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Introduction


Islam is the second most popular religion in the world, with more than 1.5 billion adherents. In most Western countries Islam is the religion second to Christianity, albeit with much lower numbers than Christianity and those with no religious affiliation. In the Middle East, Central Asia and North Africa, Islam is the predominant religion.


The importance of Muslim countries for world oil supplies, and the impact of Muslim groups such as al-Qaeda and the Taleban, have made Islam a focus of interest and concern for many in the West.


Islam is one of the more recent world religions, developing in Arabia in the seventh century with the Prophet Muhammad, whose successors established a Muslim empire stretching from Spain to China within 200 years of his death. Muslim scholars would, however, claim that Islam is the oldest, indeed the original, religion, beginning with the first man, Adam, who is claimed to be the first prophet of Islam.


Islam accepts all the prophets of Judaism and Christianity as prophets of Islam whose messages were distorted by Jews and Christians so that God had to send his final prophet, Muhammad, to deliver God’s true message in a way that could never be distorted.


This book gives readers an introduction to the Islamic religion to help in understanding its main beliefs and practices, the different groups within Islam and Muslim attitudes to the major issues of the modern world.


Throughout the book, Allah is used to describe God, as is preferred by Muslims. Allah is the Arabic word for the one God of Judaism and Christianity.


Common Era dates are used. Islam dates from the emigration of Muhammad from Makkah to Madinah in 622 CE, but uses a lunar calendar so that dates cannot be calculated simply by subtracting 622: for example, 2011 CE is 1432 AH (in the year of the Hijrah), not 1389 AH.




1 The main beliefs of Islam


The Six Beliefs


Muslims believe that Muhammad decreed that they must have faith in:


1   Allah


2   His angels


3   His holy books


4   His messengers


5   the Last Day


6   life after death.


These six are not the only beliefs:


[image: image]    Islam means submission.


[image: image]    Muslim means one who has submitted.


This means that Muslims must also follow the Five Pillars and the Shari’ah.


To be a Muslim one must accept the Six Beliefs
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The Six Beliefs of Islam are usually summarized by Muslims under the following three concepts:


1   Tawhid (the unity of Allah) – belief in Allah.


2   Risalah (the messengers of Allah) – belief in angels, holy books and messengers.


3   Akirah (the last things) – belief in the Last Day and life after death.


We will explore these concepts in the rest of this chapter.


Some Muslims think that belief in Allah’s control of everything (Al’Qad’r) is a seventh belief.


[image: image]


Allah is Arabic for ‘the one God’. Muslims use it because they believe that Arabic is the language of heaven.


[image: image]


Tawhid


Tawhid is belief in Allah’s unity. The word Allah has no plural form, showing that there is only one Allah.


The first part of the Muslim creed states:
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Allah’s unity means that he has no partners, no helpers and, especially, no equals. Muslims feel that the Christian belief in Trinity is an insult to Allah’s unity.


Tawhid is important for Muslims because, if there is only one Allah:
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