white
thread from a black one in the light
of the coming dawn” (2:187). Shortly
before then, just before daybreak,
Muslim families will gather

Better is the Night of Qadr
than a thousand months.
97:3
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together for a small breakfast,
known as suhur, that must sustain
them throughout the entire day.
At sunset, heralded by the evening
prayers, Muslims traditionally end
the fast, as the Prophet did some
1,400 years ago, with a sip of water
and some dates. This is followed by
the evening meal, known as iftar.
This is a time for families to visit
and take part in a large communal
meal that usually includes foods
prepared especially for Ramadan.
Across the Islamic world,
mosques, aid organizations, and
wealthy individuals set up tents
and tables for the public to eat
free iftar meals every night of
Ramadan. In the Arabian Gulf
countries, sheikhs hold majalis,
where they open their doors to
people for free food and drink.
For those who can afford it, five-
star hotels host Ramadan tents
offering lavish and pricey meals.
At the same time, Ramadan
evenings are filled with shopping
and television. Many television
companies launch their biggest
shows during Ramadan, including
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The Ramadan meal of iftar is a
communal affair, shared with families
or at vast public gatherings, as seen
here at al-Satwa bus station in Dubai.

month-long soap operas and live
game shows with large cash
prizes. Orthodox Muslims often
complain that the holy month is
becoming commercialized.

The end of the month-long
fast is commemorated with Eid
al-Fitr, or the Feast of Breaking the
Fast, which is a three-day national
holiday—in Muslim countries. It is

There are people who fast
and get nothing from their
fast except hunger.
Prophet Muhammad
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a huge social occasion, complete
with large meals and gift giving.
Children, in particular, often
receive new clothes and presents.
In places with majority Muslim
populations, Fid celebrations are
large affairs that spread across
cities and public spaces, with more
eating, only now it occurs during
the day rather than at night.

The origins of Ramadan
Although many of Ramadan's
customs have developed over time,
its origins lie in the Quran. The
second sura describes some of the
basic elements of the communal fast
observed by early Muslims onward:

Believers, fasting is decreed for
you as it was decreed for
those before you. ..

Fast a certain number of days, but
if any one among you is ill or on
a journey, let him fast a similar
number of days later;

and for those that cannot endure it,
there is a penance ordained:
the feeding of a poor man.

He that does good of his own accord
shall be well rewarded;

but to fast is better for you,
if you but knew it. (2:184)

Ramadan specialities vary from
country to country, but many include a
type of biscuit made with dates known
as kahk eaten during the Eid.

The sense gathered from this
passage is that Ramadan and its
related activities link Islam to its
monotheistic cousins, Judaism and
Christianity, which also incorporate
fasting and its associated festivals.
Yet despite the links between
Ramadan and the fasts undertaken
by other People of the Book (both
Jews and Christians), the event is
intended to have a truly Islamic
flavor. Ramadan is not the somber
Lent of Christianity or Yom Kippur
of Judaism. Although it is certainly
a period of spiritual discipline,
personal introspection, and
purification, it is also meant to be
joyful. This is why Muslims break
the fast each evening with
communal meals.

Ramadan also serves another
purpose. Not only was the first
revelation of the Quran given during
this month, but also the Battle of
Badr was fought, Ali and his son
Hussein were born, the Prophet’s
first wife Khadija died, and Mecca
was finally conquered in 630—all
during this month. The sense of
communal spirit engendered during
Ramadan also reinforces Muslim
identity by reminding participants
of their history and formation. m

Flexible hours of fasting

Ramadan lanterns, known as fanous,
became popular in Fatimid-era Cairo
and are now a tradition widely adopted
throughout the Muslim world.

Since Islam follows a lunar
calendar, Ramadan moves 11
days back in relation to the
Gregorian calendar each year. In
some years—for example when
Ramadan coincides with the
heat and long days of July—
fasting is more arduous than
others. (The Arabic root al-
ramad means “scorching heat.”)
The length of dawn to sunset
also varies in different parts of
the world. While most Muslims
will typically fast for 11 to 16
hours, in polar regions the

period between dawn and
sunset can exceed 22 hours.
Until recently, there were no
Muslim communities in the
Arctic, but global migration has
changed that. Faced with the
impossibility of adhering to a
strict sunrise-to-sunset rule,
Muslims have had to find other
ways of determining the hours
of fasting—such as fasting
during the hours corresponding
to the closest Islamic country,
or synchronizing fasting times
with Mecca.
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IN CONTEXT

SOURCE
The Five Pillars of
Islam: Hajj

WHEN AND WHERE
630, Mecca

BEFORE

bth century The Quraysh
tribe control Mecca and the
Kaaba is the site of pilgrimage
for Arab tribes worshipping a
number of gods.

AFTER

After 631 The Hajj is made
compulsory after Muhammad
captures Mecca. Future
Muslim rulers in Syria, Egypt,
and Iraq will provide state
patronage for organizing large
pilgrimage caravans.

2012 The number of pilgrims
partaking in the annual Hajj
hits an all-time high of
3,161,573. The numbers have
since declined as Mecca
undergoes expansion work.

A Muslim-only city

he fifth pillar of Islam is
I the Hajj, or the pilgrimage
to the sacred city of Mecca.
Its origins lie in Muhammad'’s
journey from Medina to Mecca and
his cleansing of the Kaaba, making
it once again the center of worship
of the one God. By participating
in the Hajj, Muslims are leaving
behind their daily, earthly bonds
and physically returning to the
spiritual center of Islam. It is both
a voyage inward to one’s self and
a way of getting closer to God.

The prehistory of the Hajj
Many elements of the pilgrimage
predate the time of Muhammad,
and are intimately linked to the
story of Ibrahim (the Abraham of
the Book of Genesis). It tells how he
left his wife Hajar (Hagar) and their
infant son Ismail alone in the desert
near Mecca. Having run out of
water, and concerned that she
would not be able to continue to
nurse her baby, Hajar ran back and
forth seven times between the two
hills of Safa and Marwa, looking

for someone who might be able to
help them. Her search is echoed in
the rituals performed by pilgrims
to Mecca today.

While Muslims and non-Muslims
alike may enter the country of
Saudi Arabia, only Muslims can
enter the sacred city of Mecca.
This prohibition is specified in
the Quran (9:28). (Non-Muslims
may visit the country’s other
holy city, Medina, but not

the vicinity of the Prophet’s
Mosque.) Drivers approaching
the holy city by car are met with
road signs directing “Muslims
only” toward Mecca, while
steering non-Muslims away
toward the city of Jeddah.

Similarly, signs at Jeddah'’s
main airport directing travelers
to the special Hajj terminal for
onward travel to Mecca also
include the message “Muslims
only.” Attempts to travel to the
sacred city by non-Muslims
will result in a fine, while non-
Muslims discovered in the city
will be taken before a judge
and most probably deported.
Discerning religious identity
can be difficult, but entrance
into the city is monitored and
controlled by religious police.

Islamic tradition also holds that it
was Ibrahim who first built what
is now the Kaaba. He incorporated
a black stone into the structure,
which had been given to him by
the angel Jibreel (Gabriel). This
remains set into a corner of the
Kaaba, and pilgrims attempt

to kiss it or gesture toward it

as they circumambulate during
their Hajj pilgrimage.

Preparing for the Hajj

Hajj begins two months after the
end of Ramadan. It is considered
obligatory for every adult Muslim,
who is physically able and has
the financial means, to make

the pilgrimage at least once in
his or her lifetime. To make the
pilgrimage, Muslims travel to
Saudi Arabia by whatever means
possible. Numerous Muslim travel
agencies exist that offer special
Hajj packages to groups and
individuals, and work to make
sure pilgrims have a memorable
and enjoyable journey. Some
governments even subsidize the
cost of making the pilgrimage,
and charities exist that help to
support those unable to cover
the financial expense.

The Great Mosque at Mecca is the
focus of the Hajj. In Muhammad's time
it was no more than a walled courtyard
around the Kaaba; now it can hold up
to 1.5 million worshippers.
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Completing the Hajj typically takes about a week. Pilgrims
follow a prescribed set of rituals, most of which relate to
episodes in the life of the early prophet Ibrahim (Abraham).
At the end of the Hajj, many pilgrims go on to Medina to visit
the Mosque of the Prophet Muhammad.

Enter ihram Perform tawaf

Departure
to Mina

Perform saey

Day at
Arafat

Night at
Muzdalifa

Return to devil

Farewell tawaf

Return to Kaaba for Hair trim and

Animal sacrifice Devil stoning in

stoning tawaf and saey removal of pilgrim’s Mina
ihram
Before embarking on the Hajj, a in any activity that might be Performing the Hajj

number of preparations must be
made. Perhaps the most important
is that all prospective pilgrims
must ritually cleanse and purify
themselves. In order to do this they
don the ihram, or pilgrims’ garb.
For men this is typically two white
unhemmed sheets: one wrapped
around the waist, one thrown over
the shoulder. Likewise, many
women wear white robes, though
others choose to wear simple
clothing that reflects their countries
of origin. Faces must be uncovered,
50 no nigab (face veil) can be worn.
Once in this state of purity (also
called the ihram), pilgrims must
stop bathing and not wear any
ornamentation, such as jewelry and
perfume. They must abstain from
sexual activity and from engaging

considered sinful. The intention is
to create a sense of communality
and unity. Women and men of all
nations, colors, and social levels
are rendered indistinguishable
and equal before God.

66

Make the sacred pilgrimage
and visit the Sacred House
for His sake.

2:196

99

As pilgrims near the city of Mecca,
they often shout, “I am here, O Lord,
IT'am here!” Once inside the Great
Mosque (which is also called the
Holy or Sacred Mosque, or al-Masjid
al-Haram in Arabic), they perform
the tawaf, the circumambulation
of the Kaaba in a counterclockwise
direction. They do this seven times,
trying each time to get as close as
they can to the Kaaba. Pilgrims
who make it nearest to the
structure will kiss or touch the
Black Stone that remains exposed
in the Kaaba's eastern corner. The
tawaf will be completed on three
occasions during the Hajj.
Throughout the weeklong
pilgrimage, Muslims will pray in
the Great Mosque and participate
in a variety of rites that can be »
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completed within its precincts.

For example, they will drink water
piped from the Zamzam well that
lies just 651t (20m) to the east of
the Kaaba. According to Islamic
tradition, God miraculously created
this well in order to provide water
for the baby Ismail when he and his
mother Hajar were stranded in the
desert; Ismail lived to be a great
prophet, and Muhammad’s forebear.

Then let the pilgrims tidy
themselves, make their vows,
and circle the Ancient House.

22:28

Many pilgrims will also perform the
saey, the ritual walk or run between
the Safa and Marwa hills in order
to commemorate Hajar's search for
help. These hills, like the Zamzam
well, now fall within the precincts
of the Great Mosque. The distance
between the two hills is about
500yd (450m), and a covered
walkway shelters pilgrims from the
heat and sun. It has four one-way
lanes, with the center lanes
reserved for slow walkers.

Rituals outside Mecca

The Hajj can also include rites that
take place outside of Mecca. For
example, all pilgrims travel 5 miles
(8km) outside the city to Mina

and then a further 9 miles (14.5km)
to Mount Arafat. According to
Islamic tradition, Arafat is where
Muhammad delivered his Farewell
Sermon to those who went with
him to Mecca on what would be his
final pilgrimage. The mountain is

also known as the Mount of Mercy,
as it is also where Adam, Islam's
first prophet, was forgiven by God.
Muslim pilgrims spend much of
their time here praying for God’s
forgiveness for their sins and those
of the entire Muslim community.

In Mina, pilgrims participate
in the Stoning of the Devil.
According to tradition, it was in
Mina that Ibrahim was tempted to
ignore God’s command and reject
his son Ismail. The Devil appeared
three times and, each time, Ibrahim
threw seven stones to drive him off.
Pilgrims reenact this event in Mina
by throwing pebbles, which they
aim at high walls (until 2004
it was three pillars), in order to
avoid hitting those on the other

Pilgrims perform tawaf,

which entails walking seven times
counterclockwise around the Kaaba.
Three circuits should be done at a fast
pace, then more slowly for the next four.
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Muslim pilgrims throw pebbles as
part of the symbolic Stoning of the
Devil ritual at Mina, near Mecca.
Many choose to gather their pebbles at
Muzdalifa, between Arafat and Mina.

side, who are also throwing
pebbles. The rites at Mina are so
popular that a tent city springs
up, with well over 100,000 air-
conditioned tents sheltering
pilgrims who arrive from Arafat
after sunset to pray and collect
their pebbles on the plain of
Muzdalifa before going to Mina.

Eid al-Adha
The high point of Hajj is a three-
day feast known as FEid al-Adha.
This sacred feast commemorates
Ibrahim’s devotion to God, when he
agreed to sacrifice his son Ismail
but was spared; God provided a
lamb to sacrifice instead, in a story
that is also common to the Hebrew
and Christian bibles. This feast is
celebrated by all Muslims, wherever
they are, not just those who are on
pilgrimage, and it is considered the
most sacred time of the year.

Muslims typically celebrate
Eid al-Adha by carrying out a
sacrifice. Traditionally the animal
is slaughtered by the man of the
house, but many these days prefer
to have a professional butcher come
and do it instead. The animal that
is sacrificed—usually a goat, sheep,
cow, or camel, depending on the
family’'s wealt—is then divided into
three parts. At least one third of the
meat is donated to the poor, and a
third to relatives. Some Muslims
now choose a vegan eid; concerns
about animal welfare and the need
to consume less meat lead them to
donate a fee to charity instead of
making a sacrifice.

Muslims who celebrate Eid
al-Adha in Mecca will often end
their pilgrimage by visiting the city

of Medina to see the Prophet's
Mosque, Islam's second holiest site,
which holds Muhammad’s grave.

The Umra

There is a second pilgrimage to
Mecca, the Umra. It is a “lesser
pilgrimage” that can be undertaken
at any time of the year, in contrast
to the Hajj, which has specific
dates according to the Islamic
lunar calendar. The Umra is not a
substitute for the Hajj, and is not
mandatory. It includes only the first
two rites of the Hajj—circling the
Kaaba and hastening between the
hills of Safa and Marwa—and ends
with the ritual of shaving the head
for male pilgrims. While it requires
pilgrims to attain the same state of
purity, it can be done in a few hours
rather than days.

Of course, there will be many
Muslims who will never be able to
visit the holy city of Mecca and
take part in the rites and festivities
of either the Hajj or the Umra.

Exemptions of various kinds are
made for those who are ill or infirm,
or who cannot afford to go. For
those who do make it, the Hajj (and,
to a lesser extent, the Umra) are an
important goal and experience for
Muslims, helping to solidify and
invigorate their identities as
followers of Muhammad and of
monotheistic worship. m

Safa and Marwa are two of
God’s beacons. It shall be
no offense for the pilgrim or
the visitor to the Sacred House
to walk around them both.
2:158



IN CONTEXT

THEME
The death of the Prophet

WHEN AND WHERE
632, Medina

BEFORE

632 Muhammad delivers

his Final Sermon at Arafat,
reminding his followers to treat
one another kindly and to
abandon all blood feuds.

AFTER

632 The umma elects the
Prophet’'s companion and
father-in-law, Abu Bakr, to be
the first caliph, or leader of the
Islamic community.

634-56 Abu Bakr is
succeeded as caliph by Umar
and Uthman, and then finally
by Ali, who is the cousin and
son-in-law of Muhammad.

661 Ali, the last of the four
Rashidun (“rightly guided”)
caliphs, is assassinated. The
resulting rift will split Islam
into Sunni and Shia factions.

MUHAMMAD IS NO MORE
THAN A MESSENGER: OTHER
MESSENGERS HAVE PASSED
AWAY BEFORE HIM

THE QURAN, 3:144

ollowing the conquest of
F Mecca in 630, Muhammad

returned to Medina. There,
he spent much of his time trying to
consolidate his power in Arabia by
creating alliances and increasing
the number of followers of Islam.
In 632, the Prophet completed what
would be his farewell pilgrimage
to Mecca, setting a precedent for
what would later became known as
the Hajj. That March, he delivered
his Final Sermon, in which he
urged Muslims to follow the
teachings contained in the Quran.
A short time later, he returned to
Medina for the last time. In the
summer of 632, he fell ill and retired

If anyone worships
Muhammad, Muhammad
is dead. If anyone worships
God, God is alive.
Abu Bakr

to the house he shared with his
favorite wife, Aisha. Tradition
has it that, feverish and weak, he
rested his head on her lap and died.
Umar ibn al-Khattab, one of
Muhammad's closest companions,
was so shocked that he refused to
believe the Prophet had died, and
claimed that he would return after
40 days, just as the prophet Moses
had gone to visit God and later
returned to his people. Abu Bakr,
Muhammad'’s close companion
and father-in-law, reminded Umar
that Muhammad had constantly
warned them against honoring him
in the way that Christians honored
Jesus; he was not divine, but a
mortal like themselves. To deny
that he had died was to deny a
basic truth.

From denial to acceptance
Abu Bakr spoke to the Muslim
community in the mosque next to
Aisha’s house, and assured them
that the Prophet had indeed
passed. “Oh men, if anyone
worships Muhammad, Muhammad
is dead. If anyone worships God,
God is alive.” He then recited verse
3:144 from the Quran, which had
been revealed to the Prophet after
the Battle of Uhud. The Muslims
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had suffered such heavy losses at
Uhud that it was rumored that
Muhammad too had been killed.
But verse 3:144 insists:

Muhammad is no more than
a messenger. other messengers
have passed away before him.
If he die or be slain, will you recant?
He that recants will do no harm
to God, but God will
recompense the thankful.

The green dome

On hearing these words, Umar
finally accepted that the Prophet
was dead, and mourned.

Islam after Muhammad

The shock of Muhammad’s death
was profound. He had guided every
step taken by the followers of Islam.
However, he had not just left a set
of guidelines by which individual
followers could live their lives, but a
politically strong and stable society

After Muhammad died, there

was disagreement about where he
should be buried. Some suggested
that he should be buried in his
hometown of Mecca, where his
relatives were. Others suggested
he be buried in Jerusalem, where
preceding prophets had been
interred. Eventually, it was agreed
he should be buried in Medina,
although the exact location of a
burial site had yet to be settled.
Some thought he should be buried
in the mosque where he preached,
but Abu Bakr said he had heard
Muhammad say that prophets
should be buried where they die.

Prophet Muhammad’s tomb at his
mosque in Medina lies behind multiple
screens. Millions of Muslim pilgrims
visit the shine each year, often as a
part of the Hajj.

bound by a shared faith. After the
Hijra, the community Muhammad
formed in Medina had grown to
dominate almost all of Arabia and
brought peace and stability in
place of intertribal warfare.

Not everyone was committed
to the Prophet’s religious vision,
but he had established a large
enough core of dedicated Muslims
that could now preserve and build
on his legacy.

While there were divergences
of opinion on what to do next—
and on who should succeed
Muhammad—the umma remained
strong and powerful. This was
largely because the Prophet’s goal
had not been his personal political
power but the creation of a just
society. Being a man rather than
a divine figure, Muhammad had
provided a role model all Muslims
could attempt to emulate. m

So Muhammad was buried
beneath his bed in Aisha's
house, next to the mosque.
Later, during the reign of
Caliph Walid (r.705-15), the
mosque, which is known as
al-Masjid an-Nabawi (the
Mosque of the Prophet), was
expanded to include the tomb.
It has been further expanded
and rebuilt on many occasions,
most notably during the reign
of the Mamluk Sultan Qaitbay
(r.1468-96). Today, a green
dome within the mosque
complex marks the site of the
Prophet’s final resting place.



IN CONTEXT

THEME
Depicting the Prophet

WHEN AND WHERE
630, Mecca

BEFORE

From 500BcE In Judaism, the
only image of God is man. As
God has no visible shape, it is
absurd to make or worship
images of Him. Man must only
worship the invisible God.

3rd—-4th centuriesce
Although the Bible forbids idols
or “any graven image,” frescoes
and mosaics in early Christian
churches begin to depict the
life of Jesus and the saints with
figures instead of symbols.

AFTER

Today Even in the age of
mass media and streaming
across multiple formats, most
Muslims continue to maintain
the prohibition on depicting
God or Prophet Muhammad.

WHAT ARE THESE
IMAGES TO WHIGH YOU
ARE SO DEVOTED?

THE QURAN, 21:52

key tenet of Islam is that
there is only one God.
Violating this belief—

whether by worshipping another
god, claiming God is not one, or
creating something to represent
Him—constitutes the greatest sin.
Nothing should come between man
and God. So while nothing in the
Quran strictly bans portrayals of
God, Islam discourages any image-
making to avoid the temptation
toward idol worship.

This prohibition extends to
Muhammad and all the prophets
of Islam. Here, early Muslims were
reacting to Christianity, which they
believed had been led astray by
conceiving of Christ not only as a

The Apostle of God, may
God bless him, is neither
too short nor too tall.
Ali ibn Abi Talib

Muhammad's cousin and son-in-law

man but as a divine being. The
Prophet himself was aware that
if people saw images of his face,
there was a risk that they would
soon start worshipping him.

The text most often cited in
defence of this ban is a hadith,
words reportedly spoken by the
Prophet, in which he is said to have
warned, “Whoever makes a picture
will be punished by Allah till he
puts life in it, and he will never be
able to put life in it” (Sahih Bukhari
3:428). This is taken to mean that
for a human, to try making a new
being is usurping God’s role and
is in any case doomed to fail.

Sometimes this concern can
take extreme forms, as in the case
of the Buddhas of Bamiyan. These
colossal statues of Gautama
Buddha were carved into a cliff
in Afghanistan in the 6th to 7th
century cg, the biggest one standing
1801t (55m) tall. After centuries
untouched under Muslim rule, they
were dynamited by the Taliban in
2001. In one account, Mullah Omar,
the former Taliban leader, claimed
he ordered their destruction in
protest to a lack of global concern
for Afghan humanitarian welfare,
but in other sources he praised the
act as a destruction of idols.
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A veiled or flaming face

The views of the Taliban are
shared by the so-called Islamic
State, whose destruction of ancient
monuments in Syria, for example,
shocked the world, including many
Muslims. Such views are far from
representative of the whole of Islam.

Even in Muhammad'’s lifetime,
attitudes to imagery were less than
clear. According to one tradition,
the Prophet criticized a tapestry
that his wife Aisha had hung in
their home, because it had images
sewn into it; but when she turned
the tapestry into pillow covers,
he made no complaint.

Similarly, during the conquest of
Mecca in 630, all idols and images
were removed from the Kaaba and
destroyed. But when a painting of
Mary and Christ was brought out,
Muhammad ordered that it should
not be destroyed, recognizing their
value to the Christian community.

Although there are many
examples of Islam'’s aversion to
religious imagery, there are also
examples of Muslim devotion to

such images, along with arguments
made for how such devotion may not
constitute idolatry. As with other
world religions, Islam has a complex
and varying theology of religious art.
Shia Islam, in particular, has
always been much more open to
the depiction of human figures, up
to and including Muhammad. He
featured as a central figure in many
Persian miniatures, under both

Islamic buildings are often decorated
with intricate patterning and religious
calligraphy in place of other imagery, as
here in a mosque in Istanbul, Turkey.

Those who make these
images will be punished on
the Day of Resurrection.
Prophet Muhammad

Sunni and Shia rulers. With rare
exceptions, the Prophet’s face is
usually veiled in these depictions,
or symbolically represented as a
flame as a way of honoring him.
Even today, Muslims generally take
care to honor the Prophet by not
depicting his face. For this reason,
non-Muslim attempts to render his
figure in art are frequently perceived
by Muslims as disrespectful. m

The Jyllands-Posten affair

In 2005, the Danish newspaper
Jyllands-Posten published 12
cartoons under the title
Muhammads ansigt (The Face
of Muhammad). Almost all of
the drawings were caricatures
of Muhammad, and some were
highly provocative. As the
newspaper's editor made clear,
the caricatures were intended
as a critique of alleged Muslim
hyper-sensitivity and resistance
to criticism. Faith leaders called
on the newspaper to issue an
apology, as reactions to the

cartoons spread across global
Muslim communities, leading

to protests, riots, and—a decade
later—terrorist attacks in Paris
and Copenhagen.

Muslim commentators at the
time compared the cartoons to
the issue of flag-burning in the
United States, noting that many
Americans favor a legal ban
on flag-burning, which they see
as an attack on their cultural
identity, or even on America
itself. Mluslims view disrepect
of the Prophet in the same way.
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62 INTRODUCTION

The opening sura of the
Quran, al-Fatiha, is a key
text of Islam. It is recited
as part of daily prayers
and its first verse begins
every other sura in the
Quran, bar one.

!

THE OPENING
THE COW

J

Sura 2, al-Bagara, is the
longest, with 286 verses. It
includes the story of the calf
(or cow) that God told His
people to sacrifice when
Moses led them out of Egypt.

The fourth sura, al-Nisa,
contains a number of
legislative verses
regulating interpersonal
relations and marriage.

WOMEN

The ninth sura, al-Tawba,
is the only sura in the
Quran not prefixed by the
verse, “In the Name of God,
the Most Compassionate,
the Most Merciful”

The 12th sura, Yusuf,
retells the story of the

Prophet Joseph's

) !

JOSEPH
REPENTANCE

\ \

mistreatment at the hands
of his brothers and his
subsequent life in Egypt.

THE CAVE

The 18th sura, al-Kahf,
includes the story of the
Sleepers in the Cave, in
which a group sleeps in a
cave for 300 years to avoid
religious persecution.

Sura 36, Ya Sin, is named
for the two letters with
which it begins:

Y (Ya) and S (Sin).

It establishes the Quran
as a divine source.

)

YA SIN

ORNAMENTS

b

The 43rd sura, al-Zukhruf,
reminds believers that the
goodness of God does not
lie in material wealth, and
to value instead their faith

and love of God.

uhammad began
receiving the revelations
that form the Quran

from the angel Jibreel in 610,

and continued receiving them

at intervals for 23 years. During
this period, Muhammad fled from
Mecca on the Hijra, or migration, to
Medina, then returned to conquer
Mecca in 630, before finally ending
his days back in Medina—all while
continuing to receive God’s divine
message. The revelations were
passed to Muhammad verse by
verse, chapter by chapter, and
relayed by the Prophet to his small
group of followers.

A book like no other

The Quran is hard to describe,
because it functions on many
different levels. Foremost, it is an
account of God, who is believed to

be the source of all creation. But it is
also filled with narratives about the
patriarchs and prophets who can be
found in the Hebrew Bible and the
Old Testament of the Christian
Bible. In addition, it contains rules
on how to regulate social life as well
as prayers to God, and a description
of how the universe was created.

This was a scripture for the
Arabs in their own language and
the text in Arabic is elegant and
poetic, affecting the reader with
its beauty. The speaker throughout
is God, who addresses the reader
directly, showing His mercy but
also His harsh punishment for
those who stray from the straight
path of faith.

As the verses were revealed to
the Prophet, they were memorized
and written down by his followers,
recorded on whatever came to

hand—palm fronds, scraps of
parchment, even camel bone.
Shortly after the Prophet’s death,
the fragments of the Quran were
collected together and codified into
the Holy Book that we know today.
Handwritten copies of this book
were then sent out across the
rapidly expanding Islamic empire.
In the space of no more than 120
years since the first verse was
revealed, the Quran had become
the cultural, intellectual, emotional,
and sociopolitical point of reference
for a civilization that stretched from
the Iberian peninsula in the west to
the Indian subcontinent in the east.

Core message

Despite the differences in approach
and ritual that can be found among
the world’'s Muslims, the one thing

on which all subsets in Islam agree
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Al-Rahman, the 55th
sura, chastises man for his
lack of gratitude toward
God, who has showered
him with an abundance
of blessings.

1

THE MERCIFUL

Sura 80, Abasa, was given
to the Prophet after he was
said to have frowned and
turned away from a blind
man who interrupted
his preaching.

HE FROWNED

calamities.

1 !

THE EARTHQUAKE

The dramatic 99th sura,
al-Zalzala, deals with the
Day of Judgement, when
Earth will suffer a terrible
earthquake and other

The 113th sura, al-Falaq,
is a short chapter that is
recited (often with the
114th sura) to invoke God's
protection against human
and other kinds of evil.

!

DAYBREAK

THAT WHICH IS
COMING

\L The first five verses of

al-Alaq, which is the 96th
sura, were the first ever to
be revealed to Muhammad,
signaling the start of his
prophetic mission.

The ominously named
56th sura, al-Waqia,
contains indications

of the inevitability
of the end of the world.

GLOTS OF BLOOD

l

ONENESS

The 112th sura, al-Ikhlas,
is one with which most
Muslims are familiar. Its
four verses are profound
statements of Divine unity
and oneness (tawhid).

MANKIND

l

Al-Nas is the 114th
and last sura in the Quran.
It asks God for protection
from evil spirits and the
evil among mankind.

is the Quran’s central message of
divine unity, or tawhid. The Quran
introduces itself as a book that is
intended for those who “believe in
the unseen.” As such, its central
message is not that God exists,
but that only one God exists:

its mission is not to prove the
existence of the Creator, but to
show that the Creator has no peers
involved in His creation of the
cosmos or in His constant support
and renewal of the world and all
the creatures in it.

The message of divine oneness,
and the repudiation of the idea that
nature, chance, or any other cause
has any part in creation, is key to
understanding the revelations that
came to Muhammad and that form
the Quran. All other teachings in
the Holy Book—such as Muslim
law, theology, philosophy, and

political theory—are informed by
and imbued with the spirit of
divine oneness that runs through
the Quran.

Social justice is also at the heart
of the message. Followers are urged
to help the poor, treating them fairly
and with compassion, giving alms
to those in need, and fasting in
solidarity with the hungry. These
practices would help ensure a
stable society that would endure.
Muhammad did not set out to
found a new religion. Instead he
sought to remind the Arabs of the
old faith—the time when society
had one God and everyone was
treated fairly and equally.

Living word of God

The Quran is at the center of Islam,
occupying for Muslims a position
that is similar in significance to

that of Jesus Christ for Christians.
In the Christian faith, Jesus Christ
is described in the Bible as “the
Word made flesh.” For Muslims,

the Quran is the everlasting word
of God, revealed not only between
the covers of a book but also in the
nature and structure of the physical
universe itself, which the Holy Book
is said to mirror.

Muslims believe that the Quran
was revealed to Muhammad in
order to clarify for all humanity our
position and role on Earth and to
help us understand why we are
here. In short, the Quran is seen as
a divine aid that has been sent to
help mankind solve the riddle of
human existence. As such, it was
received as the word of God by one
man in Arabia some 1,400 years
ago and by almost a third of
humanity today. m
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66 COMPILING THE QURAN

IN CONTEXT

THEME
Compiling the Quran

MORE ON THIS THEME
Sura 2 “The Cow” (al-Bagara)
declares unequivocally “This
Book is not to be doubted.”

It sets out the idea that the
Quran is constant, immaculate,
unalterable, and inimitable.

Sura 10 “Jonah” (Yunus) opens
with an argument between
Islam and its disbelievers, who
say “Give us a Quran different
from this, or change it,”
implying that the revelations
are a product of Muhammad's
own mind. The scripture
responds by stating this is

the word of God, there is no
altering it.

Sura 25 “Salvation” (al-Furgan)
has the unbelievers ask why
the Quran was not handed
down in a single revelation;
the answer is given, “We have
revealed it thus so that We
may sustain your heart.”

or Muslims there is no
F question that the Quran

was delivered to the
Prophet Muhammad in a series of
divine revelations. These began
when he was 40 years old and
continued until the end of his life,
23 years later. What is less certain
is when those divine revelations
were written down and collected
together to form the book we
know as the Quran.

The majority of Muslim scholars
believe that the Quran was copied
during the lifetime of the Prophet.
They claim that as verses were
revealed, Muhammad would recite
them in the presence of his
followers, one of whom would
transcribe the words. Muhammad
could not write them himself
because, as the Quran tells us, he
was illiterate—several verses refer
to the Prophet as “unlettered,” for
example 7:157 and 7:158. Some
scholars also point to the fact
that toward the end of his life the
Prophet declared, “I leave among
you two things of high estimation:
the Book of God and my sunna.”
This leads them to suggest that the
Quran existed in book form while
Muhammad was alive. However,

Early fragments from the Quran,
such as this one discovered at Sanaa
in Yemen, which dates back to the 8th
century, are identical in content to the
Quran as it is today.

this should not be taken in a literal
sense; the likelihood is that the
“book” existed only in the sense of
a body of revelations, delivered but
not yet collected together.

This view is corroborated by the
scribe Zayd ibn Thabit. According
to Islamic tradition, Ibn Thabit was
a young follower of Muhammad and
one of those chosen by the Prophet
to write down the revelations,
which he would also learn by heart.
Ibn Thabit confirmed that at the

... is transmitted by
God’s angel Jibreel
to Muhammad...

... and therefore
remains the perfect
expression of. ..

... and transcribed
by his followers
and collected in
book form as...

... which retains its

miraculous connection
to its heavenly
prototype...
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time of Muhammad'’s death the
Quran had not yet been “gathered
together into a thing.” The fact
that the verb “gathered” was used,
rather than “written,” suggests that
the elements of the Quran existed
in written form but they had not
yet been arranged chapter by
chapter into a physical book. It is
possible that while the Prophet
was alive, the Quran was seen as a
work in progress. Verses, and even
whole chapters, were continually
being revealed to Muhammad

and he would not have known
when his prophetic mission was

to come to an end.

Collection and compilation
The catalyst for the decision to
compile the Quran was the Battle
of Yamama, which took place

in 632, just a few months after
Muhammad had died. Yamama
saw the Muslims triumph over the
Bani Hanifa tribe, whose leader,
looking to emulate Muhammad,
had also declared himself a new
prophet. However, large numbers
of the Prophet’s Companions were
slain. Many of these were “reciters”
(qurra) who had committed the
entire revelations to memory and
whose job it was to transmit the
Quran to others.

The Muslims feared that the
loss of so many qurra put the
survival of the Quran in jeopardy.
The leadership of the umma
(Islamic community) decided that
the Quran needed to be collected
and written down. Different
historical sources provide varying
accounts of how this was done and
under whose direction. One of the
widows of the Prophet, Hafsa, is
said in one account to have had in
her possession a great many loose

This Quran
could not have
been devised by
any but God.
10:37

leaves of Quranic scripture. The
Muslim leaders also made appeals
to anyone who might possess
additional verses to bring them
forward. Texts were collected that
were written on clay tablets, palm
fronds, and even animal bones.
All of this material was handed to
a compilation committee of four—
some sources say five—senior
Companions, who were instructed
to copy all the texts, comparing
them against the recitations of

The word “Quran”

The exact linguistic meaning

of the word “Quran” (or Koran,
as it is sometimes written) is
unclear. It has four possible
origins. One is the root word
qgaraa, which means “to collect”
or “to compile.” In this respect,
the Quran is a book which was
collected and compiled under
the protection of God. The
second root word is garana,
which means a “union” or
“conjunction,” and indicates the
joining of letters to form words,
words to form verses, verses to

the qurra as they worked. Each
verse was validated by the oral
testimony of at least two qurra.
Verses that existed in oral form
only with no written version were
subject to particular scrutiny.

The order of the texts was set
by the Prophet. Islamic traditions
say that with each new revelation,
Muhammad always indicated
its place in relation to previous
revelations. This order was always
maintained in prayers during the
Prophet’s lifetime, and was later
adhered to by those who compiled
the Quran.

The codex

Once complete, the codex (a book
constructed of a number of loose
sheets) was put in the safekeeping
of Abu Bakr, the first leader, or
caliph, of the Islamic community
following the death of the Prophet.
From Abu Bakr the codex was
passed to his successor, Umar.
During Umar’s 10-year rule, Islam
spread well beyond the confines
of the Arabian Peninsula, carried
by a wave of Arab expansion. »

form chapters, and so on. The
third root word is qarain, which
means “symbol,” “evidence,”
or “argument.” In the context
of the Quran, this is taken as
signifying the fact that one
verse interprets, elaborates
upon, and gives arguments and
evidence for other verses. The
fourth possible root word, and
the one that is most commonly
cited as the correct root, is
qgiraat, which means “reading”
or “recitation,” which makes
sense because the Quran
originally existed as a series

of recited verses.
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The Birmingham Quran is not a
complete book but two leaves of a
manuscript containing Quranic text. It
has been radiocarbon dated to roughly
the time Muhammad was alive.

We have sent you forth. ..
with a Quran that We divided
into sections, that you
may read it to the people
with deliberation.
17:106
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As new territories were conquered,
Umar dispatched Companions well
versed in the Quran to spread the
word. Ten Companions were sent
to Basra in Iraq, for example, while
a senior Companion named Ibn
Masud was sent to Kufa, also in
Iraq. Others went to Damascus,
Syria. One tradition says that
Companions were also sent to
Yemen and Bahrain.

The Uthmanic recension
Under the next caliph, Uthman,
there were more territorial gains.
By this time, the Muslim nation
was much more diverse than just
the tribes of the Arabian Peninsula.
In the new territories, many
became converts to Islam, and they
came from a multitude of different
provinces, peoples, and tribes.
They recited the Quran in either

j

c—at

their own dialects (if they were
Arabic speakers) or in badly learned
Arabic if it was not their native
language. As a result, differences
in pronunciation began to creep
into the recitations, and even
disagreements over the correct
meaning of the text.

The Muslim elders realized
that these discrepancies would
only increase over time to threaten
the unity of the Islamic community.
Reportedly in the year 653, Uthman
resolved to remedy the problem
before it got out of hand. Tradition
relates that Uthman had multiple
copies made from the original
codex that had been compiled
during the time of Abu Bakr.
These were copied in the dialect
of the Quraysh, the main Meccan
tribe. One copy of what came to be
known as the Uthmanic recension
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(“revised edition”) was kept in
Medina, while others were sent
out to every corner of the Muslim
empire, along with orders that all
other manuscripts and fragments
of prophetic revelations be burned.

The Eternal Book

That Abu Bakr compiled the Quran
and Uthman turned it into one
authoritative book is accepted by
the vast majority of scholars and
historians, certainly in the Islamic
world. Some scholars, mostly in the
West, have proposed that the final
standardization of the Quran might
have taken place at a much later
date than Islamic tradition claims.
In the mid-1970s, Professor John
Wansbrough at London’s School

of Oriental and African Studies
(SOAS) argued that the Quran

was written and collected not at
the time of the Prophet but over

a period of 200 years. Historians
Michael Cook and Patricia Crone
echoed this theory in their

In the absence of paper, parts of

the Quran were inscribed on all kinds
of other materials, such as these lines
from the Fatiha, written on the shoulder
blade of a camel.

We have revealed it an Arabic
Quran, that perchance you
may understand it. It is a
transcript of the Eternal Book
in Our keeping, sublime, and
full of wisdom.

43:1

Hagarism: The Making of the
Islamic World (1977), in which they
questioned the authenticity of
Muslim accounts of the rise of
Islam. However, in the 21st century,
the carbon dating of a number of
early Quranic fragments appears
to back up the traditional view
that the Quran was in existence
within about 20 years following
the Prophet’s death. Radiocarbon
analysis of Quranic texts held by
the University of Birmingham in
the UK has dated the parchment
on which the text is written to the
period between 568 and 645, with
95 percent accuracy. This coincides
with the lifetime of Muhammad.
This dating is supported by the fact
the Quran makes no mention of any
notable events in Islamic history
beyond the Prophet's death.

The Uthmanic Quran is thus
almost universally accepted as
the collected revelations of the
Prophet Muhammad, as received
from God. The Quran consists
always and everywhere of the
same 114 chapters and the same
6,200 verses, presented in the
same order. It has remained this
way, with not a word changed or
modified, for almost 1,400 years. m

The Companions
of the Prophet

Known in Arabic as the
Sahaba, the Companions in
the strictest sense are those
who were alive at the time of
the Prophet Muhammad and
had personal contact with
him, however slight. They
are key figures in the history
of Islam because after the
Prophet’s death it was the
testimony of the Sahaba,
passed down through trusted
chains of narrators, that
provided the knowledge of the
life and sayings of Muhammad
(hadith). These form the basis
for the Muslim way of life
(sunna), and its code of
conduct and law (Sharia).
There are a number of
different categories of Sahaba:
for example, the muhajirun
(“immigrants”) are those who
followed the Prophet from
Mecca to Medina on the Hijra;
the ansar (“helpers”) are the
people of Medina who took in
the Prophet and his followers.
The names and brief
biographies of some of the
most prominent Companions
are recorded in several early
works of Islamic scholarship—
one of these includes more
than 3,000 entries.
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12 THE COMPOSITION OF THE QURAN

IN CONTEXT

THEME
The composition of
the Quran

MORE ON THIS THEME
Sura 39 “The Throngs”
(al-Zumar) is a good example
of a Meccan sura. Relatively
short, it begins by restating
the authority of the Quran
(“The Revelation of the Book is
from God”) and continues to
talk about Creation and the
role of the Quran (“We have
given mankind in this Quran
all manner of parables” 39:27).

Sura b “The Table”

(al-Maida) is a prime example
of a Medinan sura. Running

to 120 verses, it touches on a
multitude of topics, including
forbidden foods, ritual hygiene,
the correct punishment for
theft, the penance for breaking
an oath, the making of wills,
and many other issues of a
practical nature.

Rote and recitation

Western scholarship has added
numbers to the chapters and
verses of the Quran for ease of
reference, but Muslims prefer
to use the names of the suras,
or quote the beginning of the
particular passage under
discussion. This method
requires not only considerable
familiarity with the complete
text of the Quran but also
considerable skills of memory.
Nonetheless, many Muslims
memorize large portions of the
Quran, and some are even able

common criticism of
the Quran concerns its
form and structure. The

“chapters” and “verses” that make
up the Quran seem at first glance
to have been put together in an
arbitrary manner. There is no
sense of linearity in the Quran,
with no real beginning, middle,
and end. Scenes, themes, and
protagonists seem to change with
confusing frequency, making it
difficult for the reader to follow
the narrative. The first revelation
appears as verses one to five of
the 96th sura—the other 14 verses
of the sura were revealed later.
However, most of the criticisms
leveled at the Quran come from
those who read it in translation.
By contrast, the vast majority of
Arabic-teading Muslims view the
Quran as a miracle both of language
and of style. They consider it a work
of sheer inimitability—that is, a
work so uniquely extraordinary
that it can never be equaled.

Chapter and verse

The Quran is a relatively brief read,
shorter than the New Testament

of the Christian Bible. If the Quran
sometimes appears bulky on library

to commit the entire book to
memory. To learn the entire
Quran by heart brings great
prestige and blessing, and

a Muslim who has achieved
this is known as a hafiz or a
“guardian” of the Quran.

A hafiz keeps God'’s holy
book alive and is given great
respect. They often become
reciters of the Quran at daily
prayers in the mosque and at
other important rituals and
ceremonies. This skill is so
highly prized that auditoriums
are often filled to capacity for
recitation contests.

But those that deny and reject
Our revelations shall be the
inmates of the Fire, wherein

shall they abide forever.
2:39

shelves, it is because most editions
also include copious explanatory
footnotes, which are frequently
longer than the text itself. Within
its text, the Quran covers a vast
range of topics, providing guidance
on worship, the afterlife, marriage
and family life, care for the needy
and disadvantaged, and even
matters of hygiene, community
affairs, politics, and economics.

It constitutes a complete guide

to life and beyond.

In presenting this information,
there are two principal internal
divisions in the book, known in
Arabic as the sura and the aya.

Young Afghans read from the Quran
at a mosque. Some parents recite

the Quran to their children instead of
nursery rhymes, and have them learn
to recite verses from the age of three.
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The Letter Qaf

The Cow

The Constellations

The Pen

9

The Sun

The Mount

The Moon

The Elephant

Chapters or suras of the Quran often take
their name from a story or theme contained within
them. They are not arranged in any narrative or
chronological order. Opened at any point, they will
offer reassurance of God’s will to the reader.

These are usually translated into
English as “chapter” and “verse,”
respectively. While not perfect,
these translations are adequate
in the sense that the sura and the
aya function more or less in the
same way as the chapters and
verses of the Bible.

The sura

The word sura actually means

a “row” or “fence”’—or anything
that is used to section off one
thing from another. There are 114
suras in the Quran, all differing in
length. They are not arranged
chronologically or according to

topic but, broadly, by length. The
longer chapters are found at the
beginning of the Quran, with the
shorter chapters toward the end.
The exception to this ordering is
the short sura known as the Fatiha,
which opens the Quran.

All the suras have a title.
Generally speaking, these titles
reflect the main theme, or one of
the main themes of the sura. They
function as a kind of thematic
abstract. For example, the second
sura of the Quran—"The Cow”
(al-Bagara)—is a reference to the
golden calf that was fashioned by
Aaron and worshipped by the

Israelites while Moses was on
Mount Sinai. But while the sura
spans 286 verses, there are fewer
than a dozen explicit references

to the calf after which the sura

is named. The novice cannot
necessarily tell from the title of a
sura what the main theme will

be. Significant exceptions include
sura 4, Women (al-Nisa), which

has a lot to say on wives, and

sura 12, entitled Joseph (Yusuf),
which tells the story of the
patriarch-prophet Joseph. This sura
is also notable for having a distinct
beginning, middle, and end.

The aya
That the word aya has traditionally
been translated as “verse” reflects
only the role it plays as the shortest
unit of division in the Quran. But
the Arabic word really means “clear
sign” or “evidence.” This reflects
the Islamic belief that the Quran
presents the whole universe and so
its constituent parts are all signs or
evidence of the existence of God.
Each of the numbered sections
below is an aya:

(1] When Earth is rocked in her
last convulsion;

[2] when FEarth shakes off her
burdens

(3] and Man says: “What may this

mean?”

[4] on that day she will proclaim her
tidings,

(5] for your Lord will have inspired
her.

(6] On that day mankind will come
out in broken bands to be shown
their labors.

(7] Whoever did an atom'’s weight
of good shall see it,

(8] and whoever did an atom’s
weight of evil shall also see it. »
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Together, these eight ayat (the
plural of aya) make up the whole of
sura 99 of the Quran, called “The
Earthquake” (al-Zalzala). The ayat
do not necessarily each constitute
a self-contained sentence; in this
particular example, a single
sentence straddles the first five
ayat. Other ayat, however, may

be no more than a few words.

In most Arabic-language
Qurans, readers can see the
number of ayat because each one
is followed by a small rosette, and
each rosette contains the number
of that verse. In English-language
translations of the Quran, the verse
numbers are more usually noted
in the margins. While the habit
of dividing the verses and marking

Historical Qurans are often lavishly
decorated with beautiful framing
devices. In this 14th-century example
from Cairo you can see the rosettes
marking the verses of the Fatiha.

the divisions is an age-old practice,
numbering the verses is a habit
adopted later, but one that is

more or less standard now in

the Muslim world.

Given that the suras come in
different lengths, it follows that
they also have a widely varying
number of verses. For example,
sura 108, “Abundance” (al-Kawthar),
has only three ayat. The longest of
the suras, “The Cow” (al-Baqara),
has 286 ayat.

Beginning the sura

Each sura begins with the
Bismillah: in Arabic, Bismillahi
l-rahmani Irahim (“In the Name
of God, the Compassionate, the
Merciful”), which is also the first
line of the Fatiha, the first sura
in the Quran. The exception to
this is sura 9, “Repentance”
(al-Tawba). This is an ultimatum
from God to the nonbelievers

in the recently captured city of

66

We have sent down to
you clear revelations; none
will deny them except
the ungodly.

2:99

99
-

Mecca, who remained opposed
to Islam. The mercy of God is
withdrawn from them.

Following the Bismillah, 29 of
the Quran's suras are then prefaced
with a combination of letters.
These letters are written combined,
but each of the letters is supposed
to be pronounced separately. For
example, The Cow (sura 2) begins
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with the letters alif, lam, meem,

or A, L, M. Several chapters are
actually named after the letters
with which they begin, such as
sura 20, which is called Ta Ha, or
“T H.” The meaning of these letters
is unknown, which has sparked
considerable speculation and many
different interpretations. Classical
Quranic commentators tend to take
the view that these letters stand
for words and phrases related to
God’s various names or attributes.
Others are not overly concerned by
explanations and are content with
the general claim that God alone
knows what the letters mean.

Meccan suras

Another important Quranic division
may be of less significance to the
ordinary worshipper than to Islamic
scholars and historians. Scholars
will distinguish between those
suras revealed to Muhammad during
the years he lived in Mecca—early
in his prophetic career—and those
revealed to him later, when he was
based in Medina. The Meccan
suras are generally shorter than

their Medinan counterparts.

They tend to deal with subjects
connected to the fundamentals of
faith, and communities and events
of the past. So if a sura seems to

focus more on metaphysical issues,

on God's oneness, on stories of the
patriarchs and prophets of old, or
on heaven, hell, and the hereafter,
it is likely to have been revealed

in Mecca. The earliest of these
revelations are often very rhythmic

With measured tone
recite the Quran,
for we are about to
address to you words
of surpassing gravity.
73:4

Reading the Quran on a tablet is
becoming more common, and there are
dedicated Quran apps for this. Color is
used to add diacritical pronunciation
marks to the standard Quranic text.

and full of imagery. Many begin
with oaths. For example, sura 95 is
introduced with, “By the fig and by
the olive! By Mount Sinai and by
this inviolate city...” Later Meccan
chapters are more serene and
contain frequent illustrations of the
truth of God's message drawn from
nature and history. They are more
formal than other suras and often
discuss matters of doctrine. God

is frequently referred to in these
chapters as “the Merciful.”

Medinan suras

The Medinan chapters are quite
different from the Meccan ones
because, by this time, Muhammad
was no longer leading a fledgling
group of followers, but had become
the head of a large, independent
community of Muslims. As a result,
the Medinan suras are less about
establishing the credentials of the
Prophet and the evidence of God’s
signs. Instead, they focus on the
duties and norms of behavior,
through discussion of legal and
social matters, with advice on how
such rulings should be applied in
order to regulate life within the
growing Muslim community.

An example is in sura 24, where
Muslims are told to gather four
witnesses in order to corroborate
any accusation of adultery. This was
an important safeguard for women
in a society in which even the sight
of an unrelated man and woman
together might be cause for
suspicion. Accusations by those
who do not supply four witnesses
should be rejected and such persons
dealt with harshly, according to this
Medinan chapter of the Quran. m



IN THE NAME OF GOD,
THE MERGIFUL, THE
GOMPASSIONATE

THE QURAN, 1:1

IN CONTEXT

The one and only God exists on a
THEME cosmic scale as Lord of the Universe.
The Fatiha, the first sura
MORE ON THIS THEME \V \y

Sura 16 “The Bee” (an-Nahl)
warns against worshipping

gjoiess ol Uiz Gl T gorseliss mankind, to whom he is God can also display anger

of the favored and“those who merciful and (wrath) toward mankind.
have gone astray. “Had God compassionate.

pleased, He would have united
you into one community. But \I P N I,
He confounds whom He will

and gives guidance to whom

God relates strongly toward

There are two kinds of people: those on the straight path

He pleases. and those who have gone astray.
Sura 36 “Ya Sin”, sometimes -
called the “heart of the Quran,” \l(

emphasizes the oneness of

God and reminds Muslims,
it is “by the Wise Quran, you
are surely one sent forth on

a straight path”.

Sura 55 “The Merciful”

(al-Rahman) describes some he opening sura (chapter) introduction to the Quran—despite

of the resources that God I of the Quran, prosaically the fact that it was not the first

has provided for man and entitled “The Opener” chapter to be revealed—the Fatiha

chastises him for his lack (al-Fatiha), is arguably the best is also an invocation that is an

of gratitude toward God. known of all Quranic narratives integral part of everyday prayer.
and occupies a special place It is usually recited silently—
in Islamic liturgy and Muslim either individually or in a group
faith. As well as serving as an —whenever believers feel the need
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to praise or thank God. The
seven verses that comprise
the Fatiha may be translated
as follows:

In the Name of God, the
Merciful, the Compassionate.

Praise be to God, Lord of the
Universe,

The Merciful, the Compassionate,

Sovereign of the Day of Judgment!

You alone we worship, and to You
alone we turn for help.

Guide us to the straight path,

The path of those whom You have
favored, not of those who have
provoked Your ire, nor of
those who have lost their way.

The Fatiha is a declaration of
divine oneness, and it is an
acknowledgement of God's
“beautiful names” and attributes
of perfection. It can be used as

a petition for guidance, help,

and mercy. It also serves as an
affirmation of divine power and
lordship, and an admission of
humankind'’s absolute dependence
on God for succor and salvation.

The Fatiha encapsulates much of
Islam's core message. As such, it is
frequently rendered in decorative
calligraphy, as here, on the dome
of the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul.

Whoever does not recite
the Fatiha in his prayer,
his prayer is invalid.
Prophet Muhammad

The Bismillah

The opening aya, or verse (“In the
Name of God, the Merciful, the
Compassionate”), appears at the
beginning of every Quranic sura
except one. Referred to commonly
as the Bismillah (literally, “in

the name of God”), the aya is a
formulaic utterance that is spoken
before any significant undertaking.
While it is heard most commonly
at the start of a meal, believers
utter it before they leave the house,
before they go on a journey, before

The Mother of the Book

they embark on any particularly
difficult task, and even—because it
is encouraged in a hadith—before
sexual intercourse. In the Indian
subcontinent, a Bismillah ceremony
is held to mark a child’s initiation
into Islam.

Compassion and mercy

The Fatiha is significant on
account of its emphasis on an
aspect of the divine that is often
overlooked, namely the compassion
and mercy of God. To describe the
Creator as compassionate (rahman)
is to underscore the mercy that
God shows to creation as a whole.
To describe the Creator as merciful
(rahim), however, is to emphasize
the compassion that God shows

to each and every created being,
separately and uniquely. The fact
that the Bismillah should precede
every sura except one demonstrates
the importance given by the Quran
to divine compassion. This finds
an echo in the later Quranic verse
that hails Muhammad and his
message “as a blessing to
mankind” (21:107). m

The Fatiha goes by many
alternative names. According

to Islamic tradition it is Um
al-Quran, or the “Mother of

the Quran”, or Um al-Kitab, the
“Mother of the Book"—Arabic
speakers tend to add the qualifier
“Mother of ..."” to anything that
summarizes something or
comprises its most important
part. It is also named Mother of
the Book because it is the first
chapter written in the Quran and
the recitation in the canonical
prayer begins with it. The Fatiha

is called al-Saba al-Mathani

or the “Seven Oft-Repeated
Verses” and the “Great Quran”.
The historian al-Tabari said that
this is because the meaning of
the entire Quran is summarized
in the seven verses that make
up the Fatiha.

The Fatiha is occasionally
referred to as al-Shifa or “the
Cure” because, according to
Islamic tradition, Muhammad
said “The opening of the Book
[meaning the Quran] is a cure for
every ailment and every poison.”



IN CONTEXT

THEME
What the Quran says
about God

MORE ON THIS THEME
Sura 23 “The Believers”
(al-Muminun) tells of God's role
in the creation of humankind:
“We first created man from an
essence of clay” (23:12-14). It
also confirms God's creation
of the heavens and earth.

Sura 24 “Light” (al-Nur)
contains the ayat al-nur, a
lyrical—verging on mystical—
group of lines on the nature of
God: “God is the light of the
heavens and the earth. His
light may be compared to a
niche that enshrines a lamp,
the lamp within a crystal of
starlike brilliance” (24:35).

Sura 25 “Salvation”
(al-Furgan) says that it is God
“who has created all things
and ordained them in due
proportion” (25:2).

THE LORD OF

THE QURAN 1:1-1

ALL BEING

all bounty is in the
hand of God.

how, or in what sense,
this is true.

Humankind is told that ; We do not know

We can think about
God, but we cannot
comprehend Him.

v

< We must just believe
and accept it.

he overarching emphasis
T of the Quran is that God is

transcendent, or beyond
human comprehension. He is
remote in the sense of being
completely unlike anything that
He has created. However, He is
at the same time, in the words of
the Quran, closer to man “than his
jugular vein” (560:16). In stressing
God’s presence in the physical
world, the Quran also reveals that
God is constantly and continuously
engaged in the creative act. The
God portrayed by the Quran is in a
sense a “hands-on” creator, and not
one who created the heavens and

the earth in six days before
“resting” on the seventh. God,
according to the Quran, is engaged
in an act of “continuous creation.”

No need for proof

The Quran does not attempt

to use any strong rational or
philosophical arguments to prove
the existence of God. In fact, the
Quran does not really attempt to
prove the existence of God at all.
In keeping with the mission of
the patriarchs and prophets who
preceded Muhammad, the Quran
sets out to prove not that there

is a God, but that God is one.
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The word “Allah” is
made up of the Arabic
letters alif, (1), lam (2 and 3)
and ha (4), read right to left.
The diacritical marks above
modify the sounds, but they
are not always written.

The Quran stresses the unity

of God—He is indivisible, and so
cannot have any kind of body, made
up of parts as humans have. The
Quran reveals those aspects

of the divine “character” that are
accessible to the human intellect
and power of reason. For instance,
on the subject of oneness, the
Quran explicitly states that God
“has begotten no children and has

Beware, for God
cannot be described with
any attribute.

Ali ibn Abi Talib

Son-in-law of Prophet Muhammad

no partner” (25:1-2). Sura 2:255
tells us, “Neither slumber nor
sleep overtakes Him", while sura
6:59 emphasises His omniscience:
“He knows all that land and sea
contain: every leaf that falls is
known to Him.”

Yet there are passages in the
Quran that specifically refer, for
example to God’s hands and eyes—
“The Hand of God is above their
hands” (48:10), for example. Most
Muslims consider this allegorical.
In fact, to take descriptions such
as these literally would lead to
anthropomorphism (attributing
human characteristics to God) and
might be seen as comparing God
with the beings He created, which
is a great sin. At the same time,
there are literalists who refuse any
interpretations of the Quran and
insist it be taken at face value.

While God in His absolute
essence is unfathomable, He can
be seen, as it were, through the

THE QURAN 719

The names of God

“Allah” is a universal name
for God and does not refer
to an exclusively Islamic
God. Allah is the same God
that appears in the Christian
Bible and Jewish Torah.
Philologists believe the
word Allah is derived from a
contraction of al-ilah, which
means “the god” in Arabic.
It is etymologically related
to the Aramaic and Hebrew
names for God, Allaha and
Elohim. The word “God"—
or Allah—appears more than
three thousand times in the
Quran, and there are countless
passages where He is
described in terms of various
“attributes of perfection,”
including al-Rahman (“the
Compassionate”); al-Rahim
(“the Merciful”); al-Malik
(“the Sovereign”); al-Qudus
(“the Holy"); al-Salaam (“the
Source of Peace”); and so on.
Contrary to popular opinion,
the divine names do not
number 99, but are in fact
innumerable: wherever
perfection exists, such as
beauty, wisdom, or power,
God possesses that attribute
absolutely. Thus, the Quran
asserts, He is omniscient,
omnipotent, and omnipresent.

“veil” of His creations, which

are deemed to be “signs” (ayat)
that point to Him. The Quran'’s
exhortations to meditate upon

the countless creational signs that
make up the universe are not made
merely so that humankind might
acquire knowledge of His universe
for the sake of knowledge alone.
Instead, humankind is encouraged
to study itself and the world

in order to better know and
understand the Creator. m



IN CONTEXT

THEME
Tolerating the beliefs
of others

MORE ON THIS THEME
Sura 22 “The Pilgrimage”
(al-Hajj) says, “For every
community, We have ordained
a ritual which they observe.
Let them not dispute with you
concerning this. Call them to
the path of your Lord: you are
rightly guided. If they argue
with you, say: ‘God knows
best all that you do. On the
Day of Resurrection, God will
judge your differences.”

Sura 109 “The Unbelievers”
(al-Kafirun) is a short sura
that argues against religious
intolerance, it states: “Say:
“You blasphemers! I do not
worship what you worship,
nor do you worship what I
worship. I shall never worship
what you worship, nor will you
ever worship what I worship.
You have your religion, and I
have mine.””

THERE SHALL BE
NO GOMPULSION
IN RELIGION

THE QURAN, 2:256

hile Islam does not
accept the Christian
Bible in its entirety as a

divinely revealed scripture, certain

key parts of it are revered: these
are the first five books of the Old
Testament, the Psalms of David,
and the Gospels. Many of the

patriarchs of the Old Testament,
such as Noah, Abraham, Job, and
Moses, appear in the Quran, where
they are lauded as prophets and
messengers. Jesus, too, is revered
as a prophet, but not as the son of
God, an idea the Quran rejects.
Biblical figures such as Joseph, for

Moses
13911271 BCE

Judaism believes
in Moses but deny
the prophethood
of Jesus and
Muhammad.

Christianity
believes in Jesus as the
son of God and revere
Moses as a prophet,
but do not recognize
Muhammad.

Islam honours
Moses, Jesus, and
Muhammad as
prophets sent with
the message of
monotheism.

G -+ #

Muhammad
570-632cE

Jesus
3Bc—33CE

+
C

»
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Believers, those who follow
the Jewish Faith, Sabaeans,
and Christians—whoever

believes in God ...—shall have
nothing to fear or to regret.
5:69

example, to whom a whole sura is
dedicated, are mentioned far more
in the Quran than Muhammad.
The general perception among
Muslims is that the scriptures
revealed to the Jews and Christians
(known as the “People of the Book”)
have somehow been corrupted—
hence the need for an incorruptible,
and final, revelation, namely the
Quran. While there are clear
doctrinal and theological differences
between Islam and Christianity, as

The Quran and the Bible

far as the stories of Jesus and

the Old Testament patriarchs

are concerned the Quran is full

of references and allusions to the
Christian texts. This suggests
that its original readers were, like
Muhammad himself, very familiar
with the Bible.

The protected peoples
The Quranic verses, “There shall be
no compulsion in religion” (2:256)
and “You have your religion, and [
have my religion” (109:6) would
appear to guarantee every human
being’s right to adhere to the
practices of their own faith—or
even to not believe in any god at all.
These verses would also appear
to sanction the peaceable existence
of minority faith communities
within Islam. However, other
verses in the Quran present more
ambivalent attitudes toward Jews
and Christians. Christians are said
to be “nearest in affection” to
Muslims (5:82), and yet Muslims
are not to take Jews or Christians
as “friends” (5:61). This reflects the
varied experience of Muhammad

Readers of the Quran and

the Hebrew and Christian Bibles
will find many characters and
stories in common. The words
of the Quran appear to assume
familiarity with Jewish and
Christian texts, while offering
some gentle correctives in
certain details. In the Quran,

for example, Adam and Hawwa
(Eve) are forgiven by God before
being sent from Paradise,
because they begged for His
mercy, rather than cast out and
cursed as in the Bible. Infant

Jesus, in a miracle unreported
in the Bible, speaks up from

the crib to defend his mother’s
honor when ill-wishers accuse
her of fornication. The Quran
also says that the Jews did

not kill or crucify Jesus—it only
appeared to them as if they had.
Instead, Jesus was raised up by
God to heaven, which Muslims
believe he entered alive. They
believe he will return in a
Second Coming to fight the
False Messiah and establish
peace on earth.

and the early Muslim community.
Initially, Muhammad sought the
acceptance of Christians and
Jews, but when their leaders
rejected him as a false prophet,
he received revelations that
commanded him to distance
himself from them. In the
Constitution of Medina, which
Muhammad negotiated with the
Jews of that city, Jews were
included in the umma.

As the Muslim armies
encountered more communities
of Jews and Christians, they
were accorded the status of ahl
al-dhimma, or “protected peoples.”
What this meant in practice varied
with time and place, but typically
dhimmi were allowed to practice
their religions, even if they
enjoyed fewer privileges than
Muslims. They were subject to
a special tax known as jizya. The
largely harmonious coexistence
of Muslims and the so-called
People of the Book in Medina at
the time of the Prophet, in Muslim
Spain, and in the Ottoman Empire,
is reflective of the Quranic ideal. m

The Jews say the Christians
are misguided, and the
Christians say it is the

Jews who are misguided.
God will on the Day of
Resurrection judge what they
disagreed about.
2:112
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AND ALL THINGS
WE HAVE MADE
IN PAIRS

IN CONTEXT

THEME
Women in the Quran

MORE ON THIS THEME
Sura 4 “Women” (al-Nisa)

is the most quoted chapter
regarding women and Islam.
It addresses mothers, sisters,
daughters, wives, divorcées,
widows, orphan girls, slave
girls, and women accused of
adultery, and sets out legal
frameworks for matters such
as inheritance and marriage.

Sura 24 “Light” (al-Nur)
concerns female modesty:
“Enjoin believing women. ..
to preserve their chastity;
not to display their adornments
(except such as are normally
revealed); to draw their veils
over their bosoms....” Some
have translated this as “let
their headscarves fall over. ..
and cover their necklines.”

he fourth sura of the
Quran is called al-Nisa,
or “Women.” It begins:

“You people! Fear your Lord, who
created you from a single soul.
From that soul He created its spouse,
and through them He bestrewed
the earth with countless men

and women.”

This single verse embodies a
basic and important theme of the
Quran’s teachings on the subject of
men and women, which is that the
sexes are complementary—they
are created “from a single soul.”
The idea is reinforced in sura bl:
“The heaven We built with mighty
hands... And all things We have
made in pairs” (51:49).
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At times in Islamic history, women
have been encouraged to pray at home,
but in most mosques today they pray in
a designated space, as here at al-Barka
Mosque in Bekasi, Indonesia.

The Quran also reveals that reward
in the hereafter awaits believing
men and women alike: “Be they
men or women, those who are
Muslims and have faith; who are
devout, sincere, patient, humble,
charitable, and chaste; who fast and
are ever mindful of God—on these
God will bestow forgiveness and a
rich recompense” (33:35).

It is clear that, according to the
Quran, men and women are two
equal elements in the eyes of God.

Protected rights

The Quran was compiled in 7th-
century tribal Arabia—a society in
which women were seen very much
as possessions, with few formal

rights. In this cultural context, the
Quran’s teachings on equality
were unprecedented, and heralded
a marked improvement in the
position of women in Arab society.
The Quran prohibited outright
certain practices that were common
at the time, such as female
infanticide and sexual abuse of
slave gitls. It also gave women
marriage, divorce, inheritance,
property, and custody rights that
they were unlikely to have enjoyed
prior to the advent of Islam. While
the Quran permits a man to take
multiple wives (“you may marry
other women who seem good to
you: two, three, or four”), it goes
on to stipulate that they must be
properly and equally supported,
and that any man who cannot do
this must “marry one only” (4:3).
These and other teachings
guarantee the financial security of
divorced women: the second sura,

called “The Cow,” explicitly states
that it is unlawful for any man to
take from a divorced wife anything
that he has given her, and adds
that she should be treated with
kindness, with no harm or wrong
done to her. Nor are former wives
to be prevented from remarrying:
“These are the bounds set by God; »

The true believers,
both men and
women, are friends
to one another.
9:71
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Maryam, mother of Jesus

The Quran mentions about

25 female characters, but

only Mary (Maryam in Arabic),
the mother of Jesus (Isa), is
identified by name. The name
“Maryam"” occurs more times

in the Quran than the name
“Mary” in the New Testament
of the Christian Bible. The Quran
even names sura 19 after her.
While Muslims revere Maryam,
scholars have stopped short of
recognizing her as a prophet,
although some medieval Muslim
writers did so.

Other female figures in the
Quran include the Queen of
Sheba, the mother of Moses,

the wives and daughters of
Muhammad, the daughters of
Lot, and the wife of the Prophet
Joseph's master in Egypt. Of
these, the Queen of Sheba stands
out as the only woman whose
primary role is not that of wife
or daughter. In fact, she is often
cited by feminists as a historical
example of female leadership
and of the entitlement of women
to political rule.

Maryam, the Arabic name for Mary,

is held in high honor in the Quran,

and the 19th sura bears her name. This
17th-century Persian painting is thought
to show her with her son Jesus (Isa).

do not transgress them” (2:229). The
same sura enjoins: “Those of you
who die leaving wives behind shall
bequeath their widows a year’s
maintenance without causing them
to leave their homes” (2:240). It also
states that a wife shall inherit one-
quarter of her husband'’s estate.

There are, however, two areas
in which the Quran may appear to
favor men over women. One is that
of legal witness. In some legal
situations where witnesses are
required, the gender of the witness
is immaterial, but where witnesses
are needed for financial contracts,
the Quran stipulates that one male
witness is equal to two females.
Some scholars suggest this merely
reflects the fact that women in
7th-century Arabia were less
experienced in financial matters—
although the Prophet’s first wife
Khadija, a respected merchant, is
a notable exception.

The other area of seeming
inequality is inheritance, with
daughters receiving only half what
their brothers inherit. The usual
explanation for this is that men
had the extra burden of supporting
the women in their household. As
progressive as the Quran may have
been, it also reflects the reality of its
time, acknowledging the different
roles of the sexes in the family.

Patriarchal authority

One of the most contentious
passages in the Quran is the

34th verse of sura 4, “Women”.
These few lines are some of the
most debated in Muslim scripture,
and are often held responsible for
the patriarchal nature of many



The man and the woman
are both from God’s creation
and God ... never intends
to oppress anyone from
His creation.
Sayyid Qutb

Egyptian thinker

Islamic societies and for the
restrictions imposed on many
Muslim women:

“Men have authority over women
because God has made the one
superior to the other, and because
they spend their wealth to maintain
them. Good women are obedient.
They guard their unseen parts
because God has guarded them.
As for those from whom you fear
disobedience, admonish them, and
forsake them in beds apart, and
beat them. Then if they obey you,
take no further action against them.
Surely God is high, supreme.”

The first phrase is often presented
as a definitive statement that men
are superior to women. However,
this is at odds with the message
of the Quran as a whole, which, for
the most part, presents men and
women as equals. Modern theorists
question the interpretation of
superiority more closely. Do all men
have authority over all women? Is
it restricted to the head male of the
family? Is it just the husband who
has authority over a wife?

Opinion leans toward the latter,
arguing that the sentence should

be understood as conditional—the
only basis for a husband’s authority
is his provision of financial support.
Scholars also note that the verse as
a whole deals specifically with
matters between husband and wife
rather than all men and women.

The latter part of the verse,
describing increasingly punitive
sanctions to be taken against a
“disobedient” wife, is even more
controversial-——especially with
regard to its final instruction. In
Arabic, this sanction is described
by the verb daraba, which means,
among other things, “to strike” or
“to beat.” Many Muslims over the
ages have found this verse difficult
to reconcile with the overall
message of the Quran, and indeed
with the actions of the Prophet,
who is quoted in a hadith as saying
“The best among you is the one
who is best toward his wife.”

Then and now

While the disciplining advised in
sura 4:34 reflects a vast improvement
on the pre-Islamic situation, modern
translations have striven to suggest
less sexist meanings. In 2007,
Iranian—American Muslim author
Laleh Bakhtiar completed the first
feminist translation of the Quran.
In this, she challenges the perceived
permission for beating wives by
offering an alternative meaning

of the verb daraba, which is “to

go away from,” not to strike. More
conservative scholars continue

to take the verse at face value, but
with reservations, saying that it
condones striking a wife only as

a last resort in order to preserve a
marriage, and it is not a license for
domestic abuse.

Scriptures such as these are
ultimately hostage to those who
would interpret them. What is
clear is that if women in Muslim
societies have historically been

Moroccan Asma Lamrabet is an
Islamic feminist who challenges the
dominance of men in interpreting
religious texts. She argues for the right
of women to be religious authorities.

oppressed, disempowered, or
disenfranchised—and if they
continue to be so today—it is

as a result of the persistence of
problematic cultural traditions, or
the misinterpretation of Quranic
precepts by jurists, or an
unfortunate amalgam of both.

In essence, the Quran treats
women as the social, political,
and metaphysical equals of men,
considering them to be differently
fashioned beings who originate
from the same source—God.
Notwithstanding their different
roles over time, it teaches that
men and women were created to
supplement and complement each
other, to give each other ease,
happiness, and repose, and to aid
each other in cultivating this world
and bringing about salvation and
everlasting bliss in the next.m
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
The Six Pillars of Faith

MORE ON THIS THEME
Sura 4 “Women” (an-Nisa)

is a long sura that aims at
protecting the newly formed
Muslim community by stating
what is acceptable behavior
for Muslims. This includes the
articles of faith (4:136).

Sura 50 “The Letter Qaf”
deals with Resurrection and
the Day of Judgment. It also
includes mention of the “twin
keepers” (60:16-18), or kiraman
katibin, the angels believed
by Muslims to record a
person’s every action.

Sura 112 "Oneness”

(al-Ikhlas) is a short declaration
of tawhid, God's absolute
oneness. It is made up of

just four ayat, or verses.

BELIEVERS, HAVE
FAITH IN GOD

THE QURAN, 4:136

The creed (agida) and ritual practices of Islam are clearly identified
in the Quran and hadith.

The Five Pillars of Islam
(arkan al-islam) relate to
ritual actions.

The Six Pillars of Faith
(arkan al-iman) relate to
indisputable beliefs.

Taken with the social obligations and prohibitions
described in the Quran and hadith, these pillars define Islam
as a religion and way of life.

of Islam, observant Muslims

also accept six fundamental
“Pillars of Faith.” While the Five
Pillars of Islam are largely
concerned with everyday ritual
practices, the Pillars of Faith are
more intangible and, as the term
suggests, deal with matters of

I n addition to the Five Pillars

belief, serving to define the religion.

Five of these Pillars of Faith are
mentioned together in one key

verse in the Quran (4:136), namely
belief in: the one God; His angels;
His scriptures; His apostles; and
the Last Day. The remaining pillar
of the core articles of faith is
“divine destiny” (gadar), which

is sometimes translated as “fate”
or “predestination.”

There are differences between
Sunni and Shia, and within other
schools, concerning the finer points
of interpretation, notably regarding
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See also: Hijra, the flight from Mecca 28-29 = The Five Pillars of Islam: Shahada 36—41 = The Five Pillars of Islam: salat
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Say: ‘God is One, the
Eternal God. He begot
none, nor was he begotten.

And none is equal to Him'.
112

qgadar, but the six articles are

not disputed. The belief that God
is the sole divinity, a concept in
Arabic called tawhid, is the main
focal point in the Quran, and is a
principle on which all else depends.
He is unique, has no associates,
and neither begets nor was
begotten. The supreme sin, which
stands counter to tawhid, is the
deification or worship of anyone or
anything besides God; in other
words, practicing idolatory or
polytheism, which is known in
Arabic as shirk. The Quran states
that God will forgive everything
else except “those who serve other
deities besides Him" (4:48).

Angels and prophets

The Quran refers frequently to
angels. They are invisible beings
of a higher order, which, according
to a hadith, were created from light.
The role of the angels is to transmit
messages from the Creator of

the universe to His servants.

The most obvious example of this
is the archangel Jibreel (Gabriel),
who delivered the revelation of the
Quran to Muhammad. The Arabic
word for angel, malak, carries this

idea of communication, as it is said
to be derived from laaka, which
means “to send on a mission.”
Muslims are called not just to
believe in the final revelation—
the Quran—but also to recognize
the texts that preceded it: notably
the Torah and the Gospels. This
recognition of earlier texts
demonstrates that God has never
abandoned humanity but has sent
messengers at irregular intervals.
According to Muslim tradition,
there have been about 124,000
of these messengers or prophets,
each giving the same message
of divine unity according to their
context and situation. Twenty-five
messengers are mentioned in
the Quran, but scriptures were
revealed to only five of these:
Noah, Ibrahim (Abraham), Moses,
Jesus, and Muhammad.

The Last Day

About a quarter of the Quran

is devoted to life after death

and matters of the soul, as belief
in God necessitates belief in the
hereafter. On the Last Day, also
known as the Day of Judgment
(Yom al-Din), the universe will

be destroyed. After this the dead
will be resurrected to face God
and account for their actions. The
righteous will be rewarded with a
place in Paradise, while unbelievers
and sinners will go to Hell.

The sixth pillar, which is gadar,
acknowledges God's omniscience.
He knows everything that has
happened and everything that is to
come. This knowledge is preserved
on an “imperishable tablet” (al-lawh
al-mahfouz). A person’s actions are
not set by being in the book—man
has free will, but God knows his
actions beforehand. m

During the Miraj (ascension to
Heaven), Muhammad, on board his
mount Buragq, was among the angels,
who are shown in this 17th century
Persian miniature.



IN CONTEXT

THEME
The physical form of
the Quran

MORE ON THIS THEME
Sura 2 “The Cow” (al-Bagara)
is the longest sura in the Quran
and, among other things, it
deals with injunctions related
to various matters, including
purity. “They ask you about
menstruation: Say: ‘It is an
indisposition ... and do not
approach them until they are
clean again’ ... God loves
those that turn to Him in
penitence and strive to keep
themselves clean” (2:222).

Sura 9 “The Repentance”
(al-Tawba) includes two verses
that reference the states of
purity and impurity: “Believers!
The idolaters are unclean. Let
them not approach the Sacred
Mosque” (9:28) and “God loves
those that are purified” (9:108).

NONE MAY TOUGH
EXGEPT THE
PURIFIED

THE QURAN, 56:79

uslims believe that
the Quran is based on
a heavenly prototype, a

book written in Arabic and existing
with God in heaven. It was given
to Muhammad in the form of
revelations and only later was it
written down. The belief that the
holy scripture exists in heaven
makes the handling of its earthly
representations a matter of
great care and delicacy.

The Quran portrays itself as
a “noble” book, which “none may
touch except the purified” (56:79).
More esoteric interpretations of
the Quran favor a metaphorical
reading of this verse, claiming that

It is a fearful offence for
a man to sit, even unwittingly,
on the Quran.
Ogier Ghiselin
de Busbecq,

16th-century Flemish diplomat

what it is trying to say is that only
those who are spiritually purified
will be able to “touch”—in other
words, access and understand—
the true meanings of the book.
The more popular and literalist
approach takes the verse at face
value, though the two readings
are not mutually exclusive.

A book above all others

In accordance with the “none

may touch” verse, the majority

of Muslims treat the Quran as a
sacred object. Consequently, those
who are in a state of ritual impurity
due to not having made their
ablutions, or women who are
menstruating, are barred from
physical contact with the pages

of the Quran.

In many Muslim households,
the Quran occupies an elevated
position in the literal as well as the
metaphorical sense, often being
stored on the highest bookshelf in
the house, a veritable “book above
all other books.” Although the
Quran is a message from God that
was revealed in order to be read
and pondered at all opportunities,
in some households the bookshelf
is often where the Quran remains.
It is taken down and read only on



See also: The Five Pillars of Islam: Salat 42—43 = Compiling the Quran 64—69 = The composition of the Quran 70-75

To pay respect to the Quran,
readers will often use a rehal, which
is an X-shaped foldable stand that
cradles the holy book. The Quran
should never be placed on the floor.

special occasions such as births,
deaths, and marriages, or, in one
particular cultural custom, as a
charmlike object that travelers
pass under when they leave the
house on a long journey.

Muslims also believe the
Quran should also be transported
very carefully, preferably in a bag
to avoid damage. If it should
accidentally fall, then it is honored,
sometimes with a kiss. Some
Muslims will make a charitable
donation in cases where they have
handled a Quran carelessly.

Disposing of a holy book
The respect shown toward the
Quran is maintained for old and
worn-out copies as well. These may

not be thrown away, but instead
should be wrapped in cloth and
buried in a place where people
would not normally walk. Typically,
this is often on the grounds of a
mosque or even a graveyard.

Some Muslims accept burning

or shredding as an acceptable

Created or uncreated?

The notion of the “createdness”
or “uncreatedness” of the Quran
was a theological issue hotly
debated in the early centuries of
Islam, with repercussions that
are still felt today. Clearly the
ink and paper with which the
Quran is written, together with
the sounds of the words with
which it is recited, are all created.
But what about the word of God
that is reflected in the Quran's
message? Was that “created,”

or has it always existed and is
therefore “uncreated?”

This Quran could
not have been
devised by any
but God.
10:37

alternative disposal method, or
fastening the Quran to a stone
and placing it in flowing water.
Understandably, not all Muslims
treat the Quran in this way. Many
see it very much as a “working
book,” one that is to be read,
recited, and studied assiduously,
but without the need for it to be
treated like some untouchable
object. For such Muslims, the Quran
may well be a book that must be
revered, but first and foremost it is
a book that is to be lived. m

Those who asserted the eternity
of the Quran believed that
denying its eternity would mean
denying the divinity of the
revelation and its eternal
validity. If the Quran was
created, some theologists
argued, it must be the product
of a particular historical context,
and when that context changes,
the validity of the Quran
disappears. They saw the notion
of the createdness of the Quran
as compromising the very
foundations of belief and
ultimately corroding the
authority of Islam.



IN CONTEXT

THEME
Tafsir, or the art of
interpreting the Quran

WHEN AND WHERE
883, Baghdad

BEFORE

610-32 Muhammad receives
a series of revelations from
God, which are committed to
memory by his companions.

632 After Muhammad dies,
his successor Abu Bakr has
the revelations gathered into
a single volume—the Quran.

7th-8th centuries Muslim
scholars begin collecting oral
anecdotes of the Prophet’s
sayings (hadith), including his
comments on Quranic verses.

AFTER

1972 Abul Ala Mawdudi
completes his six-volume
Tafthim-ul-Quran (Toward
Understanding the Quran), a
highly influential combination
of orthodox and modernist
interpretations of the Quran.

NEW IN EVERY
AGE, FRESH FOR
EVERY PEOPLE

JAFAR AL-SADIQ (84 CENTURY)
I

rov"ld.ed. an enorm°u
S

. \\a -y
(ot 'eép
2
K Op
(2 o
4 %

; %
o °
& %
: )
° <]

d‘o .Qb'

Q %

%, e

. 3G
Uversity within 152

he Quran can be read and
T understood on many levels.

Certain verses are relatively
straightforward in their message
and are accessible to a general
reader. But the text was written
down a long time ago, and now
contains much that is unclear and
obscure. Sometimes this is because
words have multiple meanings and
the true meaning may have been
lost. Sometimes a verse is rooted in
historical circumstance, such as
sura 111, which begins “May the

hands of Abu-Lahab perish!” and
threatens his wife, who is “laden
with firewood,” and shall have “a
rope of fiber round her neck!” Here,
context is everything.

To fully understand the layers
and nuances of meaning in the
Quran, a reader has to be familiar
with the historical context of when
and where the text was revealed,
written down, and passed on.

A field of scholarship developed,
starting not long after Prophet
Muhammad’s death, which is
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Muslims read the Quran and may
even learn it by heart, but the meaning
of many verses can be unclear because
of arcane language and references.
Tafsir offers guidance to meaning.

dedicated to interpreting and
commenting on meanings of verses
within the Quran. This practice is
known as tafsir.

Scholars of meaning

The word tafsir comes from the
Arabic root fassara (to interpret).

In the formative years of Islam, in
the 7th and 8th centuries, Quranic
interpretation was based mainly on
the explanations found in the many
hadith, which cited the comments
made on the Quran by the Prophet
and his Companions. But early
followers soon realized there was a
need for a more detailed verse-by-
verse explanation of ambiguities

in the Quran, and this in turn gave
rise to the wider scope of tafsir—
covering linguistics, jurisprudence,
and theology—and the emergence
of a body of dedicated scholars
known as the mufassirun.

Schools of tafsir emerged in
various scholastic centers, from
Medina and Mecca to Baghdad, for
example. Their commentaries came
to cover the entire Quran and were
published in books containing

grammatical explanations and
historical context, as well as
personal opinions. Well-known
mutfassirun from the classical
period include al-Tabari (839-923),
whose comprehensive tafsir of 883
is the earliest major commentary
on the Quran to have survived.
According to Sufi historian and
theologian al-Suyuti (1445-1505),
who came from Cairo and produced
more than 500 works, a mufassir
must possess a mastery of classical
Arabic, expertise in no fewer than
15 fields of study—such as theology,
jurisprudence, and linguistics—
and knowledge of the historical
context in which the verses were
revealed. Only a mufassir who met
these and a host of other essential
requirements could be trusted to
avoid misinterpretation or a too
literal reading of Quranic text.

An ongoing process

The fact that tafsir is an ongoing
process, never producing one
authoritative commentary, was
explained by the 8th-century
scholar and sixth Shia Imam Jafar
al-Sadiq: “God did not make [the
Quran)] for one specific time or one
specific people, so it is new in every
age, fresh for every people, until
the Day of Judgment.”

The tradition of tafsir continues
to this day. Eminent mufassirun of
the modern era include Abul Ala
Mawdudi (1903-79), better known
as the founder of Pakistan's Islamic
revivalist party Jamaat-e-Islami,
who spent 30 years producing his
six-volume translation and
commentary, and Iranian Shia
scholar Allama Tabatabai (1904—
81), who began his 27-volume work
of Quranic commentaries in 1954
and completed it in 1972. m

Al-Tabari

Born in 839 in Tabiristan, Iran,
Abu Jafar Muhammad ibn
Jarir al-Tabari spent most
of his life as a scholar in
Baghdad, where he died in
923. A prolific author, his
reputation rests on two epic
works in particular: an 8,000-
page history of prophets
and kings from the Creation
until about 914-15; and his
commentary of the Quran.
Completed in 883, the
Tafsir al-Tabari is the earliest
surviving work to attempt a
comprehensive understanding
of the Quranic text. In more
than 30 volumes, it condenses
the vast wealth of hadith
and commentaries of earlier
Muslim scholars and classifies
them according to their
compatibility with one
another. It also gives lexical
meanings of words and
examines their use in Arabic
culture. Both al-Tabari's
history and his tafsir are
considered the greatest
examples of their genre.

He who says [something]
concerning the Quran
without knowledge has
taken his seat of fire.
Prophet Muhammad



IN CONTEXT

THEME
The Quranic concept
of Heaven

MORE ON THIS THEME
Sura 9 “Repentence” (al-
Tawba) includes one of many
instances in which Paradise
is described as a garden:
“God has promised the men
and women who believe in
Him Gardens watered by
running brooks, wherein they
shall abide forever: goodly
mansions in the Gardens of
Eden: and, what is more, they
shall have grace in God's
sight” (9:72).

Sura 47 “Muhammad,” which
relates to the Battle of Badr,
describes Paradise as having
“rivers of water undefiled,

and rivers of milk forever fresh;
rivers of wine delectable to
those that drink it, and rivers
of clarified honey” (47:15).

ENTER PARADISE
AND ABIDE THEREIN

FOR EVER

THE QURAN, 39:13

ccording to the Quran, all
people shall die at their
appointed time and return

to God (6:60). After death, Muslims
are buried: cremation is forbidden in
Islam. At some point, the world will
end, with the annihilation of all life,
an event that is known as the Day
of Judgment (in Arabic, Yom al-Din).
On this day, the fate of every person
will be determined by reference to
the Book of Deeds, in which every
action, small or great, is recorded.
Those whose good deeds on Earth
outweigh their bad will proceed to
Paradise (Janna).

The Quran offers a number of
descriptions of Paradise, including
sura 55, which speaks of well-
watered gardens and the life of
bliss believers will spend there,
reclining on “couches lined with
rich brocade” (65:56) with all kinds
of fruit in easy reach, and many
virgins “chaste and fair” (565:69).

According to hadith, there
are eight gates to Paradise, each
of which equates to a virtuous
practice of Islam; so, for example,
there is the Bab al-Salah, for those

who were punctual in prayer;

the Bab al-Rayyan, for those who

fasted; and the Bab al-Hajj for those

who went on the pilgrimage.
Opinions vary on whether non-

Muslims may enter Paradise. Sura

2:62—"whoever believes in God

and the Last Day and does what

is right"—suggests they might. m

Paradise, depicted here in a Persian
miniature, is described as a series of
levels guarded by angels. The highest
level is known as firdaus.

See also: The Six Pillars of Faith 86—87 =

passage 256-59

Paradise on Earth 202—03 = Rites of




IN CONTEXT

THEME
The Quranic concept
of Hell

MORE ON THIS THEME
Sura 4 “Women” (al-Nisa)
makes several references

to hell and its punishments,
such as, “Those that deny Our

revelations We will burn in fire.

No sooner will their skins be

consumed than We shall give
them other skins, so that they
may taste the torment” (4:56).

Sura 37 “The Ranks” (al-
Saffat) introduces the Zagqqum
Tree, which “grows in the
nethermost part of Hell,
bearing fruit like demons’
heads” (37:62).

Sura 78 “The Tidings”
(al-Naba) reveals that “Hell
will lie in ambush, a home for
the transgressors. Therein
shall they abide long ages;
therein they shall taste neither
refreshment nor any drink,
save scalding water and
decaying filth...” (78:21).

THE QURAN 93

GURSED BE THE
INMATES OF THE
GONFLAGRATION

THE QURAN, 67:11

n the Day of Judgment,
those whose bad deeds
outweigh their good deeds

will be relegated to the torments
of Jahannam, or Hell. The Quran
contains countless descriptions of
what sinners will encounter there,
with fire and flames being a
constant motif.

The Holy Book is also specific
in identifying the sins that will lead
to Hell: these include dying as a
disbeliever (“Such shall be the
tenants of the Fire, wherein shall
they abide for ever"—2:218); killing
a believer (4:93); hypocrisy (4:145);
and blasphemy (39:60), among
others. The Quran reveals that
there will be different grades of Hell
according to a sinner’s deeds
(6:132), with the hypocrites being
cast into the lowest depths. The
hadith introduce further sins and
punishments, and more information
about Hell not found in the Quran
—for example, the Sunan al-Nasai
reports Muhammad as saying there
are seven sins that doom someone
to Hell, including fleeing from battle
and slandering a chaste woman.

Paradise is an uphill climb,
whereas Hell is downhill.
Hence, there is a struggle to
Paradise and not to Hell.
Al-Ghazali

Persian scholar (1056-1111)

While a number of verses in the
Quran refer to sinners’ time in Hell
as eternal, some Muslim scholars
have argued that Hell is not only a
punishment; it offers the chance for
redemption, as revealed in sura
6:128, which says “The Fire shall
be your home, therein to abide for
ever: unless God ordain otherwise.”
There is also a hadith that has
Muhammad expressing the wish
that, “Verily a day would come

over Hell when there shall not

be a single human being in it.” m

See also: Hijra, the flight from Mecca 28-31 = The Six Pillars of Faith 86—87
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96 INTRODUCTION

Abu Bakr is elected by
a council of Companions
as the first caliph, or
successor to Muhammad.

632
633

Abu Bakr fights the

Wars of Apostasy against
secessionist tribes in the

Arabian Peninsula.

During the reign of
Umar, Arab armies
capture the holy
city of Jerusalem.

638 696

641

Arab armies conquer
the territories of the
Persian Sasanian
Empire.

Son-in-law and cousin
of Muhammad, Ali ibn
Abi Talib, becomes the

fourth caliph.

Ali's son Hussein
is killed at Kerbala
on the orders of the
Umayyad caliph Yazid.

661

Ali is assassinated
and the governor
of Syria, Muawiya,
seizes power.

he Prophet Muhammad
achieved remarkable
things. As conduit for

the word of God, he spread the
message of the Quran initially to
just a handful of followers—mostly
his family—which eventually grew
into a community of believers, the
umma, that numbered at least
10,000 by the year 630.

Muhammad transformed
himself into a political leader who
united people of different faiths in
Medina, and by necessity became
a military leader who then led those
communities to war against the
powerful merchant clans of Mecca,
and prevailed. He offered his
followers a vision of a fairer, more
charitable, more spiritually fulfilling
way of living, and he presented
himself as the model for Muslims
to follow. Then, in 632, he died.

After Muhammad

The first 30 years after the death

of the Prophet were spent ensuring
that the community he had built did
not disintegrate, and the lessons

he had taught were not forgotten.
When the Muslim council selected
a successor to Muhammad—his
close friend and father-in-law Abu
Bakr (1. 632—34)—the new leader
was immediately faced with revolt
by Arab tribes who considered the
death of the Prophet to have severed
their ties to Islam. In the Wars of
Apostasy, Abu Bakr quashed the
rebels and brought the Arabian
Peninsula under Muslim rule.

Abu Bakr's successors, Umar
(r.634-44) and Uthman (r. 644-56),
who had also been among the
close Companions of the Prophet,
continued the expansion far beyond
Arabia. Within a decade of the

death of the Prophet, Arab armies
had taken Damascus, Jerusalem,
Egypt, and much of the old Persian
Sasanian Empire.

Beyond the zeal and ferocity of
the Arab armies, the conquests
were successful for other reasons.
The Muslims left intact most of the
bureaucracy they inherited in the
Byzantine and Persian territories,
and were content for business to
continue mostly as it had before.
They also pursued a policy of
religious freedom, and did not seek
to impose Islam on vanquished
peoples. Instead, they imposed a
tax on non-Muslims, which served
to keep the Islamic war coffers full.

A lasting split

The choice of who should succeed
Muhammad had not been wholly
unanimous. Some championed the
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A Muslim army led by
Tarek ibn Ziad crosses
the Mediterranean
from North Africa to
defeat a Visigoth army

Spanish Muslim armies
advance northward
into France until
defeated between Tours
and Poitiers by Frankish

Surviving Umayyad Abd
al-Rahman establishes a new
caliphate in al-Andalus
(Spain) with a capital at
Cordoba and secedes from

in Spain.

m
692

Completion of the
Dome of the Rock in
Jerusalem, the earliest

surviving example of
Muslim architecture.

The start of the caliphate
of Umayyad Umar II, the
first caliph to encourage
conversion to Islam.

leader Charles Martel.

132
mni

150

Caliph al-Saffa, first of
the Abbasid caliphs,
massacres almost all
the members of the

the Abbasid caliphate.

196

186

Harun al-Rashid
becomes caliph and
the Abbasid dynasty

reaches its zenith.

Umayyad family.

candidacy of the Prophet’s cousin
and son-in-law, Ali, who was
passed over on three occasions.

He eventually became the fourth
caliph, but was killed by fanatics in
661. Leadership was seized by the
governor of Damascus, who passed
it to his son. This was challenged
by the family of Ali, leading to the
battle of Kerbala, where Ali's son
Hussein was killed. The death
entrenched the split between the
supporters of Ali, known as Shia,
and the greater Sunni community.

Codifying Islam

The schism between Sunni and
Shia Islam was no impediment to
continued expansion under the
new, Damascus-based Umayyad
dynasty. Hand in hand with
expansion went consolidation.
Since Muslims could no longer look

to Muhammad to provide answers
to their questions on all matters
Islamic, the caliph Uthman had
already overseen the standardizing
of the text of the Quran. Now, under
the Umayyad caliphs, scholars
pored over the reported words and
deeds of the Prophet, together
known as hadith, and collected
them into authorized volumes.
These became a source for Islamic
law (Sharia) and a key for further
interpretation of the Quran (tafsir).
It is at this time that much
of what we understand as Islam
was codified. Islamic scholars
established correct procedures
for such matters as how and
when Muslims should pray, and
the obligatory giving of charity
(zakat). They pronounced on rules
regarding issues such as the
consumption of alcohol, gambling,

and dietary restrictions. They
formulated a lunar calendar and
fixed dates for Islamic festivals.
Institutions of Islamic law
proliferated, eventually producing
four main schools of jurisprudence
—Hanafi, Maliki, Shafii, and
Hanbali—that are named after
their founders.

Some Muslims reacted against
this codification of the faith and
sought to return to what they saw
as Islam'’s more spiritual roots.
These esoteric Muslims became
known as Sufis. Frequently
outlawed and persecuted, they
would prove surprisingly resilient.

Meanwhile, the Umayyads who
rose by the sword died by it too,
slaughtered by the Abbasid clan,
who afterward sheathed their
weapons and ushered in a golden
period of Muslim civilization. m



ALL THE
EARTH IS
A MOSQUE
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
An Islamic place
of worship

WHEN AND WHERE
c.622, Medina

BEFORE

Pre-Islam No one knows the
origins of the Kaaba at Mecca,
but it is likely that it is in use
as a shrine from the earliest
era of civilization in Arabia.

AFTER

715 Umayyad caliph Walid I
builds one of the earliest of
grand mosques on the location
of a Christian cathedral in
Damascus, Syria.

1575 Mimar Sinan, Islam'’s
greatest architect, completes
his masterpiece, the Selimiye
Mosque in Edirne, Turkey, for
Ottoman sultan Selim II.

uslims are permitted
to perform their five
daily prayers almost

anywhere, as long as the place
where they pray is clean, or at least
can be made clean by laying out a
prayer mat. Just a few places are
named where they are not allowed
to pray—these include the roof of
the Kaaba at Mecca, graveyards,
garbage dumps, slaughterhouses,
bathrooms, the areas where camels
rest, and main roads. These places
aside, more than one hadith states
that the whole world is a masjid, or
“place of prostration.” It is from this
word, masjid, that we get the English
term “mosque,” possibly via the
Spanish word mesquita (mosque).
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The mosque has very few essentials,
the main ones being a clean space in
which to pray, a mihrab to indicate
the direction of prayer, and a source
of clean water so that worshippers
can perfrom their ablutions. Other
elements are optional or symbolic.

The mihrab is an
alcove set in the
gibla wall that
indicates the
direction of Mecca
and of prayer.

The requirements of
the prayer hall are that
it be large enough to
hold all worshippers

and that it has a mihrab.

The minaret was to
raise the muezzin
high, so the call to
prayer would carry
as far as possible.

Because almost anywhere can be
a place of prostration, the mosque
in Islam is not considered a sacred
space in the way that a Christian
church is. For example, when a
mosque is built there is no need
to consecrate the ground.

The mosque has become the
central symbol of Islam in the wider
world. Though it is not essential for
prayer, it provides a place where
Muslims can come together as a
community, and it provides a
source of Islamic identity. In this
way, the mosque serves the cause
of Islam, which is why another
hadith says, “Whoever builds a
mosque for God, God will build for
him a house in paradise.”

The first mosques

During the Meccan phase of the
Prophet’s mission, the area around
the Kaaba was often referred to as
the masjid. However, for reasons
of safety Muhammad and his
followers performed their prayers
in one another's houses.

The first proper mosque is
traditionally said to be the Masjid
al-Tagwa, or Mosque of Piety,
constructed by the Prophet and
his followers when they reached
Medina, in 622, after fleeing
persecution in Mecca. On arrival in
the oasis just south of Medina, the
Prophet untethered his camel and
allowed it to wander, saying that
wherever the camel stopped would

be the place where the mosque
would be constructed. The Prophet
settled in a house near the new
mosque for a little while, moving
later when a larger and more
permanent mosque could be built
in the center of Medina.

That larger mosque was the
Masijid al-Nabawi, or Mosque of
the Prophet. It took the form of an
open courtyard, large enough so
that the ever-growing community
could meet in one place, and
simple enough in construction that
it could easily be expanded as the
number of worshippers grew.

The walls were made of mud-brick;
palm-tree trunks were used for
the columns, and palm leaves for »
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the roof of a covered area that
protected worshippers from the
midday sun. The direction of
prayer—known as the gibla—was
indicated by a large stone. At this
early stage of the Prophet’s time
in Medina, the gibla pointed to
Jerusalem, until 624, when it was
changed to Mecca.

The Prophet and his followers
spent most of their time at the
mosque, and not necessarily in
prayer. Muhammad was not only a
Prophet and a preacher; he was also
the political leader of the Medinans
and his fellow Meccans-in-exile,
and he conducted the running of
the city from the mosque. It was
as much a city hall and place of
political administration as it was
a place of worship.

Mosque basics

As Islam expanded throughout
the Arabian Peninsula and then
quickly beyond, many more
mosques were built to emulate
the mosque of the Prophet in
Medina. While form and styles
varied—and still vary—according
to local building traditions and
materials, the majority of mosques
were united by a number of fixed

The Dome of the Rock

elements and characteristics that
have remained constant even into
the modern era.

Since prayer must be performed
facing Mecca, mosques must have
some obvious way of indicating
its direction. This is the mihrab,
which typically takes the form of
a recessed alcove in the gibla wall
of the main prayer hall. In larger
mosques, next to the mihrab, there
is a pulpit, or minbar, a flight of
steps leading up to a platform
where the imam (leader of Friday
prayers) delivers his weekly sermon.
A second platform, called the dikka,
can sometimes be found at the
rear of the prayer hall, or in the
courtyard; this is where another
cleric stands to repeat the sermon
and lead those worshippers too far
from the minbar to hear.

All mosques must have a place
for worshippers to make their pre-
prayer ablutions; these wash areas
are sometimes located in a covered
area adjacent to the main prayer
area, or might take the form of a
courtyard fountain. Most larger
mosques provide a designated
space for women to pray. While
layouts differ, the usual setup for
mixed-sex prayer is that men stand

One of the earliest surviving
mosques, the Dome of the Rock
(Qubbat al-Sakhra) is completely
unlike any other Muslim building.
It was built in 688-92 over the
rock on Temple Mount, in
Jerusalem, from which the
Prophet Muhammad is said to
have ascended to the heavens

on his miraculous Night Journey.
Before then, the site was part

of the Temple of Solomon, a
structure of immense religious
significance to Jews. Ownership
of this piece of ground remains a
source of bitter conflict to this day,
contested by Jews and Muslims.

Mosques in Saharan Africa, such
as this one in Diafarabé in Mali, seem
to rise up out of the muddy earth as
though they are part of it. Decoration
is similarly simple and austere.

in rows at the front with women
behind. Another option is for men to
stand on one side of the prayer area
and women on the other, divided by
a partition in the form of curtains or
screens. However, in some of the
smaller mosques, particularly in
rural areas throughout the Muslim
world, adequate facilities for women
wanting to pray in the mosque are
sadly lacking.

It was the Umayyad caliph

Abd al-Malik who ordered the
building of the Dome. With no
established tradition of mosque
design as yet, the Dome was
built by Syrian craftsmen
trained in the Byzantine style—
its architecture and decoration
owe much to the building
traditions of the Eastern
Christians. Modest in size with
no room for worshippers inside,
the Dome was never intended to
host congregational prayers—
it was raised as a symbol of
Muslim dominance in newly
conquered Jerusalem.
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66

Keep your infants, your
insane, and your evil ones
away from your mosque.
Prophet Muhammad

99

It is also essential that people
should never enter the mosque
with shoes and defile the prayer
area, so there is always an area for
worshippers to leave their footwear.

Minarets and domes
Asked to define what a mosque is,
most people’s answer might include
a minaret and a dome, but neither
of these is obligatory, certainly not
in modern times. The minaret
evolved from the raised platform on
which the muezzin, who calls the
faithful to prayer, would stand to
better project his voice. Over time,
these platforms turned into towers,
or minarets, which the muezzin
could climb in order to make his
voice carry even further.

As the most visible element of
the mosque, the minaret became
a sort of flagpost marking the
physical presence of Islam. They
were often beautifully decorated
with tiling or carved stonework,
and climbed ever higher. Currently
the world’s tallest minaret belongs
to the Djemaa al-Djazair in Algiers,

Abu Dhabi’s Sheikh Zayed Mosque
holds more than 50,000 worshippers.

It boasts the world's largest handwoven
carpet, as well as one of the world's
largest chandeliers.

66

When anyone of you enters
the mosque, let him send
peace upon the Prophet.
Prophet Muhammad

99

which stands at 870ft (265m).

A familiar sight across the Muslim
world, the dome is simply an
architectural choice. Dating back
to ancient Mesopotamia and Rome,
it is used not only for its structural
strength but because to stand
under it is to be reminded of the
soaring heavens.

Modern mosques

The technology of microphones
and loudspeakers has made the
minaret redundant, while modern

building technologies mean there
are many more options available

to architects than the dome with
which to roof large spaces. The
modern mosque can be as humble
as a repurposed apartment with a
loudspeaker on the roof or it can be
as dazzling as Abu Dhabi’s Sheikh
Zayed Mosque, which combines
the traditional and modern, and took
11 years to build (it was completed
in 2007) at a cost of around $545
million. However, this is not even
close to the most expensive
mosque ever built—this is the
Great Mosque of Mecca in Saudi
Arabia, also known as the Masjid
al-Haram, which was reconstructed
in 2016 at a cost estimated at more
than $100 billion.

Although not as essential to
Islamic worship as many might
assume, the mosque serves an
important role as the focus and
public face of any Muslim
community, however small or large.
Accordingly, mosques can range
from lavish statements of national
pride to humble but welcoming
neighborhood centers. m




102

IN CONTEXT

THEME
A successor to the Prophet

WHEN AND WHERE
632-34, Arabia

BEFORE

¢.570-632 Muhammad
establishes Islam and is the
first leader of the Muslims.
He dies in 632 leaving no
named successor.

AFTER

634 Abu Bakr is succeeded as
caliph by Umar ibn al-Khattab,
who rules for 10 years, followed
by Uthman and Ali ibn Abi
Talib. Together, these four

are known as the Rashidun
(“Rightly Guided”) caliphs.

661 The Umayyads of Syria
emerge victorious from a war
of succession. They establish
a new caliphate in Damascus
and the position of caliph
becomes hereditary.

HE WAS SUPERIOR
TO US AS A MUSLIM

TARIKH AL-TABARI BY AL-TABARI (c.915)

ith the death of the
Prophet after a short
illness in 632, the

Muslim community was plunged
into crisis. Muhammad was gone
forever and the Quran made it clear
that no other messenger would
come after him. As God's final
revelation, the Quran was to suffice

mankind until the end of time. But
who was to succeed Muhammad
as leader of the community and
how was this person to be selected?
Just as significantly, what would be
the nature of their authority?

Most of his followers believed
that Muhammad, like the Quran,
had remained silent on the subject,

Abu Bakr is elected leader of the early Muslim community
following Muhammad'’s death.

~

He believed that religious and political leadership of Muslims
was the right of the Meccan Companions of Muhammad,
rather than Muhammad's family.

He warred against the Muslims who refused to pay zakat ... J

WV

... and returned peace and stability to the Arabian Peninsula. ]
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neither appointing a successor nor
proposing any particular election
process. Some, however, claimed
that the Prophet had chosen his
son-in-law, cousin, and closest male
relative Ali to succeed him: Ali's
supporters were known as the shia
or “party” of Ali. They evolved into
the Shia—the schism that emerged
between the Shia and the majority
of the Muslims, later to be known
as the Sunnis (those who adhere

to the Prophet’s path, or sunna) has
continued until today.

The first caliph
Despite the claims in his support,
Ali was not to succeed Muhammad
and become the new leader of the
Muslim community. The title of
caliph (from the Arabic khalifa,
meaning “successor”) went instead
to Muhammad's father-in-law and
close companion, Abu Bakr. He
was nominated and elected by a
small committee of elders, who
considered Ali too inexperienced
for the responsibility of leadership.
During the 10 years leading
up to the Prophet’s death, Abu
Bakr had been Muhammad'’s chief
adviser, but had held no prominent

I have been given the
authority over you.
If I do well, help me; and
if I do wrong, set me right.
Abu Bakr

public positions apart from leading
the annual pilgrimage to Mecca in
631 and deputizing for Muhammad
as prayer leader at public prayers
in Medina during the Prophet’s
final illness.

The Persian historian al-Tabari
(839-923) quotes a Companion of
the Prophet named Muhammad
bin Saad bin Abi Waqgqgas, as
saying, “I asked my father if Abu
Bakr was the first Muslim. He said,
‘No, more than fifty embraced
Islam before Abu Bakr; but he
was superior to us as a Muslim.”

The wars of Ridda

On becoming caliph, Abu Bakr's
immediate challenge was to put
down tribal insurrections that
sprang up after the death of the
Prophet. During Muhammad'’s
lifetime, many of the Bedouin tribes
had pledged allegiance to him as
the Messenger of God, and most
had agreed to pay an alms tax
(zakat). With the Prophet’s death,
many of them repudiated the
agreements made, arguing that
their allegiance was to Muhammad,
not to his successors. Some said
they would continue as Muslims
but not pay taxes, while others
claimed prophets and Quranic-style
revelations of their own.

Fearing a collapse of the umma
and a return to the fragmentation
that existed before the coming of
Islam, Abu Bakr launched a series
of military campaigns against
the tribes. Known as the wars
of ridda (apostasy), they were
largely executed on behalf of the
caliphate by the general Khalid
ibn al-Walid (585—642). By the time
Abu Bakr died, peacefully in his
sleep, the tribes were back under
the control of Medina. m

Abu Bakr

Abu Bakr, also called al-Siddiq
(“the Upright”), was born in
573 in Mecca into a minor clan
of the ruling Quraysh tribe. He
was a fabric merchant, often
visiting Yemen and Syria, and
was relatively wealthy. When
he heard of a man called
Muhammad preaching a new
faith, he paid him a visit and
became an early convert.

Abu Bakr is said to have
worked hard proselytizing on
behalf of Islam, and bought
a number of slaves who had
converted to Islam and freed
them. He acted as treasurer
and advised Muhammad on
his relations with the various
clans. His prominence among
early Muslims was also
enhanced by Muhammad'’s
marriage to Abu Bakr's
daughter Aisha.

In Muhammad’s last days,
he asked Abu Bakr to lead the
prayers at the mosque, which
was considered a signal for his
succeeding the Prophet. He
was only caliph for two years,
two months, and 15 days
before he succumbed to
illness and died in 634.
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| AM PLAGING ON
THE EARTH ONE

THAT SHALL RULE
AS MY DEPUTY

THE QURAN, 2:30

IN CONTEXT

THEME
The rightly guided caliphs

WHEN AND WHERE
634-61, Arabia and Iraq

BEFORE

c.570-634

Prophet Muhammad is

the first leader of the Islamic
community. On his death, he
is succeeded by Abu Bakr, the
first of the Islamic caliphs.

AFTER

661 The governor of Syria,
Muawiya, succeeds Ali as
caliph and makes the position
hereditary. His Umayyad
dynasty will rule the Islamic
world for 89 years before
making way for the Abbasids.

1258 The last ruling Abbasid
caliph is killed when the
Mongols sack Baghdad,
bringing to an end the rule

of the caliphs.

bu Bakr was succeeded
as caliph by Umar ibn
al-Khattab (1. 634—-44),

Uthman ibn Affan (r. 644-56),

and Ali ibn Abi Talib (r. 656-61).
Together these four are described
in Arabic sources as the Rashidun,
or “Rightly Guided” caliphs. After
Muhammad, they are viewed as
the four caliphs who were guided
by God and justly led the umma, or
Islamic community. Their rule was
brought to an end by civil war, with
the caliphate going to the victor.

Commander of the Faithful
Abu Bakr designated Umar as
caliph-in-waiting shortly before his
death. Although Umar was a close
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Over every dishonest man
there are two watchmen:
one is his possessions and
the other is his way of life.
Umar ibn al-Khattab

99
|

Companion of the Prophet, his
accession to the caliphate was
opposed by the supporters of Ali,
who were dismayed that their
candidate had been passed over
again, as he had been when Abu
Bakr became caliph. Yet Umar, to
whom Ali would act as advisor,
faced minimal internal resistance
during his eventful ten-year reign.
One of the first things Umar
did on becoming caliph was to

add the epithet amir al-muminin
(“Commander of the Faithful”) to
his title, highlighting the fact that
his leadership was spiritual as well
as political. Umar made no claims
of emulating the prophetic role of
Muhammad'’s original mission, but
he was emphasizing the caliph’s
status as the overall leader of the
Muslim people.

It was during Umar's reign
that the first great Arab conquests
were carried out. They began as a
continuation of the wars of Ridda
waged against the rebel tribes in
Arabia by Abu Bakr. From their
homelands in Arabia Muslim
armies then rapidly swept north:
most of the territory that is now
Iraq fell in 633, and the city of
Damascus followed in 634. At
the Battle of Yarmuk in 636, the
Arabs defeated a Byzantine army,
bringing to an end 1,000 years of
Greek-speaking rule in the eastern
Mediterranean. That same year, the
Muslims also defeated the Persian
Sasanians at the Battle of Qadisiyya,
near the Euphrates.

A political leader
and warrior who can
protect the Islamic
peoples and extend
their rule in the world.

The first four caliphs of Islam (Abu
Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali, depicted
in this Turkish miniature) were all
personally known to Muhammad,
which gave them an exalted status.

Continued conquests

In 638, the Muslims captured
Jerusalem. Caliph Umar personally
received the city's submission. The
following year the Muslims crossed
into Egypt. In 640, they captured
the Byzantine fortress of Babylon,
on the site of what would later
become Cairo; in 641, they captured
Egypt’s capital of Alexandria. This
marked the end of the first wave of
Muslim conquests. In just seven
years, Umar’s armies had amassed
a vast swath of territories, to bring
into being what was at the time an
empire second only in size to that
of the Chinese. »
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Another of Umar's triumphs

was in the area of administration.
Realizing that the loyalty of the
vanquished was crucial to the
growing Islamic empire’s success,
Umar made sure that those whose
lands had been taken should not
suffer too much social upheaval. To
this end, he left the administrative
structure of his new territories very
much as it had been prior to their
conquest. A good example is
Syria, where the old civil service
of the Byzantines was left intact.
A similar situation occurred in
Persia, where Persian remained

as the main language and the old
structures were kept as they had
been. The conquered populations
were also free to continue to
practice their own religions, with
no forced imposition of Islam.

Seeds of discontent

Umar died in 644, assassinated by
a Persian slave. His legacy as the
great Arab conqueror is bolstered

Absorption in worldly affairs
breeds darkness in the heart,
and absorption in affairs of
the world to come enkindles
light in the heart.
Uthman ibn Affan

by a reputation for modesty in his
personal habits; he is reputed to
have regularly slept in the corner
of a mosque wrapped in his cloak.
The caliphate passed to Uthman,
who was chosen by an advisory
council, or shura, made up of the
Prophet’s Companions. Uthman
was a pious man, and one of
Muhammad'’s first followers, but,

again, his appointment caused
resentment among the supporters
of Ali ibn Abi Talib.

Under Uthman, the empire
continued to expand, but at a
slower pace. Uthman's military
campaigns added Cyprus to
the Muslim domains in 649 and
brought about the end of the
Sasanians and the death of their
last shah. His main legacy was his
project to establish the definitive
version of the Quran.

Uthman's reign was blighted
by fiscal problems—a result, critics
said, of lavish overspending. More
injurious to his reputation were
accusations of nepotism, with
Uthman promoting members of his
own Umayyad clan to positions of
power and influence. There were
revolts in Egypt and Iraq, and one
party of complainants made their
way to the capital of the caliphate,
Medina. There they found Uthman
abandoned by his former colleagues
and they assassinated him. He was
reputedly reading the Quran when
he was killed and it was splattered
with his blood. Centuries later, the
“Quran of Uthman,” a copy of the
Holy Book allegedly stained with
the martyred caliph’s blood, was
displayed on ceremonial occasions
by the Abbasid caliphs.

The first Muslim civil war
With Uthman dead, the caliphate
finally passed to Ali, cousin and
son-in-law of Muhammad, and one
of the earliest converts to Islam.
Despite his credentials, and the
time he had spent in waiting, he
was not a universally popular
choice. His appointment was

The Battle of the Camel saw Ali
ibn Abi Talib defeat an army that was
partially led by Aisha, a widow of the
Prophet Muhammad, who directed the
action while riding a camel.
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challenged by a group of prominent
Muslims, who included a close
Companion named Zubeir ibn
al-Awwam, and Aisha, a widow of
the Prophet. Ali also found himself
under pressure from the Umayyads,
clan of the martyred Uthman.
While nobody accused Ali of being
involved in the assassination, the
Umayyads demanded that he
punish the killers of their kinsman.
Until Ali dispatched this duty, the
Syrian-based leader of the large
and powerful Umayyad clan,
Muawiya ibn Abi Sufyan, refused
to take an oath of allegiance to the
new caliph.

In the very first year of Ali's rule,
the Muslims became embroiled in
their first civil war. In December

Never explain yourself to
anyone because those who
like you will not need it, and
those who don't like you will
never believe it.

Ali ibn Abi Talib

The Great Mosque of Kufa is said by
some to have been built by the Caliph
Umar, but the city is most closely
connected with Ali, who is believed

to have been killed on this site in 661.

656, Ali met the armies of Zubeir
near Basra, in what is now Iraq,
in the Battle of the Camel, named
for Aisha's mount, from which she
directed her forces. Ali won the
day; Zubeir was killed, and Aisha
retreated to Medina.

The end of the Rashidun

Ali did not return to Medina, but
instead made his capital in Kufa,
Iraq, among his allies. For the first
time since Muhammad’s death,
the seat of the caliphate moved
away from Arabia. Zubeir was
defeated but the threat from
Muawiya remained. Muawiya ruled
Syria as an autonomous province
and commanded a large army.

He made no claims to the caliphate
but still insisted Ali punish the
murderers of Uthman—who
happened to be Ali's allies in Iraq.

In 657, Ali led his Iraqgi army up
the Euphrates Valley, where he met
Muawiya’s Syrian army. The two
forces faced each other at Siffin,
near modern-day Ragqga. For weeks
they only skirmished, but when
an all-out battle seemed likely, the
Syrian forces tore leaves from their
Qurans and impaled them on the
tips of their spears, demanding that
there be an arbitration according
to the book of God. Ali agreed and
it was decided that representatives
of the opposing factions would
meet the next year.

Many of Ali's supporters were
dismayed by his decision and
believed he had made a mistake.
These dissenters became known as
the Kharijites (“those who secede”),
and had their own theology and
distinct political strategy. Ali later

dealt these secessionists a heavy
blow at the battle of Nahrawan in
658, but the Kharijites would have
the last word. Three years later, a
Kharijite broke into the caliph’s
private apartment, found Ali at
prayer, and assassinated him.
Despite the problems that beset
the reigns of Uthman and Ali,
the period of the Rashidun caliphs
is still seen by most Muslims as
the purest expression of Islamic
society. It was the era in which
God'’s final revelation to mankind
was given outward expression
in the construction of an empire
bound by the glue of religious faith.
It was also a 30-year period in
which the definite form of the
Quran was established, ensuring
that the revelation would be
recorded for future generations. m

The Kharijites

After the Kharijites killed

Ali, they remained a minor
but disruptive force, leading
rebellions against the
Umayyad regime that followed
the Rashidun. Known for their
puritanism and fanaticism,
the Kharijites considered any
Muslim who committed a
major sin to be an apostate.
They abhorred intermarriage
and relations with other
Muslims, and insisted on a
literal interpretation of the
Quran. One 14th-century
scholar wrote of the Kharijites,
“If they ever gained strength,
they would surely corrupt the
whole of the Earth ... they
would not leave a baby, male
or female, neither a man nor

a woman, because as far as
they are concerned the people
have caused a corruption that
cannot be rectified except by
mass killing.”
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ALI IBN ABI TALIB (601-61)
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
The emergence of
Shia Islam

WHEN AND WHERE
c.680, Iraq

BEFORE
632 Prophet Muhammad dies
leaving no named successor.

AFTER

909-1171 The Fatimids,

who claim descent from the
Prophet’s daughter Fatima,
become the first major Shia
dynasty. They establish a
new capital at al-Qahira (later
known as Cairo) from where
they rule large parts of North
Africa and western Arabia.

¢.1501 The Persian Safavid
dynasty converts the empire
from Sunni to Shia. To this
day, Iran (formerly Persia)
remains the main bastion of
Shiism in an Islamic world
that is predominantly Sunni.

oughly 12 to 15 percent
of all Muslims belong to
Shia Islam, which is often

described as either a sect or a
denomination. It is neither: the
Shia tradition of Islam, or Shiism,
is a doctrinal, theological, and
juridical subset of Islam.

The term Shia comes from the
Arabic shia, meaning “group” or
“party.” The party in this case was
made up of those who supported
the candidacy of Ali ibn Abi Talib,
the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-
law, to be the leader of the Muslims
after the death of Muhammad.
The succession crisis that was an
ongoing feature of the era of the
Rashidun caliphs eventually gave
birth to Shiism as a distinct, if
minority, interpretation of Islam.
Nothing has created a more
profound division among Muslims
than this long-standing schism,
and Muslims all over the world are
still living this unresolved quarrel
in the 21st century.

The claims of Ali

When Muhammad died without—
as many claimed—nominating a
successor, the majority of Muslims
believed that choosing a leader by

It is the law of nature
that the trees with
the sweetest fruits are
beaten the most.
Ali ibn Abi Talib

consensus aligned best with the
ideas of the sunna, the example of
the Prophet’s life and teachings.
There was, however, a group
who believed that Muhammad
had chosen the man who would
continue his role as leader and
guide to the Islamic community.
This was Ali ibn Abi Talib, who,
in addition to being the Prophet’s
cousin (and one of the first converts
to Islam) was married to his
daughter, Fatima. Ali and Fatima
were frequently in the company
of Muhammad, and they were
collectively refered to as the ahl
al-beit (“People of the House”), in

Following the death of Muhammad, many
followers believe that electing a leader is in
accordance with the Sunna—the teachings
and sayings of the Prophet.

Sunni Islam is therefore

headed by a leader
chosen by consensus.

Following the death of Muhammad,
the party of Ali (the shia) believe that God has
indicated a line of rightful succession
within the Family of the Prophet.

Shia Islam is therefore
headed by an Imam who
has been chosen by God.
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other words the people of the
Prophet's household. Ali was also
widely regarded as trustworthy,
loyal, and fearless. At the time of
the Prophet’s death, however, he
was 28, and the elders charged
with appointing the caliph
considered him too young to lead.

Ali’s supporters pointed to
certain Quranic verses which,
they insisted, supported their claim
that it was only members of the
Prophet's family who should lead
the Muslim community. They also
cited a sermon Muhammad gave
as he was returning from his last
pilgrimage to Mecca, shortly before
he died. He halted the caravan at a
place called Ghadir Khumm, where
he addressed his followers. He is
claimed to have taken Ali by the
hand and declared, “He of whom I
am the master, of him Ali is also
the master.”

Ali was eventually elected to
lead the Islamic community in 656,
after the death of the third caliph,
Uthman, but Muslims remained
divided. Ali was forced to take
military action in defense of his
rule, and he was assassinated after
just five years as caliph. Ironically,
his killers were not his enemies but
former supporters who felt he had
failed to act decisively enough to
punish Uthman's killers and protect
his own position as caliph.

Massacre at Kerbala

Upon Ali’'s death, many expected
that the caliphate would pass to
his eldest son, Hassan. However,
Muawiya, the powerful governor
of Syria, challenged Hassan and
advised him to avoid bloodshed
by giving up any claims to the
caliphate. Hassan agreed, on
certain conditions: these included

that Muawiya never use the title
of amir al-muminin (“Commander
of the Faithful”) and that he not
nominate any successor. Hassan
then retired to Medina, where,
in 669 or 670, he was reputedly
poisoned by his wife, most likely
at the instigation of Muawiya.
From his power base in
Damascus, Muawiya ruled as
caliph for 20 years. When he
became seriously ill in 680, rather
than honor his pledge to Hassan,
he declared his son Yazid as his

A single tear shed for
Hussein washes away
a hundred sins.
Popular Shia saying

Shia pilgrims at the Imam Hussein
Shrine in Kerbala, Iraq, commemorate
the martyrdom of the grandson of the
Prophet Muhammad, who was killed
on the 10th of Muharram, 680.

successor, and wrote letters to the
regional governors ordering them to
give allegiance to the new caliph.
Many balked, particularly in
Iraq, where support for the family
of the Prophet was strong. Letters
were sent to Medina, urging
Hassan’s younger brother
Hussein to come to Iraq, where his
supporters promised to drive out
the Syrians and “reclaim the soul of
Islam.” Hussein left Medina with 18
members of his family in a group
that totaled just over 70 people.
Three weeks later, they were
approaching Kufa, in Iraq, when
they were met by an Umayyad
army, which ordered them to return
to Medina. Instead, Hussein led his
party to the Euphrates river, where
they camped on a plain called
Kerbala (now a major Iraqi city).
Here, they were overtaken and »
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The Prophet Muhammad did
not appoint a successor.

Leaders of the Islamic community
(caliphs) are chosen by council based
on a number of criteria, including
suitability to rule and piety.

Caliphs are political and spiritual leaders
but they are not prophets.

No statues or paintings are permitted
to be involved in worship.

Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem are
the centers of faith.

The only place of pilgrimage
is Mecca.

About 85 percent of the world's
Muslims are Sunnis.

Differences between Sunni and Shia are few;

both believe in the same fundamentals of Islam.
They diverge on the matter of the succession of

Shia

The Prophet Muhammad
chose Ali as his successor.

Direct descendants of the
Prophet are the only true leaders
(Imams) of Islam.
All Muslims
follow the
Quran, the
sunna, and the
Five Pillars
of Islam.

Imams are political and spiritual
leaders, and infallible guides.

Representations of Ali and other Imams are
objects of veneration.

Mecca, Medina, Jerusalem, Najaf, and
Kerbala are the centers of faith.

The Imams are revered as saints
and Shia perform pilgrimages to
their shrines, as well as Mecca.

About 15 percent of the world’s
Muslims are Shia.

leadership following the death of the Prophet, and
their different historical experiences since that time.

encircled by an army of 4,000, who
attempted to starve Hussein and
his followers into submission. On
the seventh day, Hussein and a
small band of his warriors charged
the enemy and were cut down. The
Prophet’s grandson was reputedly
the last to die. His head was cut
off, impaled on a spear, and sent

to Yazid.

Referred to by Shia Muslims as
the Massacre of Kerbala, this battle
became a symbol for the supporters
of Ali to rally around. It galvanized
their development into a distinct
religious community with its own
rituals and account of events.

Twelvers

The fundamental idea to which

all Shia subscribe was that the
family of the Prophet had a special
status within Islam. Sunni Muslims
also venerated the Prophet’s family,
but what distinguished the Shia
was that they believed only the
family of the Prophet were properly
qualified to lead the umma (Islamic
community) and to be the caliph,
or in the Shia's chosen terminology,
the Imam.

Even this basic tenet, however,
led to many questions. For example,
who belonged to the family of the
Prophet? Was it all the offspring of

Ali's sons Hassan and Hussein?
And what of their children? Very
quickly there could be a huge
number of candidates for the
position of Imam. Should it only
be the eldest? Such questions had
major implications for the Shia
leadership and, unsurprisingly,
there was disagreement and Shia
Islam rapidly splintered into a
number of different strands.

After Hussein was killed, his
son Ali Zayn al-Abidin became
Imam (spiritual leader) of the Shia.
The title continued to pass from
father to son until the 12th Imam.
This last Imam, Muhammad ibn
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Hassan, did not actually die but
went into a hidden existence in
874, known as occultation, and

he will eventually return as the
messianic figure known as the
Imam al-Mahdi. His reappearance
will signal the beginning of the
ultimate struggle for good that in
Islam marks the end of the world.
Shia who subscribe to this belief
are known as Twelvers, or Imamis.
They represent the majority of Shia.
Most of the population of modern
Iran are Twelvers; former president
of Iran Mahmud Ahmadinejad would
keep an empty chair in cabinet
meetings for the Imam al-Mahdi.

Ismailis and Zaydis

The second major branch of the
Shia, which emerged in the 8th
century, is the Ismailis, also known
as the Seveners. They trace the
Imamate line from Jafar al-Sadiq to

To God we belong and
to God is our return.

Imam Hussein
Spoken at Kerbala, 680ce

his second son Ismail, who was
designated Imam but who died
before his father. They do not
recognize the legitimacy of Ismail’s
younger half-brother, Musa al-Kazim,
as the Twelvers do. Instead they
recognize Muhammad ibn Ismail
(“son of Ismail”) as their Seventh
Imam. Some Ismailis believe he

AGA RHAN MUSEUM | MUSEE AGA KHAN

was the last Imam, hence their later
designation as the “Seveners.”
Other Ismailis believe that the line
of Imamate in hereditary succession
has continued from Muhammad
ibn Ismail to their present, 49th
Imam, who maintains direct lineal
descent from Prophet Muhammad.
Since the 19th century, the Ismaili
Imam has been known by the
honorific of Aga Khan—the current
Imam, Prince Shah Karim Al
Husseini, is Aga Khan IV. Ismailis
exist today in a worldwide diaspora
guided by the Aga Khan.

For another subgroup of the
Shia, the line of Imams passes from
Ali Zayn al-Abidin, not to the »

Recently, the Ismailis have become
known for the cultural, philanthropic,
and educational efforts of their leader,
exemplified in the Aga Khan Museum
in Toronto, Canada.
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elder son Muhammad al-Baqir, but
to the younger Zayd—hence their
name, the Zaydis. The Zaydis only
exist today in northern Yemen.

What Shia believe

The different Shia traditions all
share with Sunnis a belief in divine
unity (tawhid), prophethood, and
resurrection and the hereafter. To
these strands all Shia add two extra
principles, which are divine justice
(adl) and the Imamate (imama), to
make up their five “articles of faith.”
On the first three elements, Sunni
and Shia hardly differ. On divine

justice, both believe that humans
know the difference between good
and evil, and that we have complete
free will. Sunnis, however, believe
that God already has knowledge of
our decisions before we make them,
and that fate is predestined.

The most marked difference in
belief between Sunni and Shia
relates to the Imamate. For the
Shia, the Imams of the “House of
Ali” continue the prophetic mission
of Muhammad. They believe the
Imams to be divinely inspired
spiritual and political successors
to the Prophet, possessed of

Prophet Muhammad (d.632)

l

Fatima (d.632)

= 1. Ali ibn Abi Talib (d.661)

-

2. Hassan ibn Ali (d.669)

I

3. Hussein ibn Ali (d.680)

I

Zaydis (Fivers)
The Imamate passes from Ali
Zayn al-Abidin to his son Zayd.

4. Ali Zayn al-Abidin (d.714)

5. Muhammed al-Baqir (d.731)

6. Jafar al-Sadiq (d.765)

Ismailis (Seveners)
The Imamate passes from
Jafar al-Sadiq to his son Ismail.

Splits within Shia Islam largely
come down to exactly how many
and which Imams (successors to
the Prophet) are recognized by a
given branch. For the majority of
Shia Muslims it is 12 Imams, but
other branches differ in their views
on the line of succession.

7. Musa al-Kazim (d.799)

l

8. Ali al-Rida (d.818)

9. Muhammad al-Jawad (d.835)

10. Ali al-Hadi (d.868)

11. Hassan al-Askari (d.874)

12. Muhammad ibn Hassan

infallible, God-given knowledge.
Sunnis find this particular element
of Shia belief not just questionable,
but doctrinally unacceptable.

Devotionally, too, there are
significant differences between
Sunni and Shia. Shia often make
pilgrimages to the shrines of the
Imams and their descendants,
known in Persian as imamzadeh.
At these shrines they appeal to the
Imams to intercede with God on
their behalf, a practice known as
tawassul. Sunnis view this as
highly unorthodox. Shia also
place emphasis on celebrating the
traditions of the Imams and events
related to them, such as Ashura,
which commemorates the death
of Hussein at Kerbala.

In terms of law and everyday
practice, there is very little that
separates Shia from Sunni.
However, while Sunnis depend
on the sunna of the Prophet, the
Shia include the Twelve Imams as
sources of spiritual inspiration, and
of social and political guidance.
Shiism is a highly structured
tradition, unlike Sunnism, which
has no organized clergy. Shiism
also places a greater emphasis
on the esoteric meanings and
interpretations of the Quran.

This religion [Islam] will
remain standing until
12 caliphs, all of them

Qurayshi, rule over you.

Prophet Muhammad
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Shia and Sunni can coexist

and cooperate, true to their

own interpretations of Islam
but confederates in faith.

Shah Karim al-Husseini
Current Aga Khan (b.1936)

Rise to power
After Ali, none of the Shia Imams
attained any significant political
power. The most notable of them
was the Sixth Imam, Jafar al-Sadiq
(702-765), who distinguished
himself as a dispenser of legal
rulings and was a significant figure
in the formulation of Shia doctrine.
The Eighth Imam, Ali al-Rida, also
known as Imam Reza, came close
to power when he was adopted as
heir by Abbasid Caliph al-Mamun,
as a way of reuniting Islam, but he
died before the caliph—possibly
from poisoning. His tomb at
Mashhad in Iran remains a major
pilgrimage site.

The first occasion on which
the Shia were able to establish
themselves in power anywhere
in the Islamic world came in the
10th century, when Shia refugees
from the Abbasid caliphate founded
a new political dynasty in Tunisia.
Known as the Fatimids (after
Fatima, daughter of the Prophet
and wife of Ali), they took control
of Egypt, founding a new capital,
Cairo, where they ruled for more
than 200 years. Shiism next rose to
prominence with the creation of the
Safavid empire in the 16th century.
Its rulers transformed Iran into a

Shia nation—and Shiism has
remained the official religion of
the Iranian state ever since.

A modern Shia state

The Shias’ reputation for radicalism
is a modern phenomenon. The
politicization of the Shia clergy,

for example, was caused largely by
a new generation of Shia theorists
of the 19th century. This culminated
in the 1979 revolution in Iran, when
supporters of Ayatollah Khomeini
brought to an end to the monarchical
regime of Muhammad Reza Shah
Pahlavi, ushering in the world's first
modern Islamic republic. Since
then, Iran has been ruled in
accordance with a specific Shia
theory of government known as the

Imam Ali, the first Shia Imam,

is a popular subject for portraiture,
particularly in Muharram, the month
of his son Hussein's martyrdom, as
seen here in Kashan, a city in Iran.

“guardianship of the jurist,” with
a Supreme Leader “deputizing” for
the Imam al-Mahdi.

The example of Khomeini and
Iran serves to highlight the critical
difference between Sunni and Shia,
which is not about theology, but the
issue of leadership. Remove the
almost 1,400-year-old dispute over
succession and there are arguably
more differences, in respect to
Islamic law, at least, between the
different Sunni groups than there
are between Sunni and Shia. m
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
The Islamic calendar

WHEN AND WHERE
¢.638cE, Arabia

BEFORE

8000 BcE Prehistoric people

in Scotland create the oldest
known lunar calendar in the
form of 12 pits that correlate

with phases of the Moon.

46 BcE Julius Caesar
proposes the Julian calendar,
a revised lunar calendar that
predominates in the Roman
world and most of Europe.

¢.442 ce The Meccan calendar
changes from a lunar calendar
to a lunisolar calendar, with an
additional month added from
time to time to regulate
pilgrimage trade.

AFTER

1582 The Catholic countries
of Europe adopt the Gregorian
calendar, which corrects the
Julian calendar with a new
calculation of leap years.

AND FOR THE

Prophet Muhammad's death,
an administrator in the civil
service of the caliph Umar made a

I n 638 cE, six years after the

MOON, WE HAVE
ORDAINED PHASES

on official correspondence. This
made it impossible, he said, to
determine which instructions were
the most recent. Court officials

complaint about the lack of dates decided that the Muslims should
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have a calendar system of their
own. They determined that the
year of Muhammad's arrival at
Medina and the subsequent
founding of the umma—=622.ce

in the Gregorian, or Western,
calendar—should be year 1.

As the foundation of the umma
stems from the Prophet’s Hijra,

or migration to Mecca, the new
calendar was known as the Hijra
calendar. Its dates carry the suffix
AH, Latin for anno Hegirae, or “in
the year of the Hijra.” Years before
the Hijra are indicated by BH, for
“before the Hijra.”

A difference of 11 days

The Hijra is a lunar calendar,
based on the monthly cycles of
the moon. Although in theory a
lunar month runs from the physical
sighting of one new crescent moon
to the next, in practice sighting

is no longer used as a method.
Instead, calendar days run in
accordance with astronomy’s more
precise calculations based on the
orbit of the moon. Some schools of
Muslim law make an exception for

Key dates in the
Islamic calendar

God ordained the months 12
in number when He created

the heavens and the earth.
9:36

the first day of Ramadan, which
is traditionally based on the
sighting of the new crescent moon.
This is why the exact starting
date of Ramadan is often not
known until shortly beforehand.
The months of the year alternate
between 29 and 30 days so the
monthly average is 29.5 days,
adding up to a 12-month lunar year
that is only 354 or 3565 days long.
In contrast, the Gregorian calendar
follows a solar year, lasting 365 or
366 days. The Islamic calendar
does not have leap years.

In addition to Ramadan and the
major feasts of Eid al-Fitr and Eid
al-Adha (when communal meals
are cooked, see left) there are a
number of other calendar dates of
importance to Muslims. The first
of Muharram is Islamic New Year
(Ras as-Sana al-Hijriya) and is a
worldwide holiday in Muslim
countries. The 10th of Muharram
is Ashura, when Shia communities
commemorate the martyrdom of
Hussein, the Prophet’s grandson,
at the Battle of Kerbala. The 12th
of Rabi al-Awwal is the Mawlid
al-Nabi, or Prophet Muhammad'’s
Birthday. This is celebrated across

Because of this disparity, the Islamic
year cannot be calculated by simply
subtracting 622 from the Gregorian
year, because every 33 years the
Hijra calendar gains a year on the
Gregorian. The position of the
Islamic months relative to those of
the Gregorian calendar also moves
“backward” by 11 days a year. For
example, if Ramadan starts on or
around April 12 one year, it will
start on or around April 1 the next.

Everyday use

Most Muslim countries use two
or more calendar systems. Iran,
for example, uses three: the Hijra
calendar to identify Islamic feast
and fast days; a solar calendar,
which also calculates its year 1
from the date of the Prophet’s
migration to Medina (the official
calendar in Iran); and the
Gregorian calendar. In fact, the
Gregorian calendar is arguably
the system most in use among
Muslim communities, particularly
in businesses where frequent
contact with overseas clients
and partners occurs. m

the Islamic world, except in
Qatar and Saudi Arabia, where
the interpretation of Islam
forbids mawlids, celebrations of
the birthdays of holy figures.
The 12th of Rajab marks
Leilat al-Miraj, the Night Journey
of the Prophet to Jerusalem
and Heaven. Some Muslims
make special prayers on this
night and light candles or display
illuminations. The 15th of
Shaaban is Leilat al-Baraat (Night
of Salvation), a night on which
God may forgive sinners. Twelver
Shia also celebrate the birthday
of the 12th Imam on this date.



WHOEVER

TURNS FROM MY
WAY IS NOT

PROPHET MUHAMMAD
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
Sayings and actions of
the Prophet

WHEN AND WHERE
9th century, Arabia

BEFORE

¢.570-632 During the
Prophet’s life, his words and
actions are observed by his
followers and taken as an
example of a correct way of
Muslim living.

AFTER

€.767-820 Islamic jurist
al-Shafii rules on the authority
of a hadith of Muhammad, so
that even the Quran is “to

be interpreted in the light of
hadith, and not vice versa.”

19th century So-called
Quranists reject the authority
of the hadith, believing that
Islamic law and guidance
should only be based on

the Quran.

Followers of the
Prophet record his
words and actions
as hadith in
order to ...

...serveasa
model for Muslims
to emulate the life
of Muhammad.

... supply detailed
instruction on
Islamic practice
and ...

... provide context
for understanding
the Quran ...

... as a primary
source for Islamic
teachings that ...

of scripture. The core of the

religion is the Quran, which
Muslims believe to be the word
of God as revealed to the Prophet
Muhammad. Supplementing this
are the teachings of Muhammad.
Known as hadith, these are oral
anecdotes recalling the words and
deeds of the Prophet, and the
actions of his Companions that he
endorsed. The distinction is that

I slam is based on two bodies

while the Quran is the word of God,
hadith are the words and actions of

Muhammad and do not have the
status of divine revelations.

The precise number of hadith
is debated but, excluding those
of uncertain authenticity, they
run into the thousands. From the
hadith, Muslims know about almost
every facet of Muhammad’s
personal life and his prophetic
mission. If an answer to a question
about Islam and Muslim life
cannot be found in the Quran, then
guidance will be found in a hadith.
Taken as whole, the hadith
constitute the sunna (“the way”),
which is the example provided by
the life of Muhammad that every
Muslim attempts to emulate.

Uses of hadith

Much of the everyday practice

of Islam comes not from the Quran
but from the hadith. Many of the
verses in the Quran are very general
in their nature, and the hadith are
used to add detail. For example,
the Quran tells Muslims to pray,
but it is the hadith that describe
the exact words to be recited and
the actions to be followed when a
Muslim prays. Similarly, the hadith
explain how to correctly observe
other pillars of Islam, such as the
amount of alms to be given, how
and when to fast, and rituals
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involved in completing the Hajj.
Covering almost every conceivable
subject—from legal proclamations
(on apostasy, usury, and criminal
punishments) to the treatment

of women—hadith were a prime
source for the formulation of Sharia,
or Islamic law. Other hadith
instruct Muslims on etiquette
(how to receive guests, what to do
if a fly lands in your drink), while
some are more esoteric: one hadith,
for example, gives the height of
Adam as 60 arms, while another
promises the often-quoted figure
of 72 houris (virgins) that await a
martyr in heaven.

Often, statements that have
been attributed to the Quran turn
out to actually be hadith. Then
there are other alleged hadith—
for example, those condemning
Jews, Christians, or homosexuality;
or those that prescribe stoning as
the punishment for adultery, or
death as the penalty for apostasy
—for which the authenticity is
considered somewhat questionable
by some scholars.

God Almighty said
busy yourself with my
worship and I will fill your
heart with riches.
Prophet Muhammad

Collecting the hadith

As far as historians can ascertain,
the main collections of these
sayings and actions of the Prophet
did not emerge until about 200
years after his death. It was only
in the 9th century that books

of hadith were known to be in
circulation. This presents a big
gap between when the Prophet
spoke and acted, and when his
words and actions were recorded.

There are several possible
explanations for this. One is that
while the accounts were recorded
during the Prophet’s lifetime, they
were not collated until much later.
Another is that the accounts were
initially transmitted orally from one
generation to the next, and it was
only when there was a risk of them
being forgotten that they were
committed to paper. Some
historians suggest that the hadith
may not have been written down
until later because the early caliphs
forbade it, fearing that Muslims
would equate the Prophet with
God and the hadith with the
revelations of the Quran.

The long gap between
Muhammad'’s death and the
writing down of the hadith allowed
an almost limitless number to
proliferate throughout the Muslim
world. Many of these had probably
been fabricated by individuals
looking to advance their own
particular beliefs or interests.

By the 9th century, the situation
had become so out of hand that a
group of legal scholars, working
independently of each other, began
compiling the most reliable hadith
into authoritative collections.

Key compilations

As far as Sunni Islam is concerned,
the two main collections of hadith
are the Sahih al-Bukhari and the
Sahih Muslim, compiled by
Muhammad al-Bukhari (810-70)
and Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj (c. 815—
74) respectively—sahih means »

Shia Muslims pray in Karachi,
Pakistan. According to a hadith, all
Muslims will be held accountable on
the Day of Resurrection for how well
they observed daily prayers.
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A couple marries in Shkodra, Albania.
A hadith says that a woman is married
for her wealth, lineage, beauty, or piety
—the hadith advises the latter as the
best reason for marrying.

“authentic.” Al-Bukhari's work is,
for most Sunnis, the single most
authoritative religious text after
the Quran. It contains no fewer
than 7,275 hadith, spread over
several volumes. It is arranged
thematically, with 93 chapters
covering topics such as belief,
prayer, ablution, alms, fasting,
commerce, inheritance, crime,
punishment, wills, oaths, war, food
and drink, marriage, hunting, and
bathroom etiquette. Muslim'’s
collection contains 4,000 hadith,
and is also arranged by theme.
Both al-Bukhari and
Muslim were known for their
meticulousness in attempting to
ascertain the authenticity of the
hadith by documenting the chain
of transmission. Al-Bukhari, in
particular, is regarded as the
founder of a discipline known as
ilm al-rijal (“the science of learned
men”), or the detailed study of
the individuals who passed
along the hadith.

Not one of you can
truly believe if you do not
want for your brother
believer what you want
for yourself.
Prophet Muhammad

|
S
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Chains of authenticity

In any book of hadith, each entry

is presented in two parts: a main
body of text, known as the matn,
which includes the actual record of
what the Prophet said or did, and
an isnad, or “chain of transmission.’
The isnad takes the form of a long
line of attribution that ideally links
the hadith back to the Prophet. As
the 9th-century Islamic scholar and

Sunni and Shia hadith

i

expert in Islamic law al-Shafii
explained it, “If a trustworthy
person transmits [a hadith] from
another trustworthy person until
the chain ends with the Messenger
of God, then it is established as
being from the Messenger of God.”
At the time the main collections
of hadith were collated, which
was the mid-9th century, these
chains usually stretched five or

Hadith have frequently proven
divisive within Islam. What
one camp considers authentic,
another may claim is a forgery.
Among Sunni Muslims, there
are six books of hadith held

to contain the most authentic
texts. In addition to the Sahih
al-Bukhari and the Sahih
Muslim, Sunnis also regard
collections by Abu Dawud
(c.817-89), Tirmidhi (824-92),
Ibn Maja (824—c. 887), and
al-Nasai (c.829-915) in high
esteem. These collections share

many of the same hadith but
there are differences of opinion
and interpretation among them.
Shia Muslims have their
own distinct body of hadith
material, with their own four
canonical books of hadith,
which they refer to as the “Four
Principles”—none of which are
used by the Sunnis. In general,
Shia Muslims give priority to
hadith that were transmitted
from the Prophet through the
ahl al-beit (the 12 Imams and
the Prophet’s daughter Fatima).
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He who has not
thanked humans has
not thanked God.
Prophet Muhammad

six people, or more, back to
Muhammad. A typical hadith
would read as follows: “X said that
Y said that W said that V said that
he heard the Prophet say ...". In the
case of an action of the Prophet, a
hadith would read: “X said that Y
said that W said that V said that
the Prophet was seento ...". A
break in the chain, such as a
person not remembering who told
them a hadith, or quoting someone
they had never met, would make
the hadith unreliable. Specialists
in the study of hadith—known as
al-muhadithun —recognize more
than 40 classifications of hadith,
from the completely authenticated
(sahih), to the weak (daif) but still
acceptable to some, and the
outright forgeries (mawdu).

In addition to verifying the
chain of transmission, specialists
also studied the relation of each
hadith to the Quran. This two-tier
approach led to differences in the
content of the compilations, in their
classifications of which hadith were
authentic and which not, and in
their interpretation.

The hijab, or headscarf, like the
one worn by this woman reading the
Quran in a Damascus mosque, is not
described by the Quran but comes
from a hadith on modesty.

Quran Only movement
While hadith remain extremely
popular with many Muslims, and
are used widely as citations in
books, sermons, and other religious
material, there is a minority of
Muslims who reject all hadith as
fabrications. Emerging in the 19th
century and known as Quranists
or the “Quran Only” movement,
adherents claim that the Holy
Book alone is sufficient for human
guidance and that the body of
hadith is fatally unreliable. This
was one of the platforms of the
Partisans of the Quran (ahl-e
Quran), a group of Indian Muslim
intellectuals that formed in the
Punjab region of India in the 1890s.
This line of thinking has also had
a strong influence in Turkey.

The majority of Muslims
acknowledge the problems that
beset the hadith on the issue of
authenticity, but point out that if

He that obeys the
Messenger has assuredly
obeyed God.

4:80

the hadith are rejected, much of
Islam goes with them—the sunna,
which guides the lives of most of
the world’s Muslims, the Sunnis, is
derived from the hadith. The fact is
that the Quran, like the hadith, was
transmitted orally, and if the Quran
is authentic, they say, we should at
least give the hadith the benefit of
the doubt. m
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
Muslim dietary laws

WHEN AND WHERE
7th centuryce, Arabia

BEFORE

Pre-Islamic era The Torah
and the Bible both include
prohibitions on foodstuffs,
characterizing certain foods

as either “clean” or “unclean.”

AFTER
8th centuryce As Islam
spreads beyond Arabia and

Muslims incorporate different
peoples into their fold, scholars
systematize food rules beyond
the instructions in the Quran.

Today Since the late 20th
century, manufacturers and
marketers have targeted a
booming Muslim population
with halal products that
extend beyond food to
embrace cosmetics, clothing,
finance, and travel.

HE HAS FORBIDDEN
YOU... THE FLESH

OF SWINE

THE QURAN, 16:115

All foods are halal (lawful) unless specifically forbidden.

v

The Quran names a handful of foodstuffs
as haram (unlawful), notably pork.

,

SRE BRI

Certain other foodstuffs are considered makruh (“detestable

but not forbidden absolutely”), including horsemeat,
shrimp, and other shellfish.

or Muslim believers,
food and drink are seen
as gifts from God and

prime examples of His compassion,
provision, and generosity. It is for
this reason that many observant
Muslims preface all meals with
the words, Bismillah wa barakati
Allah (“In the name of God, and
with the blessing of God”).

Strictly speaking, there is no
such thing as Islamic cuisine;
Muslims eat whatever is customary

in their own familial or cultural
tradition. There are, however,
strict dietary laws that determine
what an observant Muslim may
and may not eat and drink.

Halal and haram

The Quran says surprisingly

little on the issue of food and drink;
there is nothing in the text, for
example, like the very detailed
dietary code that we find in the
Old Testament of the Bible. The
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Quran says that Muslim believers
are allowed to consume what is
“good and pure”—food that,
presumably, is clean, fresh, and
wholesome. The general rule of
thumb is that everything is lawful
(halal) unless specifically forbidden
as unlawful (haram), and even
then one may, in extenuating
circumstances, consume that
which is unlawful if there is
absolutely no other option.

The Quran also says little on
the issue of outlawed food and
drink. There is a clear ban on all
intoxicating drinks, and foods that
contain alcohol are also prohibited
by default. Also deemed haram
are the following: carrion, which
is understood to mean the meat
of an animal not slaughtered by
the Islamically prescribed method;
blood; the meat of an animal
sacrificed to idols; the meat of
an animal that has died from
strangulation or blunt force; meat
from which wild animals have
already eaten; and the flesh of
swine, in other words pork and
other meats from pigs.

Dining etiquette

While the Quran is silent on the
specific issue of table manners
and etiquette, many hadith
outline what is praiseworthy
and blameworthy when it comes
to eating. When eating with
your hands, for example, food
should be taken with the right
hand rather than the left—the
left being used traditionally to
clean oneself after using the
bathroom. Overeating is
discouraged; a hadith advises
that Muslims should finish
eating before they feel full,

Elat of the good and
lawful things which God
bestowed on you...
16:114

Making meat halal

While the word halal simply means
“lawful,” when used in the phrase
“halal meat,” it refers to meat taken
from animals that have been
slaughtered in accordance with
doctrinally prescribed methods.
This entails slitting the animal’'s
throat as swiftly and mercifully as
possible while reciting the name
of God to acknowledge that an
animal can only be killed with
God’s permission. The knife must
be as sharp as possible and the
carotid artery, jugular vein, and

with “a third of the stomach

for food; a third for drink; and a
third for air”. Eating etiquette
includes eating in company
rather than alone, thus sharing
the bounties God has provided.
And if you do not like a food

you have been given, then you
should refrain from eating rather
than criticizing it.

Most Muslims fast during
the month of Ramadan, but they
are also encouraged to do so for
six days of the following month,
for two days around the 10th of
Muharram, and on the ninth day
of the month of Hajj.

windpipe must be severed in one
stroke, before the blood is drained
out of the carcass.

A more detailed treatment of
prohibited foods can be found in
the many hadith, which broaden
the base of forbidden foods to
include items not mentioned in
the Quran. Among the prohibited
items in the haram category are
predatory animals with fangs, for
example cats, dogs, lions, bears,
and so on; birds with talons, for
example owls; mice and rats;
snakes, scorpions, and other
animals that are traditionally
considered to be vermin.

A third legal category, makruh,
which means “detestable but not
forbidden”, covers things such as
horsemeat and shellfish. There are
further gradations, including
mubah (neutral) and mustahab
(recommended), that lie in between
halal and haram, although these are
not necessarily applied to food.
Schools of law are unanimous on
what is halal and haram, but there
are many differences of opinion
with regard to what is makruh. m

All meat sold in Muslim countries
is halal. Increasingly, many shops and
food outlets in Muslim-minority
countries also cater to Muslim
consumers with halal offerings.
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
Islam and alcohol,
gambling, and drugs

WHEN AND WHERE
7th century, Arabia

BEFORE

Pre-Islamic era Although
both Christians and Jews use
wine in their ceremonies, the
holy scriptures of both religions
include warnings on the
destructive nature of alcohol
and intoxication. For example,
“Wine is a mocker, strong
drink a brawler, and whoever
is led astray by it is not wise”
—Proverbs 20:1.

AFTER

The modern era Alcohol is
completely banned in some
Muslim countries. Other
Muslim countries permit it
to some degree, to sell to
non-Muslims for example,
but ban it completely for the
duration of Ramadan.

WINE AND GAMES
OF GHANGE... ARE

ABOMINATIONS

THE QURAN, 5:90

1l intoxicating drinks
are forbidden by Islamic
law, together with all

other substances that impact
negatively upon consciousness

and are taken recreationally. The
medicinal use of drugs such as
opioids is conditionally permitted.
The Quran makes three specific
references to alcohol, two of which
seem only slightly censorious,

with just one, sura 5:90, outright
condemning it. According to
traditionalist scholars, this reflects
the pragmatic nature of Islamic law.
The desert Arabs were so used to
inebriation that prohibition could
not have been brought in overnight.
Instead, alcohol was abolished
gradually, with two warnings about
its ill effects followed later by an

outright ban. Despite the prohibition,

in all Muslim-majority countries
today there are some Muslims who
drink alcohol and indulge in drug
use—even though it is forbidden.
Gambling is often condemned
by the Quran in the same verses
that outlaw alcohol—"They ask
you about drinking and gambling.

"

Say: ‘There is great harm in both
(2:219). Both are seen as addictions
with the potential to destroy lives
and place strain on the social
fabric. Betting on sports is also
forbidden, as are any forms of
lottery or games of chance played
for money. The various schools of
law disagree on whether or not
raffles should be included in the
definition of gambling. Similarly,
games of chance, even when

not played for money—-cards, for
instance—are also the subject

of continued debate. m

Believers, do not
approach your prayers
when you are drunk ...
4:43

See also: Muslim dietary laws 124-25




IN CONTEXT

THEME
Moneylending in Islam

WHEN AND WHERE
7th century, Arabia

BEFORE

2000-14008cE The Vedic
texts of ancient India mention
usury but express no opinion.
The later Buddhist Jatakas
(600400 BcE) specifically
condemn its practice.

¢.600BcE In Judaism, several
biblical passages scorn the
charging of interest. The
Hebrew word for interest is
neshekh, meaning “a bite.”

AFTER

634-44ck Under the caliph
Umar the charging of interest
is prohibited by law.

19th century Indian Islamic
reformist Sayyid Ahmad Khan
argues for a differentiation
between usury and interest
on commercial investment.

AN ISLAMIC IDENTITY 1217

GOD HAS LAID

USURY

THE QURAN, 2:276

HIS GURSE ON

he Arabic word riba is a
noun derived from a root
meaning an “increase” or

a “growth.” It is usually translated
as “usury’—charging excessive
interest (or any interest at all) when
lending money. In several different
verses, the Quran cautions
believers not to deal in usury in any
shape or form, and claims that God
will act against those who do:
“Believers, fear God and waive
what is still due to you from usury,
if your faith be true; or war shall be
declared against you by God and
His Messenger” (2:278-79).

Muslim scholars offer various
suggestions as to why usury has
been declared haram, or unlawful,
so forcefully. The answer lies with
the merchants of Mecca. Some
verses that mention usury date
from early in the Prophet’s career,
when he was addressing his
message to the citizens of Mecca,
urging them to change their ways.
We know that there was great
inequality of wealth between
the city's merchants and the
underclasses. Muhammad would

Those that devour usury
shall rise up before God like
him that Satan has demented
by his touch...

2:275

have seen that through usury the
rich were being rewarded for being
wealthy and the poor penalized

for being poor. This ran counter

to the spirit of brotherhood that
formed part of the Prophet’s
message of Islam.

In most Muslim-majority
countries, there is disagreement
over what exactly constitutes
riba, and institutions still deal in
interest, often through the use of
legal loopholes that turn interest
into “commission.” m

See also: God's guidance through Sharia 128-33 = Islamic banking 293




WE HAVE ORDAINED A

LAW

AND ASSIGNED A PATH

THE QURAN, 5:49
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IN CONTEXT

THEME
God’s guidance through
Sharia

WHEN AND WHERE
8th century, Arabia

BEFORE

¢.15008cE The Torah records
the Ten Commandments—
religious and ethical laws
given to Moses by God.

610-632 ce The Prophet
Muhammad receives the
revelation of the Quran, and
his followers begin to circulate
his words and actions.

AFTER

c. 14th century [bn
Taymiyya, an Islamic scholar,
issues a fatwa (legal ruling)
against the Mongols for not
basing their laws on Sharia.

1997 The European Council for
Fatwa and Research is founded
to assist European Muslims in
interpreting Sharia.

he Arabic word sharia
means “path.” More
specifically, in a historical

context, it means “the path to the
watering place.” In the Arabian
Peninsula, which is largely desert,
a path to water is a route to
survival. Similarly, in the Islamic
sense, Sharia is the pathway, by
God’s law, to spiritual salvation. It
is a system of ethics and law (figh)
that is meant to govern humankind
and guide everything people do.
As is often said, Islam is not just a
statement of faith; it is one’s whole
way of life.

At first, Muslims relied on God's
revelations (the Quran) and the
example of the Prophet’s life
(sunna) for direction. With
Muhammad'’s death, however, this
guidance ceased. Over the next
100 years, the Islamic community
rapidly expanded from a following
limited to the cities of Medina and
Mecca to an empire stretching from
Spain to Central Asia. The question
of how to apply the Quranic
revelations to everyday life, across
the various cultures of the growing
Muslim community, was becoming
ever more complex. Despite the
emergence of Islamic judges, who

Abu Abdullah Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafii

The life of the great scholar
al-Shafii is rich in legends.
Details of his early life are
unclear, but according to the
oldest surviving accounts he
was born into a Qurayshi family
in Gaza in 767. When he was
young, his family moved to
Mecca, where he studied hadith.
He is said to have memorized
the Quran by the time he was

10 years old. He later moved to
Medina, where he studied under
Malik ibn Anas, the founder of
the Maliki school of Islamic law.

He served as a governor
in Yemen, taught in Baghdad,
and finally settled in Egypt.
From his travels, al-Shafii
could see that the application
of Islamic law across the Muslim
world was highly idiosyncratic.
He resolved to “take law from
the source” by which he meant
a return to the Quran and
hadith. Through his teachings
and writings he is credited with
creating the essentials of figh
(Islamic jurisprudence). He died
in 820 and was buried in Cairo.

We then set for you a law to

the right path. Follow it and

do not yield to the desires of

those devoid of knowledge. ..
45:18

could rule on public and private
concerns, there was a call for a
more uniform and clearly defined
form of guidance—=Sharia.

Defining Islamic law

Scholars eager to standardize Islamic
jurisprudence emerged in many
Muslim communities, leading to
disagreements over how to apply the
law. Should its scope be restricted to
the teachings of the Quran and the
sunna, or could jurists incorporate
their own analysis and reason?

By the 8th century, Muslims
differed widely on the application of
Sharia. One scholar, Abu Abdullah
Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafii,
came to the fore to offer unifying
thought on the legal concerns of the
day. According to al-Shafli, there
were four sources of law: the Quran,
the sunna, the consensus of the
community (jma), and “analogical”
reasoning (giyas).

The main source of Sharia is
the Quran itself. In many passages,
it directly addresses matters such
as exploitation of the poor, usury,
theft, and adultery—all of which it
explicitly condemns. The Quran
also guides Muslims in personal
and community affairs. It has
plenty to say on issues related to
women'’s rights, including on
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How do we live a life
that pleases God?

By looking for
His guidance in
every matter.

We can consult the
Quran for His word.

We can use the
mind God gave us to
reason His will.

All of these things
form Sharia, the path
to good living.

We can ask for
guidance from
scholars.

All of these things
come from God.

We can look to the
Prophet for example.

divorce, custody of children, and
rights of inheritance. However,
much of its treatment of legal
concerns is generic. For example,
“He that kills a believer by design
shall burn in Hell for ever” (4:93) is

Do not live in a land in
which there is neither a
scholar to inform you about
your religion, nor a doctor to
tell you about your body.
Al-Shafii

fine in a theological sense, but it
offers no advice on the murderer's
punishment on Earth. For this
reason, the word of the Quran is
supplemented by the example
of Muhammad, derived from the
sunna—the scholarly collections of
the reported sayings and actions
of the Prophet known as hadith.
The third source of law is the
consensus of the community, or
ijma. Muhammad is reported to
have said that his community
would never agree on an error.
Al-Shafii therefore gave authority to
legal rulings reached by consensus
among the Muslims. Over time “the
community” came to be defined in
legal terms as a body of legal
scholars and religious authorities
whose decisions would be made on
behalf of wider Muslim society. »

“The path to the watering place”
(the literal translation of “Sharia”)

was a concept that had resonance for
believers who came from the harsh
desert lands of the Arabian Peninsula.
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Analogical reasoning can be used
to determine acceptable behavior.

Opioids and drugs are
not specifically forbidden
in the Quran.

>

However, the Quran

which is an intoxicant ...

does forbid alcohol, { —9

... therefore, other intoxicants,
such as drugs and opioids are
forbidden, too.

Intellectual striving
Muadh ibn Jabal was a Companion
of the Prophet. He was sent to
Yemen to teach its people about
Islam. Before he set off, Muhammad
asked him how he would settle any
disputes among the Yemenis. “By
referring to the Quran,” Ibn Jabal
replied.

“And what if the answer is not
in the Quran?” Muhammad asked.

“By following your ways,”
replied Ibn Jabal.

A light has surely come to
you from God and a veritable
Book, with which God
will guide to the paths
of peace those who seek
to please Him ...
5:15-16

“And if there is no precedent for
your question?” asked Muhammad.
“Then I will exercise my own
reason and judgement,” responded

Ibn Jabal.

In situations where the Quran
and sunna provided no answers,
and where no consensus could be
reached, jurists would follow Ibn
Jabal's example and use their own
judgment to arbitrate new legal
concerns. This was known as
ijtihad, a word that means “striving
intellectually.”

Al-Shafii restricted the role of
personal reasoning in jjtihad to the
analogical, or giyas. This involves
deriving a conclusion from one'’s
experience in one or more similar
situations. This, the fourth base
source of Sharia law, involved
finding analogous situations in
the Quran or sunna from which
new legal rulings could be derived.
For example, the Quran prohibits
making a sale or a purchase during
the call to Friday prayers: Muslims
are instead urged to cease trading
so that they may gather for worship
(62:9-10). What about other contracts

that might be made during the call
to prayer? Should a marriage, for
example, be arranged during this
time? The Quran is silent on the
matter, but analogical reasoning
can be used to derive a legal
opinion. If the aim of the Quran is
to discourage actions preventing
Muslims from worship, then,
likewise, restrictions on business
can be applied to other contracts,
such as a marriage.

Closing the gate

From the 10th century, some
scholars began to criticize the

use of independent judgement

to derive new rulings, believing this
encouraged the placing of too much
confidence in the power of human
reason. The principle of consensus
of the community was also
jettisoned. The idea evolved that
the “gate of independent reasoning”
was now closed, and that jurists
should busy themselves with the
study and reinterpretation of old
laws, imitating their predecessors
rather than forging ahead with
legal innovations of their own.
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Islamic scholars continue to play a
major role in Muslim political life, like
here, where religious leaders attend a
peace conference in Baghdad, Iraq.
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schools of law emerged in different
parts of the empire. From the 13th
century, four schools in particular
came to predominate in Sunni
Islam. Each is named for the
individual who framed its main
concerns: Hanafi, Hanbali, Maliki,
and Shafii.

The most widespread of the four
is the Hanafi school, named after
the legal expert Abu Hanifa (699—
767), a native of Kufa in Iraq. Both it
and the Maliki school, founded by
Malik ibn Anas (711-95), encourage

use of all four sources of law. The Hanbalism is the official school of traditional laws in much of the
Shafii and Hanbali schools focus law in Saudi Arabia and Qatar. Shia | Islamic world. However, most
on the Quran and sunna alone— Islam has its own schools, notably Muslim-majority countries
al-Shafii rejected rulings based the Jaafari, which is recognized incorporate Sharia at some level
on juristic discretion and public as the fifth school of Islamic law within their legal framework,
interest altogether. Adherents of alongside the four Sunni schools. mainly in regard to civil laws,
the Shafii school predominate in covering things like marriage
India and Southeast Asia. The Sharia today and inheritance. Muslims with
fourth and smallest Sunni school In the modern era, statutes, many questions on the best way to live
of law, named after Ahmed ibn of which come from European legal | according to Islam will often
Hanbal (780-855), is seen as the systems introduced during the address them to a learned sheikh
most conservative of the schools. colonial period, have replaced for authoritative advice.
The rise of modern Islamism
The issuing of fatwas in the late 20th century has seen
Sharia become associated with an
A fatwa is simply a religious rulings, which run to tens extreme form of prohibitive law that
edict, or judgement. It can only of thousands of entries. If a cuts off the hands of thieves, stones
be pronounced by a qualified specific fatwa cannot be found adulterers, and engages in public
scholar of Islam, known as a in the database, the website beheadings. Most Muslims view
mufti, who has reached his can connect the user to a this with horror. They are more
(only occasionally her) ruling by “cyber-mufti” who will issue a inclined to the vision of Sharia
considering the four sources of fatwa in less than 24 hours. described by the Syrian jurist
Sharia law. In the modern era, Fatwas sometimes spa.rk al-Jawzi (d.1350), who wrote, “The
fatwas serve to expanc% on and controversy. For example, in the foundation of the Sharia is wisdom
update aspects of Sharia law to aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, ) )
keep pace with changing social Saudi Arabia’s highest religious and the S afegugrdmg of people’s
and economic circumstances. authorities issued a fatwa welfare H_l this life and the .nexlt. R
Fatwas are issued on every topic | sanctioning a holy war against Eyery Iphng that replacgs ]gstlce
imaginable. There are websites | Saddam Hussein by all Muslims with injustice, mercy with its
that provide databases of to evict his forces from Kuwait. opposite ... is a ruling that does
not belong to the Sharia.” m
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THE SUPREME
JIHAD IS AGAINST
ONESELF

THE HISTORY OF BAGHDAD BY AL-KHATIB
AL-BAGHDADI (111 CENTURY)

IN CONTEXT

THEME
The quest to make God’s
word supreme

WHEN AND WHERE
7th—8th century, Arabia

BEFORE

7th century Muhammad and
his followers suffer persecution
by the Meccans and are forced
to take up arms.

661-750 The Umayyad
caliphate undertakes
expansion of the Islamic
empire by conquest.

AFTER

12th century Muslim
Andalusian philosopher Ibn
Rushd divides jihad into four
types: jihad by the heart, by
the tongue, by the hand, and
by the sword.

The word “jihad” is derived from a root shared with words
that relate to striving, struggle, and resistance.

According to the
Prophet, the “greater
jihad” is the struggle
that all Muslims wage
within and against
themselves.

The “lesser jihad”
relates to the struggle
with others, which can take
the form of war.

Jihadism is a modern term wrongly used in the West
to denote a violent and extremist Islamist worldview
that has nothing to do with the Quranic jihad.
Many Muslims regard the term as Islamophobic.

c.1964 Egyptian thinker
Sayyid Qutb argues for jihad

as the mission to make Islam he word “jihad” is typically | narrowing down and reduction of
dominant in the world. mistranslated as “holy the meaning of this word has led
war,” either through lack to misconceptions and negative

of understanding or, in some cases, | reactions on the part of Muslims
deliberate misinterpretation. The and non-Muslims alike.
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The meaning of jihad

Jihad is one of a number of words
sharing the same root letters j—h—d,
all of which pertain to striving,
struggle, and resistance. The
concept of jjtihad, which refers to
intellectual reasoning, comes from
the same root. In the Quran, the
term “jihad” is used in the general
sense of the exertion of willpower
and energy for a particular cause,
and always “in the name of God”
(fl sabil Allah). The struggle against
the whims and demands of the
lower self, or nafs, is said to have
been referred to by the Prophet
Muhammad as the “greater jihad”
(jihad al-akbar). The Quran is quite
explicit that the most fulfilling form
of jihad is the struggle that all
Muslims wage within and against
themselves: “Blessed shall be he
that has kept [himself] pure, and
ruined he that has corrupted
[himself]” (91:7).

Jihad may also take the form of
armed struggle. This is known as
the “lesser jihad” and it has its own
Arabic term, gital (“combat”). While
the greater jihad is a continuous

What is jihadism?

The word “jihad,” as found in
the Quran, can have a variety of
meanings, the purest of which is
an internal struggle of the spirit.
“Jihadism” (and the related
“jihadi” and “jihadist”) is a
relatively recent term used
mostly in the West to describe
extreme Islamist militant
movements who employ
violence to achieve their ends.
Jihadists are defined as those
who consider violent struggle
necessary to eradicate obstacles
to restoring God'’s rule on Earth,

Permission to take up arms
is hereby granted to those
who are attacked, because
they have been wronged.
22:39

inner, spiritual struggle to remain
on the straight path of correct belief
and practice, the lesser jihad is
temporary and a response to a
specific set of circumstances.

Jihad through the ages

How jihad has been interpreted and
implemented has been influenced
to a large extent by the politics of
the time. In the early days of Islam,
jihad often took the form of armed
struggle. From the outset, the
Prophet was forced to defend

and defending the Muslim
community, or umma, against
infidels. Such groups believe that
jihad is a collective obligation
that must be fulfilled by every
able Muslim. Those Muslims who
do not share this world view are
typically labeled “deviants” and
are considered legitimate targets.
In the modern era, the term
jihadism is particularly linked
with militant groups such as
al-Qaeda and Islamic State.
The word is not used by most
Muslims because they see it as
associating a noble concept with
illegitimate violence.

himself and his followers from

the Meccans, who first persecuted
the Muslims and then tried to
eliminate them altogether. But

in taking up arms, Muhammad
adhered to the lessons of the Quran:
“If you punish, let your punishment
be commensurate with the wrong
that has been done you. But it shall
be best for you to endure with
patience” (16:126). Armed jihad
occurred under the Umayyads
when the caliphate—and, by
extension, Islam—was expanding
its territory. In the more peaceable
Abbasid period that followed,

jihad became more linked to
personal inner struggle.

In the recent era, the almost
exclusive use of jihad to mean “holy
war” has been employed by critics
to suggest Muslims are on a
mission to Islamicize the world.
Conversely, some Muslims have
reacted by denying any connection
between jihad and warfare. Both
positions are flawed. The Quran is
clear that the meaning of jihad is
far broader than—but does not
exclude—fighting an enemy. m

You have come from
the Lesser Jihad to the
Greater Jihad—the striving
of a servant (of God)
against his desires.

Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi
Islamic scholar 1002-71
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PART OF THE
GOMPLETION
OF ISLAM

IN CONTEXT

THEME
The Umayyad and Abbasid
caliphates

WHEN AND WHERE
661-1258, Damascus
and Baghdad

BEFORE

634 Ali ibn Abi Talib becomes
the fourth caliph to be elected
following the death of the
Prophet Muhammad.

AFTER

1258 With the destruction

of Baghdad by the Mongols,
there is no longer a single
dominant power in the Islamic
world. Rival dynasties carve
up the territories that were
once ruled by the Umayyad
and Abbasid caliphates.

1517 After seizing Egypt,
Syria, and Arabia, the Turkish
Ottoman dynasty proclaims
itself the new caliphate, which
lasts until 1924.

ith the death of Ali
ibn Abi Talib in 661,
his rival Muawiya, the

governor of Syria, became the first
caliph who was not chosen by a
council of the Companions of the
Prophet, but relied on his military
might to seize power. Muawiya
was the first of what would be
known as the Umayyad caliphs,
named for the Umayya tribe of
Mecca, to which he belonged. Their
caliphate was to last for less than
90 years, but in that time the
boundaries of the Islamic world
were extended to create an empire
that would not be equaled in size
until the peak of the Ottoman
Empire some 900 years later.
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After the death of the
last of the Rashidun caliphs,
the Umayyad caliphate
assumes power from a base
in Damascus.

After the death of the
Prophet Muhammad, the
Rashidun caliphs rule
the Islamic community
from Medina.

The Abbasids defeat
the Umayyads and rule from
Baghdad. The Mongols crush
the Abbasids, the caliphate
ends, and power devolves to
regional centers.

Even more significantly, when
Muawiya named his own son as
his successor, it marked the
beginning of a new era of rule in
Islam, based not on suitability
or piety, but on lineage.

Hereditary rule

Under the Rashidun caliphs,
faith had been the chief social
unifier. For the Damascus-based
Umayyads, however, faith often
appeared to count for little. Blood
and tribal relations now became
the chief motivating principle.
Under Muawiya’s rule, the army
was modernized and the empire
continued to expand outward.

To govern these far-flung lands,
he returned to a more tribal style
of leadership, reviving the old
practices such as wufud, which
involved tribes sending delegations
to keep the caliph informed of their
interests. The reintroduction of
such practices led many of
Muawiya's critics to describe him
not as a caliph but as a malik, or
secular king, in the style of the
pre-Islamic rulers of Arabia.
Evidence that Muawiya
saw himself more as king than
caliph came when he named his
ineffectual son, Yazid, as heir to
the caliphate. Offended by the
idea that the caliphate was now

considered to be hereditary,

many clans refused to pay their
respects. Instead, some of the old
families of Medina rallied around
Abdullah ibn Zubeir, son of one of
Muhammad'’s closest Companions,
who called for a council to choose
a new caliph. From the Prophet’s
family, Ali's younger son Hussein
gave his support to the dissenters.
Yazid dealt brutally with the threat,
sending 4,000 soldiers to massacre
Hussein's group of 70 followers and
family on the plains of Kerbala in
Iraq in 680.

Empire building

Yazid left no natural successor and
the position of caliph was filled by
a candidate from another branch

of the Umayyad clan. On taking
power, Abd al-Malik (r. 685—705)
was obliged to quash an attempted
coup in Damascus, conquer rivals
in Iraq, and eliminate the threat of
Abdullah ibn Zubeir in Mecca, all
in the cause of reuniting the
caliphate. Once that was achieved
he took the war to the Byzantine
Empire, advancing into Turkey and
the Caucasus, and sweeping across
North Africa. »

He [Muawiya] placed his
throne in Damascus and
refused to go to Muhammad's
throne [Medinal.

The Maronite Chronicle
7th-century Syrian manuscript
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Under Abd al-Malik, Arabic was
made the language of government
administration. New coins were
minted and the old Byzantine and
Persian currencies were replaced
by a single, centralized system of
gold dinars and silver dirhams

across the entire expanding empire.

The latter part of the Umayyad era
was also marked by impressive
building projects. These included
desert palaces constructed for the
wealthy elite, but also places

of worship, most notably the
magnificent Dome of the Rock in
Jerusalem (688-92).

Abd al-Malik was succeeded
by his son Walid I (r. 705—15), under
whose leadership a second wave of
expansionist conquests took place,
with Muslim rule crossing the
Mediterranean into the Iberian
Peninsula and spreading to the
Indian subcontinent. During

Walid's reign, the caliphate was
expanded to its largest territorial
extent, although in 732 Arab
armies pushed up through Spain
into the Loire in France, until they
were halted at the Battle of Tours by
the Frankish king Charles Martel.
By this time, the practice of
the caliph nominating his heir was
the accepted way of things. A letter
written by a later Umayyad caliph
illustrates the entitlement that
came with the position: in it,
Walid II (1. 743—44) states that the
caliphate is “part of the completion
of Islam and the perfection of those
mighty favors by which God makes
His people obliged to Him.”

Festering inequality
Beneath all this progress festered
serious ills. Under the Umayyads,
many pre-Islamic traditions were
revived, with old Arab clans

reestablishing themselves as the
landholding elite. The caliphate
was beleaguered by bloody power
struggles. Just as pernicious was
the emergence of Arabism. Being
an Arab was frequently given more
significance than being a Muslim.
This gave rise to a stratified
society, with Arab Muslims at the
top, then the non-Arab converts to
Islam, with Jews and Christians
next, and slaves at the bottom.
The discontent of the non-Arab
Muslims would be the undoing of
the Umayyads.

Claiming descent from the
Prophet’s uncle, Abbas ibn Abd
al-Muttalib, the Abbasids of
northern Arabia had long been
rivals of the Umayyads. They
shrewdly cultivated the support of
the disaffected non-Arabs on the
fringes of the Umayyad empire to
foment 