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Introduction



Today, no other world religion is under as much focus as Islam. Whether regarding issues around the headscarf and religious freedom or Islamic State and militant extremism, Islamic thought is at the centre of much public and political debate. And yet, despite the public, and often controversial visibility of Islam – especially since 9/11 – millions of Muslims live ordinary lives as ordinary citizens in Muslim and non-Muslim countries. Whether they are secular, practising or non-practising, their lives are connected in multiple ways to the rituals of prayer and fasting, to mosques, madrasas, to laws on marriage and family life. There is no one way to be a Muslim as Muslim societies and civilizations are rich and varied.


This book explains the major terms and themes associated with Islam. While many of these ideas can be found in introductory books on Islam, the 50 Ideas format provides succinct chapters on a hugely varied array of theological, literary and sociological terms linking historical and contemporary analyses. All selection is to some extent subjective and reflective of personal choice and style. However, I have tried to bring together those subjects that one would expect to find in such a book – the Qur’an, hadiths, the Kaaba, Sunni/Shi`a – while discussing more complex debates around Islam and human rights, gender, democracy and pluralism. These should not be seen as postcolonial Western concerns, rather they are intrinsic to how Muslim societies are rethinking and reimagining the very soul of Islam in the 21st century.


Mona Siddiqui


Presentation and Acknowledgement


For ease of reading, I have avoided using diacritics in transliteration of mostly Arabic words. The format of Qur’anic verses cited here is chapter first followed by the verse(s), for example Q33:40. I would also like to thank my doctoral student and research assistant Mr Josef Linnhoff for his invaluable help with some of the ideas and the text as a whole. I have learnt that a book that looks simple is probably one of the hardest, yet most imaginative things to write!





01   Allah



For Muslims, belief in an omniscient creator and merciful God is the fundamental tenet of one’s faith. The Qur’an, the primary religious text of Islam, is God-centred; the ‘I’ or ‘we’ in the Qur’an is God speaking. God is the creator, God is judge and God is mercy. Through the act of creation, God expresses all three of these attributes. These are are just three of ninety-nine such attributes, or names of God (al-asma al-husna), but they are all premised on the fundamental belief that God is One. This is the essence of Islamic monotheism or tawhid.


The Arabic word for God is Allah. The Qur’an repeats at least 30 times, ‘There is no God but him’, and has multiple ways of relating the oneness, the munificence and mercy of God. In fact, the shahada itself – the witness to faith that is the basic creed of Islam – claims: ‘There is no god but God and Muhammad is the messenger of God’ (see Chapter 10). Many of the Qur’anic verses offer short and eloquent descriptions of this unity. See, for example, ‘He is God, [who is] One. God, the eternal refuge. He neither begets nor is born, nor is there any equivalent to him’ (Q112:1–4). God’s oneness cannot be compromised. Tawhid is the central idea that ties all the other themes together in the Qur’an and volumes have been written about the meanings of tawhid. The beginning, the middle and the end of the Qur’an and much Islamic thought suggest different avenues for exploring this most pervasive, yet elusive, essence of Islam.


GOD’S WILL


In Muslim theology, God speaks throughout the Qur’an. God speaks to man in different ways during the course of human history and, in revealing the Qur’an, he reveals not himself, but his will. The Qur’an refers to God’s mode of revelation as inspiration (wahy) – that he does not reveal of himself directly but ‘from behind a veil’ or via the sending of messengers. It is God who has given us life, it is God who will cause us to die and God who will then raise us again from death. Nothing is impossible for God, for it is he who gives everything its place and order. He has only to say ‘be’ and it is.



Allah – what’s in a name?




The word ‘Allah’, according to several Arabic lexicons, means ‘the Being who comprises all the attributes of perfection’. Thus, the word denotes perfection and knowledge and the best qualities. This meaning is supported by the Qur’an when it says, ‘His are the best (or most beautiful) names’ (Q17:110; Q20:8 and Q7:180). Many Muslims use the word Allah interchangeably with God, yet the word itself has long been used by Christians in reference to God, and in those parts of the world that are now predominantly Islamic, but have not always been so. In other words, the word Allah predates Islam.


Malaysia is religiously and culturally diverse. In 2013, a Malaysian court ruled that non-Muslims could not use the word Allah to refer to God, even in their own faiths, overturning a 2009 lower court ruling. The appeals court said the term must be exclusive to Islam, even though people of all faiths use the word Allah in Malay to refer to their Gods. The two million Christians in Malaysia argued that they had used the word, which entered Malay from Arabic, to refer to their God for centuries and that this new ruling violated their rights. Many argued that this was a political ploy by the governing Malay-Muslim party, UMNO, to boost its Islamic credentials. Not all Muslims supported the ban and many Christians said they would continue to use the word Allah in their worship.








GOD’S IMAGE


We can try to imagine God, but as the Qur’an says, ‘No vision can grasp him, but his grasp is over all vision: he is above all comprehension, yet is acquainted with all things’ (Q6:103). Yet God wishes to be close to his creation so that he is ‘closer to man than his jugular vein’ (Q50:16). The Qur’an also speaks of God’s hands, God’s face, God sitting on a throne. In Muslim thought, God is both so very near and yet so completely transcendent and unknowable, that these concepts present a theological challenge. Perhaps the most beautiful words about God are:


Allah is the Light of the heavens and the Earth. The example of his light is like a niche within which is a lamp, the lamp is within glass, the glass as if it were a pearly [white] star lit from [the oil of] a blessed olive tree, neither of the east nor of the west, whose oil would almost glow even if untouched by fire. Light upon light. Allah guides to his light whom he wills. And Allah presents examples for the people, and Allah is knowing of all things. (Q24:35) 


GOD’S MERCY AND HIS LOVE


If we look carefully at creation (see Chapter 11) and observe the beauty and symmetry found in nature, this is itself a sign of divine mercy. God is al-Rahman, the most merciful and this mercy is the overriding attribute of God, even when we disobey, when we are ungrateful or when we do wrong. In fact, God’s merciful and forgiving nature is mentioned over 500 times in various ways in the Qur’an.


‘THE FUNCTION OF PRAYER IS NOT TO INFLUENCE GOD, BUT RATHER TO CHANGE THE NATURE OF THE ONE WHO PRAYS.’


Søren Kierkegaard (1813–55)


The Qur’an is replete with exhortations to man to observe nature, to turn to God, to desist from denial of God and disbelief (kufr), so as to avoid the punishment of the hereafter. And the Qur’an also says that God will forgive humankind all their sins, except the sin of ascribing a partner to God (shirk):


Allah does not forgive associating anything with him. But he forgives other than that as he wills. But the one who associates with Allah has indeed strayed far away. (Q4:116)


Yet, in another verse, it would appear that even this can be forgiven:


Say, O my servants who have transgressed against their souls. Do not transgress against the mercy of Allah for Allah forgives all sins. He is oft-giving, most merciful. (Q39:53)


For many Sufis on their mystical path, love of God is the highest in rank and the last stage in drawing towards God before repentance and patience. Love is not a means to God, love is the end station (see Chapter 41).


[image: img]


GOD’S PRESENCE


Most Muslims are aware of God’s presence in their daily life through the constant remembrance of his name. There are multiple traditions that encourage remembrance of God (dhikr), simply by saying Allah repeatedly. This occurs, not only in ritual worship such as in the saying of prayers, but also in many ordinary occurrences. For example, it is common to say ‘Praise be to God’ after sneezing, ‘May God reward you’, instead of thank you, or ‘MashAllah’ – as God wishes – when witnessing or hearing good news about someone. These phrases are part of the everyday language for Muslims and remembrance of God through these phrases is not necessarily regarded as an extra act of piety, but as normal speech in everyday conversation. In this way God’s name is kept alive in peoples’ hearts and minds.


In many Muslim households, it is also very common to see plates, ceramics, frames and wall hangings with the words ‘Allah’ and ‘Muhammad’ written on them in Arabic calligraphy. For the faithful, these serve as a protection from evil and a reflection of God’s presence.


The condensed idea


No one person or religion owns God




TIMELINE




14,000 BCE





Birth of monotheism




MID-1ST CENTURY CE





Birth of Christianity




7TH CENTURY





Birth of Islam




7TH CENTURY





Islam arrives in southern Asia




12TH CENTURY





Islam spreads to South East Asia








02   Muhammad



Islam’s central character is Muhammad. With a number of descriptions, including ‘messenger of God’ (rasul Allah), ‘the blessed Prophet’ (nabi karim) and ‘God’s beloved’ (habib Allah), Muhammad is not just any prophet in a long line of historical prophets, rather he is the Prophet, the last chosen prophet to be the recipient of the last divine revelation.


Muhammad is referred to in the Qur’an as the ‘seal of the prophets’ (khatam al-nabiyyin), generally understood in Islam to be the final messenger after whom no more messengers or prophets will follow. ‘Muhammad is not the father of any of your men, but he is God’s messenger and the seal of the prophets.’ (Q33:40) For Muslims, he embodies the perfect messenger and the perfect man. Such is the reverence for Muhammad in Islam that Muslims rarely mention his name without adding the words ‘and peace be upon him’ often shortened to ‘pbuh’.


MUHAMMAD’S ROLE


The concept of prophecy is shared between Judaism, Christianity and Islam, though the significance of prophecy varies in each religion. The Islamic view is that prophets and messengers throughout history act as bridges between God and the temporal world. It is in the receiving of God’s communication that humankind understands something of God, a God who both hides and reveals of himself. Prophets and messengers are central to God’s plan and all of his messengers from Adam to Muhammad have brought the same primordial truth: the oneness of God and human obligation to worship God.


The Qur’an is concerned with both individual prophets and the nature of prophecy in the dialectic between human reception and divine message. In that sense, Muhammad is the same as previous prophets. He can only speak of that which is part of God’s plan and can only reveal that which God wishes him to reveal. His task, therefore, is to reveal the new truth but not to contest the old truths nor to distinguish between the messengers who preceded him:


The messenger has believed in what was revealed to him from his Lord and so have the believers. All of them believe in God, his angels, his books and his messengers saying, ‘We make no distinction between any of his messengers’, and they say, ‘We hear and obey and we seek your forgiveness O Lord for to you is the final destination’. (Q2:285)


THE BIRTH OF ISLAM


While the Qur’an often speaks to Muhammad directly, it is not a biography of the prophet. Most biographical accounts of Muhammad’s life go back to the text of Ibn Ishaq, a Medinan scholar who compiled the first full biography, or sira, of Muhammad, called Sirat Rasul Allah. Written a century after Muhammad’s death, this biography comes to us through the works of a ninth-century scholar named Ibn Hisham, who edited Ibn Ishaq’s texts.


On the basis of early Muslim sources, it is said that Muhammad’s father died around six months before Muhammad’s birth in Mecca and so he was brought up by his grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib of the Banu Hashim clan of the tribe of Quraysh. At the age of six, his mother Aminah also died. Now an orphan, Muhammad was raised by his uncle Abu Talib, the most powerful man in Mecca. Muhammad gained a reputation for reliability and honesty as he grew older and, in 591 CE, this attracted a proposal of marriage from a woman called Khadijah. A wealthy widow, some 15 years older than Muhammad, she was involved in the caravan-camel trade. Khadijah supported Muhammad fully and was the first to accept his message which became known as ‘Islam’.



Images of Muhammad




Islam’s central prophet is the prophet Muhammad. In daily conversation, it is common to add the letters ‘pbuh’ after his name, meaning ‘peace be upon him’. While Muslim thought has never divinized Muhammad, he retains a sacred place in the hearts and minds of many.


In recent years, there have been several displays of anger from a number of Muslims who felt that the Western press had attacked the Prophet. The Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten published cartoons of the Prophet on 30 September, 2005. Twelve caricatures of Muhammad were printed in the paper, accompanying an editorial criticizing self-censorship in the Danish media. Not all of the cartoons showed Muhammad, yet one portrayed the Prophet standing on a cloud, holding back a line of smouldering suicide bombers trying to get to heaven. Muhammad is saying, ‘Stop stop, we have run out of virgins’ (a reference to the tradition that Muslim martyrs are rewarded with virgins in heaven). Another cartoon showed Muhammad as a would-be terrorist, carrying a lit bomb in the shape of a turban on his head. Fury over the cartoons, among hundreds of Muslims, led to protests, arrests and a number of deaths.


In 2015, the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo was the target of a terrorist attack in which 12 people lost their lives, including the magazine’s publishing director Charb (Stéphane Charbonnier) and several other cartoonists. This attack was seen as a response to several controversial cartoons that had featured the Prophet.








In 610 CE, when Muhammad was around 40 years of age, he began to withdraw to the outskirts of Mecca to mediate. It was during one of his meditaions, in the cave of Hira, that Gabriel came to him and asked him to read. What Muhammad read became the first revelation of the Qur’an. From 610–32 CE, Muhammad continued to receive revelations that were oral in nature – that is, they were words spoken to him or words that he found in his heart and then uttered. The phenomenon is described as follows:


‘Messenger of God, How does the revelation come to you?’ The messenger of God replied, ‘Sometimes it comes like the ringing of a bell: it is the hardest on me. Then it passes from me after I have grasped what it said. Sometimes the angel appears to me like a man. He speaks to me and I grasp what he says.’


From the very first revelation when Muhammad is told to recite, the Qur’an then addresses Muhammad by words such as qul (say). It is to Muhammad that God reveals the recitations and it is Muhammad’s role to spread the message he receives to his tribespeople, the Quraysh, and then the rest of Meccan society. It is Muhammad who, after the migration to Medina in 622 CE (see Chapter 3), eventually establishes what Muslims perceive to be a small Islamic state that subsequently expanded rapidly to make Islam a world religion.


‘IF GREATNESS OF PURPOSE, SMALLNESS OF MEANS AND ASTONISHING RESULTS ARE THE THREE CRITERIA OF A HUMAN GENIUS, WHO COULD DARE COMPARE ANY GREAT MAN IN HISTORY WITH MUHAMMAD?’


Alphonse de Lamartine,
History of Turkey


PROPHETIC PRACTICES


As Muslims made Muhammad the focus of the ideal life, it became imperative to know exactly how he lived and what he said. His life and words became encapsulated in the concept of sunna, a word that originally related to the habits, customs and practices of any community, but subsequently came to be associated with Prophetic precedent alone.


The development of the Prophet’s sunna was a gradual process for the Muslim community and was reflected in reports and sayings attributed to Muhammad, which became known as hadiths. Numbering in their thousands, these hadiths are distinct from the words of the Qur’an. Despite centuries of debate and discussion around the status and validity of hadiths, they remain a primary lens through which to understand Muslim devotion to Muhammad. Hadiths also became the second most important source of authority after the Qur’an, informing all kinds of social, legal, moral and ethical questions about Islamic life (see also Chapter 35).


The condensed idea


Muhammad’s message is the 		 same as that of other prophets – worship one God




TIMELINE




570 CE





Birth of Muhammad




622 CE





Prophet’s hijra (migration)and building of the mosque in Medina




632 CE





Prophet dies leaving no successor




c. 730 CE





First written hadiths (sayings of the Prophet)








03   Hijra



The most common meaning of hijra is ‘migration’. For Muslims, the word hijra encapsulates Muhammad’s migration from his home town Mecca to the city of Yathrib, later named Medina, in 622 ce. This date marks the beginning of the Muslim lunar calendar. It also marked the beginning of the reshaping of the Arab peninsula, both politically and socially.


In purely physical terms, the hijra was a journey between two cities approximately 320km (200 miles) apart from one another. Prior to the hijra of 622 CE, there is also the hijra of 615 CE, when a group of Muslims fleeing Meccan persecution at the hands of the Quraysh, arrived at the court of the Christian king, the Negus in Ethiopia. Muhammad did not emigrate on this occasion, but did leave Mecca in 622 CE, in order to avoid assassination and preserve his community. He and his followers sought a stable base in Medina where they could worship in peace without fear for their lives. Although the Qur’an does not narrate the story of this migration, it is structured around the event. The chapters (suras) of the Qur’an are divided between the revelations Muhammad received in Mecca and those he received in Medina; in common parlance, they are referred to as ‘Meccan verses’ and ‘Medinan verses’, respectively.


MIGRATION, FAITH AND COMMUNITY


Muslims see this time of Muhammad’s migration as a new beginning, ushering in the birth of a new civilization. It introduced a quasi-revolutionary spirit of brotherhood within the disparate groups of migrants (muhajirun), who had left their homes and possessions to support the nascent Muslim community in Medina. The Qur’an makes reference to this migration:


Indeed, those who have believed and emigrated and fought with their wealth and lives in the cause of God and those who gave shelter and aided – they are allies of one another. But those who believed and did not emigrate – for you there is no guardianship of them until they emigrate. And if they seek help of you for the religion, then you must help, except against a people between yourselves and whom is a treaty. And God sees what you do. (Q8:72)


‘PERHAPS TRAVEL CANNOT PREVENT BIGOTRY, BUT BY DEMONSTRATING THAT ALL PEOPLES CRY, LAUGH, EAT, WORRY AND DIE, IT CAN INTRODUCE THE IDEA THAT IF WE TRY AND UNDERSTAND EACH OTHER, WE MAY EVEN BECOME FRIENDS.’


Maya Angelou (1928–2014)


Travel for the sake of God features frequently in the Qur’an. It points to the collective efforts made by groups leaving the comfort and tranquillity of their homes ‘in the way of God’ to those who welcome them for the sake of God. New relationships and bonds of friendship emerge as a consequence of migration where the migrant and the traveller must always be provided for. This theme is often discussed in the Qur’an. References to both the emigrants and those who helped them in Medina convey the strong bond that emerged through faith, migration and community. People left their homes in Mecca to follow the Prophet in Medina, while those who helped them in the new city spent of their own wealth giving shelter and aid.


These helpers were the ansar, notably members of the two Medinese tribes, the feuding Al-Khazraj and Al-Aws whom Muhammad had been asked to reconcile before leaving Mecca. These tribes formed new alliances and came to be his most devoted followers. Medina also had three significant Jewish tribes: the Banu Qurayza, the Banu Qaynuqa and the Banu Nadir. The Constitution of Medina, a rudimentary document trying to establish a political order, said that Jews who allied with Muslims were to be part of this new ummah or brotherhood.


THE REFUGEE EXPERIENCE


Both the Bible and the Qur’an offer various stories on migration and its being a refugee experience in which one is forced to leave one’s home owing to poverty, violence or other threats. For example, Abraham is forced to leave his father’s house and Moses flees from Egypt in the middle of the night with his people. In fear of Herod’s soldiers, Mary and Joseph seek refuge with the infant Jesus. Finally, Muhammad’s own hijra to Medına is an example of the centrality of the refugee experience for God. Travellers and migrants are seen as two distinct categories of people with specific needs, but the Qur’an often blurs the distinctions between them. It does so, because both groups of people are vulnerable or uprooted in some way. As in many civilizations and traditions, travel has long been romanticized as well as extolled as a noble activity in the pursuit of knowledge and for creating new horizons.


Over the centuries, hijra has come to mean, not just physical movement, but reimagining ways of being a better Muslim. In the early modern period, with the Muslim expulsion from Spain, and then the devastating effects of colonization, as well as the more recent displacements of peoples such as the Palestinians, hijra has assumed a new poignancy. It is a constant movement between forgetting the past and keeping it alive. The concept of hijra has become a spiritual exercise helping people to hold onto hope in the face of exile, homelessness and loss.


Today, the militant group known as Islamic State (IS; also Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) or Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)) has given hijra a new militarized meaning for the purpose of their own mission. Hijra must be about physical movement, a call to arms, a new jihad (see Chapter 47) against any opposition and especially the West. This hijra is not about individual search or peaceful coexistence in new lands. For groups such as IS, the term is invoked to lure people to their violent cause and to convince other Muslims that migration to their new caliphate is a moral and religious duty on all. This is the message of their leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, who calls on Muslims to migrate to Syria and Iraq to help build the Islamic State.



Travel literature
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The Qur’an and hadiths give little account of the different types of traveller, but travel is important for Muslim self-expression and once formed an essential part of nomadic desert life. Travel narrative was an expression of Arab identity, especially during the pre-Islamic period. Poetry served as the medium through which pre-Islamic ideologies were transmitted to the wider population. Poetry both informed the collective consciousness of the people and was memorized as part of the culture of nomadic ideologies.


A major theme of the pre-Islamic ode is the telling of a poet’s journey by horse or by camel. It was in this context that the poet could give an account of his adventures in the wilds of the desert, and related the various difficulties he experienced along the way.


In the post-Islamic period, the traveller could be both the migrant and the pilgrim hoping for both rational and spiritual transformation. Three famous travellers are Ibn Jubayr (1145–1217), Ibn Battuta (1304–68/9) and Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406). Travel was a means of recording history and those who travelled carried ambitious aims, to cover as much land as possible and to survey different cultures in all their richness.








The condensed idea


Migration can be an escape and a search




TIMELINE




615 CE





The first hijra; Muslims flee persecution to King Negus in Ethiopia




622 CE





Muhammad’s migration from Mecca to Yathrib (Medina)




20TH CENTURY





Mass migration from across the Muslim world to the West




2014





Islamic State urges global Muslims to make hijra to the self-declared caliphate in Iraq and Syria








04   Mecca



Mecca is the heart of Islam. It is where Muslims go to perform hajj (pilgrimage). As the birthplace of the prophet Muhammad and the site of the Kaaba, it is the spiritual capital of the Muslim world. All Muslims pray in the direction of Mecca, known as the qibla, and so the global Muslim community is both physically and spiritually orientated towards Mecca throughout its daily life.


Surrounding the Kaaba is al-masjid al-haram (the Sacred Mosque), the largest mosque in the world, but Mecca was a sacred city long before the emergence of Islam. According to Muslim belief, the Kaaba was originally built by Adam and repaired by the prophet Abraham after it was damaged during the flood of Noah. This religious history is alluded to in several Qur’anic verses. Muslims believe that Mecca had already been a place of pilgrimage and trade for the Arab tribes in the pre-Islamic period, although during this time Mecca had become a centre of idol worship. Many of the shrines of the idols that were worshipped across Arabia were housed in Mecca, in and around the Kaaba. The ruling clan of Mecca, known as the Quraysh, enjoyed a prosperity that was based on annual pilgrimages to these shrines. On this basis, Muslims see Muhammad as re-establishing Mecca as a sacred city and the primordial centre of monotheism, following the precedents of Adam and Abraham.


MUHAMMAD’S MECCAN PERIOD


Mecca is primarily sacred for Muslims as the setting of much of the Qur’anic revelation. The first 13 years of Muhammad’s prophecy, during which he lived in Mecca with his followers before the emigration to Medina, is called the ‘Meccan period’. Throughout these Meccan verses, the Qur’an typically focuses on central theological topics such as the nature of God, the Last Day of Judgement and the reality of heaven and hell. It also critiques the injustices and malpractices of Meccan society – the accumulation of wealth (Q104:2-3), the failure to treat the needy (Q90:12-16) or the prevailing practice of female infanticide (Q81:8-9).


‘ONE OF THE GREAT PUZZLES OF EARLY ISLAMIC HISTORY IS THE SHEER UNLIKELINESS OF WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENED. A THOUGHTFUL ARAB LIVING IN THE ARABIAN PENINSULA A SHORT TIME BEFORE THE CONQUESTS WOULD HAVE HAD EVERY REASON TO LAUGH OUT LOUD AT THE SUGGESTION THAT ARABS WOULD SOON BE WORLD RULERS, REPRESENTATIVES OF A NEW UNIVERSAL FAITH AND PURVEYORS OF A VIBRANT CIVILIZATION.’


Daniel Brown, A New introduction to Islam


Arguably the most distinctive feature of these verses is how the Qur’an frequently reassures and comforts Muhammad. The picture we receive throughout the Meccan verses is of a prophet deeply grieved by his rejection by much of the community:


Perhaps [Muhammad] you would kill yourself with grief that they will be believers. [But] if We willed, We could send down to them from the sky a sign for which their necks would remain humbled. (Q26:3-4)


And be patient, [Muhammad], and your patience is not but through Allah. And do not grieve over them and do not be in distress over what they conspire. (Q16:127)


This is perhaps the great paradox of Mecca. While it became the holiest city in Islam, for a long time it was also a bastion of opposition to Muhammad. It was in Mecca that the Prophet suffered increasing persecution over the course of 13 years, before eventually fleeing to Medina. While Muslims today revere Mecca as the birthplace of Muhammad, some of his fiercest opponents were also children of the city, including the Quraysh and his uncle Abu Lahab, named and condemned in the Qur’an. It was these Meccans who continued to do battle with the Muslim community throughout the Medinan period, until the Prophet’s eventual victory and successful return to Mecca in the year 632 CE. It is also worth noting that after this conquest the Prophet returned to, and remained in, Medina until his death. It was Medina, not Mecca, that was the capital of the early Muslim empire, and it remained so until the Caliph Ali moved the capital to Kufa, in southern Iraq, in 656 CE.



Message in Mecca




The central Qur’anic concept – the unicity of God – is known in Islam as tawhid. Preaching the message of the oneness of God to the Meccan community was the Prophet’s biggest challenge. Not only did it demand that the Meccan idolators physically destroyed their existing idols, but also that all other religious communities should adhere to the truth.


Monotheism existed prior to the advent of Islam but polytheism, in the form of worship of idols, spirits and other beings, formed a great part of the Arabian religious landscape. The pre-Islamic period of Islam, known commonly as the jahiliyya, is important, not only for understanding the context in which Islam emerged, but also because it is very often referred to as the period that stands in contrast to everything Islam brought.


The Islamic message, as contained in the Qur’an, essentially discusses a new way of thinking about this world and, perhaps more importantly, about life beyond this world. This thinking demands first and foremost a rejection of the multiple gods that the Arabs could see and worshipped for the sake of the one true God whom they couldn’t see but who was the Creator of all.


It is perhaps hard to imagine today, just how revolutionary this idea was for those who couldn’t quite grasp why they should give monotheism any credence; essentially, why should they worship one god because a person of relatively little significance told them to do so?








MODERN-DAY MECCA


Recent decades have seen arguably the biggest and most sudden period of change in the history of Mecca. The rise of affordable plane travel means ever-increasing numbers of followers can now finance the hajj pilgrimage. As a result, the Saudi authorities have undertaken a massive process of expansion and development within the city. This includes a near-constant expansion of the holy mosque to accommodate more worshippers.


These developments have been controversial, however. Much of Mecca is now a city of steel and glass, all luxury hotels, skyscrapers, fast-food outlets and designer boutiques. Most controversial of all has been the construction of the Abraj al-Bait, also known as the Fairmont Makkah Clock Royal Tower. The third-largest building in the world, this comprises a luxury hotel and shopping mall and is situated directly in front of the holy mosque and Kaaba. Many see the modernization of Mecca coming at the expense of its sacred character. Critics also point out that little of the history of Mecca remains, as the expansion of the city has led to the destruction of many historic buildings that date back to the time of the Prophet. Some of the ancient mountains surrounding the city have been flattened, and the houses of the Prophet’s wife Khadijah, and his close companion Abu Bakr, for example, have been demolished to make way for public lavatories and a luxury hotel.
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MECCA’S INFLUENCE


Mecca is where the religion of Islam began. As such it continues to hold a powerful allure over the worldwide community of Muslims, and each year the city provides a microcosm of the Muslim world at large. More than any other site, what happens here has an effect on Muslims everywhere. Yet if the Islamic world is at a crossroads in many ways in the modern world – as many believe – this is perhaps most clearly seen in the battle between tradition and modernity played out in Islam’s holiest city.


The condensed idea


Mecca remains a spiritual as well as a physical entity for all Muslims




TIMELINE




570 CE





Muhammad born in Mecca




610 CE





Muhammad receives first revelations in the Cave of Hira, a few miles outside Mecca




622





Muhammad and early Muslim community forced to flee Mecca and arrive at Yathrib or Medina




629 CE





Muslim conquest of Mecca




20TH CENTURY





More than 15 million Muslims visit Mecca annually for various pilgrimages








05   Medina



The second holy city of Islam, Medina is popularly called ‘city of the Prophet’ (Medina al-Nabi) or ‘the radiant city’ (al-Medina al-Munawwara). Medina is revered as the site of the Prophet’s mosque (al-masjid an-nabawi), the second holiest mosque in the world after Mecca’s al-masjid al-haram (Sacred Mosque).


The Medinan mosque was originally built on a site adjacent to Muhammad’s home. Today, the complex houses the Prophet’s tomb, alongside those of his companions Abu Bakr and Umar ibn al-Khattab. The Prophet’s tomb in Medina rivals the Kaaba in Mecca as a symbol and site of devotion for many Muslims, and visiting the tomb to offer blessings and salutations to the Prophet is a popular practice for worshippers performing their hajj or umrah pilgrimages. The prophet was buried in his wife Aisha’s house and today this is part of the expanded mosque complex. The area is marked by a famous green dome rising from the mosque building.


THE MEDINAN PERIOD


Besides these sites of historical significance, Medina is considered sacred because, for over ten years, the Prophet continued to receive revelation here following his emigration from Mecca. Many see the Prophet’s exodus to Medina as the fulcrum of his life. It is reported that, in 622 CE, Muhammad was invited by a delegation from the town of Yathrib (later known as Medina) to govern and to act as an arbiter because the town was suffering from internal violence and tribal conflict. So when Muhammad fled persecution in Mecca, he emigrated to Medina. He was accompanied by his Meccan followers, later referred to as ‘emigrants’ (muhajirun). The Medinans who welcomed Muhammad and converted to Islam are known as ‘the helpers’ (ansar). This move to Medina was the key turning point in the early history of Islam. It was in Medina that Islam first became established and that a new social and political Muslim community was born. The significance of the Prophet’s move to Medina is highlighted by the fact that his companion Umar chose the hijra as the date for inaugurating the Islamic calendar.


‘THE PROPHET SAID, “MEDINA IS A SANCTUARY FROM THAT PLACE TO THAT. ITS TREES SHOULD NOT BE CUT AND NO HERESY SHOULD BE INNOVATED NOR ANY SIN SHOULD BE COMMITTED IN IT”.’


Bukhari


In Medina, Muhammad became a ruler and judge, as well as a prophet. He was charged with governing over a religiously pluralistic society, with the town comprising Meccan emigrants, Muslim converts, pagan Arabs and also Jewish tribes. This resulted in a famous document known as the Constitution of Medina. The original copy of the text has been lost, but it is cited in numerous early Muslim sources. Under the constitution, there was to be an end to intertribal feuding. Muslim and Jewish tribes were afforded equal rights and protections under the leadership of Muhammad. Muslims today take great pride in this document and some Muslim scholars declare the Constitution of Medina to be the first written constitution in history.


The new environment of Medina, and Muhammad’s position of leadership within it, is reflected in both the content and style of the Qur’anic verses. The distinction between Meccan and Medinan verses is recognizable to any reader familiar with the Qur’an. While Meccan verses typically draw on theological themes, such as the nature of God, angels and the last day, Medinan verses are often much longer and reflect on the social and political concerns of the new community. For example, Medinan verses discuss matters of marriage and divorce, inheritance and testimony in court. Muhammad’s encounter with Medinan Jews and Christian tribes during this period also sees the beginning of Qur’anic discussions on the People of the Book (ahl al-kitab: followers of Christianity and Judaism). Typical Medinan verses include:


Do not marry idolatresses unless they believe; a believing woman is better than an idolatress, even if you like her. Nor shall you give your daughters in marriage to idolatrous men, unless they believe. A believing man is better than an idolater, even if you like him. (Q2:221)


The food of those who were given the Scripture is lawful for you and your food is lawful for them. And [lawful in marriage are] chaste women from among the believers and chaste women from among those who were given the Scripture before you. (Q5:5)


During the Medinan period, the Muslim community faced a series of wars against the Meccan tribes. Alongside these battles against the Meccans, the Prophet also faced an internal threat from within Medinan society. A new group emerged during this period known as ‘the hypocrites’ (al-munafiqun). These were new converts to Islam who secretly retained their disbelief, but converted for social or political benefits or even to subvert the Muslim community from within. The Medinan passages of the Qur’an make frequent reference to this particularly dangerous threat. The hypocrites are destined for the lowest depths of hell (Q4:145) and a whole chapter – entitled The Hypocrites – is devoted to describing and condemning this group (Q63).


During the Medinan period, the Muslim community faced a series of wars against the Meccan tribes. Alongside these battles against the Meccans, the Prophet also faced an internal threat from within Medinan society. A new group emerged during this period known as Jannat al-Baqi. Custody of Medina transferred from the Ottoman Empire to the descendants and followers of the Saudi revivalist thinker, Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1792), in the early 20th century. Many of the large and intricate tombs that were built over the graves of these followers were destroyed. Wahhabi theology is sensitive to the visitation and veneration of graves; it is seen as a potential compromise of monotheism as believers may erroneously worship the saintly figure or the grave itself rather than the divine. While Islamic thought, along with other monotheistic traditions, is fiercely critical of idolatry, this particular definition of idolatry is much contested across different Muslim schools.



Jewish Medina




Judaism was well established in Medina two centuries before the Prophet’s birth. While the Jews were influential, and some claim politically independent, they did not rule. They were clients of two particular Arab tribes, the Khazraj and the Aws Allah, whom they protected in return for feudal loyalty. There were many Jewish clans but the most famous are the Banu Nadir, the Banu Qaynuqa and the Banu Qurayza.


There were rabbis among the Jews of Medina to whom the Meccans went in order to ascertain the truth of Muhammad’s monotheism. Muhammad arrived in Medina in 622 CE, by invitation, to arbitrate a bloody war between two of the Jewish tribes. He believed that the Jewish tribes would welcome him, but he was disappointed. At Muhammad’s insistence, Medina’s pagan, Muslim and Jewish clans signed a pact to protect each other. But people felt uneasy about severing old alliances and tribal agreements. The Meccans continued to weaken Muhammad’s status and one incident records the killing of 700 Jews from the Banu Qurayza, who had sided with the Meccans against the Prophet. Despite episodes of conflict and peace, the Medinan Jews remained true to their faith. Theologically, they could not accept Muhammad as God’s messenger, since a Messiah was to emerge from among their own people.
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