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1
Muhammad [image: Image]



The Arab Muhammad [image: Image] (c. 570–632 CE) was the founder of the world religion known as Islam and is honoured as the last prophet in a long series of messengers of Allah, the Muslim name for God. Over a period of about 22 years Muhammad [image: Image] received messages from God, often through the angel Jibril (Gabriel), and these collected revelations form the Qur’an, the holy book of Islam. The teachings of the Qur’an restored the faith of the earlier monotheistic prophets such as Ibrahim (Abraham) [image: Image] and Jesus [image: Image].


Muhammad [image: Image] was a political and military leader as well as a religious one. The Prophet [image: Image] set up what was essentially the first Islamic state in Madinah (Medina), but often had to combat a great deal of resistance both to the new religion and his growing political power. After his death, as Islam rapidly spread throughout the Arabian peninsula and beyond, a fierce dispute arose between the direct descendants of Muhammad [image: Image] and other Muslim leaders, eventually leading to the major split between Sunni and Shi’a Islam.



His birth and early life


The Prophet Muhammad [image: Image] was a direct descendant of the Biblical patriarch Ibrahim/Abraham [image: Image], through his eldest son Isma’il [image: Image]. He was born in Makkah (Mecca), in what is now Saudi Arabia, in around 570 CE, a member of the Hashim clan of the Quraysh tribe. His father, Abdullah, a merchant, died before he was born, and his mother, Amina, died when he was only six years old, leaving him an orphan. He was reared first by his grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib, a man famous for his saintly life, and then by his merchant uncle, Abu Talib. The only person with him from his first breath to his last was his Abyssinian nurse Barakah (Umm Ayman), who he always called ‘Mother’.


At this time, the people of Arabia were mainly superstitious pagans, plus Jewish and Christian populations, especially on the border with Syria and Yemen. Many Arabs lived nomadic lives on traditionally claimed territories, and there were only a few key cities such as Makkah, Yathrib and Taif. Makkah was a wealthy trading post that grew up around the Ka’bah shrine, originally to the One God but then taken over by idol worshippers.


Muhammad [image: Image] grew up a particularly devout and honourable man, a believer in One God, like his grandfather. He worked first as a shepherd, and then as a merchant, becoming well known and respected, and earning the nickname ‘al-Amin’ (‘the Trustworthy One’) for his piety, honesty, fair dealing, and practical common sense. He was a founding member of an Order of Chivalry (the Hilf al-Fudul) dedicated to bringing justice and protecting the rights of the poor and weak.


Aged 25, he was employed by a wealthy tradeswoman, Khadijah, who, after a short while, offered herself in marriage to him, although she was in her forties. She had been married twice before and had at least five children living. Despite the age difference, they were very happily married and had at least six children of their own. Their two sons (Qasim and Abdullah) died as infants, leaving Muhammad [image: Image] with four daughters – Zaynab, Ruqaiyyah, Umm Kulthum and Fatimah. Only Fatimah survived him, and only by a few months.


He fostered two boys, his cousin Ali from the age of four, and Khadijah’s slave Zayd ibn Harithah from the age of 14. In due course Ali married Fatimah. Even though polygamy was normal among Arabs at this time, Muhammad [image: Image] never considered any other marriage while Khadijah lived.


His call to be a Prophet [image: Image]



His new wealth and security gave him much more time to devote to prayer and meditation. It had been his grandfather’s practice to withdraw to the solitude of the mountains around Makkah, often for several days, and to remain in this seclusion during the entire month of Ramadan; now Muhammad [image: Image] was able to do the same. He particularly favoured the Cave of Hira on Jabal Nur (the ‘Mount of Light’) a two-hour climb for those fetching his provisions. During the Ramadan month of the year 610 CE, when he was around 40 years old, something happened that changed his life completely.


A presence he identified as the angel Jibril (Gabriel) was suddenly there with him, and he was shown words and ordered to recite them. He protested that he was not a learned man and could not read them, but the angel insisted, and suddenly Muhammad [image: Image] was given to understand what the words said. He was ordered to learn them, and repeat them to others. Thus came the first revelation of the verses now collected in book form, known as the Qur’an (the Recitation).


The night this happened was towards the end of Ramadan, which later became the Islamic month of fasting. The night is known as Laylat ul-Qadr. It is usually celebrated on the 27th night of Ramadan, although the exact date is not known.


From this moment Muhammad’s [image: Image] life was entirely in the hands of Him who had called him to be a prophet, and to spend the rest of his days in His service. Modestly, he commenced his mission by repeating the messages to a small circle of his family and friends, but reports of what had happened spread like wildfire.


The first convert was a woman, his wife Khadijah; the first male convert was Ali (then aged ten), and the first adult males were his best friend, the merchant Abu Bakr, and his foster son Zayd.


The way of life he taught became known as ‘Islam’, which means ‘submission to the will of God’, and his followers were known as Muslims, ‘those who submit’. Allah, the Muslim name for God, simply means ‘the Almighty’.


After the first few visions, and the initial whirlwind of excitement, everything stopped. To his dismay and embarrassment, the Prophet [image: Image] spent the next two years with no further angelic visitation or message, a period of trial and testing when he was not sure of the implications of what had happened to him. Then, at last, the messages began again, and continued for the rest of his life, a prophetic ministry of some 22 years.


His early mission


At first, the Prophet [image: Image] did not preach in public, but spoke privately to those who were interested, or who had noticed the change in him. The particular way of Muslim prayer was revealed to him, and he began to practise this daily, which again drew comment from those who saw him. When he was given the instruction to begin preaching in public, he was ridiculed and abused as people scoffed at what he was saying and doing.


Also, many of the Quraysh tribesmen – who had a vested interest in the Ka’bah shrine, since they provided the many pagan pilgrims with food, water, lodging and protection en route – were seriously alarmed, as they realized his insistence on the One True God would undermine the prestige and credibility of the shrine, if people were converted to the Prophet’s [image: Image] ways and began to abandon the worship of idols.


Some of the Prophet’s [image: Image] own uncles became his chief opponents, vilifying and ridiculing him, and stirring up trouble for those who had been converted. There were many instances of torture and abuse, particularly against slaves and women who joined the ‘new’ religion. The first martyr of Islam was a slave woman, Sumayyah, and the first mu’adhin (caller to prayer) was a negro slave, Bilal, who was rescued by Abu Bakr from being left to die in the blazing sun with a huge rock on his chest.


The year of sorrow


In the year 619, the Prophet’s [image: Image] beloved wife, Khadijah, died. She had been his most ardent supporter and helper. In the same year his uncle Abu Talib, an eminent sheikh able to protect him from the worst persecution of the tribes, also died. The grief-stricken Prophet [image: Image] left Makkah and tried to make a fresh start in the town of Taif, but was also rejected there.


Now aged 50, he married a devout widow, Sawdah, one of the first Muslim converts, and Aishah, the little daughter of his friend Abu Bakr, who the Prophet [image: Image] had known and loved since the day she was born. She was far too young for physical marriage at this time, but was engaged in a non-physical relationship that was quite traditional.


The ‘Night of Ascent’


In the same year the Prophet [image: Image] experienced the second most important night of his life, the Laylat ul-Miraj or ‘Night of Ascent’.


This experience bore no resemblance to the Christian belief in the Ascension to Heaven of the body of Jesus [image: Image] after his death and resurrection. The Prophet’s [image: Image] experience occurred during his lifetime. It is not clear whether it was a vision, dream or psychic happening, but in it he was woken from where he lay sleeping and taken by a buraq, a miraculous beast, to Jerusalem. From the ruins of the old Jewish Temple on Mount Zion, a way was opened for him through the heavens until he approached the Throne of God, in a region even he and the angel Jibril, who was accompanying him, were not allowed to enter.


It was during this night that the rules for the compulsory prayer five times per day (the salat) were revealed to him. They became the central part of the faith and have formed the keystone of Muslim life ever since.


The experience brought great comfort and strength to the Prophet [image: Image] and confirmed that Allah had not deserted him, or left him to suffer alone. After this night, he lived for another 12 years, with no similar experience.


The Hijrah – Migration to Madinah


The Prophet’s [image: Image] fortunes now changed dramatically. Although still persecuted and ridiculed in Makkah, his message had spread rapidly. Some of the elders of the oasis of Yathrib invited him to leave Makkah to be their honoured leader and judge. This region was the home of both Arab and Jewish people and there had been constant conflict between them. They hoped Muhammad [image: Image] would bring them peace.


The Prophet [image: Image] immediately advised his Muslim followers to go ahead, while he remained in Makkah as long as possible to allay suspicions. Their empty houses were soon noted, however, as they slipped away. He was almost the last Muslim to leave. Without the restraining hand of Abu Talib, he knew the Quraysh would feel free to attack him, even to kill him, and this is what he realized they intended to do. They had no intention of letting him leave the city, or be received with honour anywhere else.


The Prophet’s [image: Image] move was not without some drama. Ali bravely volunteered to stay in his bed as a decoy, and the Prophet [image: Image] left with Abu Bakr. A price was put on their heads. On a couple of occasions the Quraysh nearly succeeded in capturing him, but eventually they arrived at the outskirts of Yathrib. This emigration was known as the hijrah.


So many people rushed out to offer him refuge in their homes that he was embarrassed by their kindness, and left the choice of place to his famous camel al-Qaswah, which hesitated a few times, then finally stopped by a place where dates were spread out to dry. This was instantly offered to the Prophet [image: Image], and became the site of his mosque and his home. The town took a new name – Madinat al-Nabi, the ‘town of the Prophet’ – which is now shortened to Madinah (Medina).


The Muslims who had preceded him from Makkah and made their own hijrah were known as Muhajirun, the ‘emigrants’. They were in the position of refugees, having left all their belongings behind. The Prophet [image: Image] appealed to the people of Madinah to take them in and offer them homes. Those who volunteered to help the Makkan Muslims were known as Ansars, the ‘helpers’.


The Prophet [image: Image] as ruler


The Prophet [image: Image] then set about creating a charter which would enable all the disputing tribes and factions in Madinah to accept him as head of state and abide by his decisions. He ruled that all the citizens should be free to practise their own religion in peaceful co-existence, without fear of persecution or ill-favour. He asked only that if there was any aggression or tyranny, they should join together and cooperate in the face of the enemy.


The previous tribal laws of both Arabs and Jews were replaced by the basic principle of general justice for all, irrespective of class, colour or creed. At first, the Jewish tribespeople of Madinah accepted the Prophet’s [image: Image] rule; no Jew was ever forced to become a Muslim, and they were treated as equal citizens of Madinah and their own faith was protected. Later, trouble broke out when two Jewish tribes did not keep the principle of supporting Madinah against attacks from outside, and those individuals were condemned as traitors.


The Prophet’s [image: Image] way of life


Every act and detail of the Prophet’s [image: Image] life was of the greatest interest to those around him; his recorded deeds and sayings, the hadiths, ran into many thousands.


Although he was now ruler of a city-state, and in receipt of increasing wealth and influence, the Prophet [image: Image] never lived like a king. His home consisted of simple mud-brick houses that were built for his wives; he never actually had even a room of his own. Adjacent to these little houses was a courtyard with a well that became the mosque, the meeting place for the Muslim faithful.


He was never arrogant or superior, despite his position as leader; he never made people feel small, unwanted or embarrassed. He urged his followers to live kindly and humbly, releasing slaves as far as they were able, and generally showing practical charity, without thinking of reward. He said: ‘Feed, for the love of Allah, the destitute, the orphan and the prisoner, saying: We feed you for the sake of Allah alone, desiring no reward from you, or thanks.’ Much of his time was spent visiting the sick, comforting the bereaved, and counselling people with problems.


All his recorded words and actions reveal him as a man of gentleness, kindness, good humour and excellent common sense, with a great love for all people, especially children, and for animals. He had an implacable sense of justice, but ruled with humility and compassion. He was not only treated by his followers with enormous respect – he was deeply loved.
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