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1: Only got a minute?





	
Islam is one of three great interlinked faiths that worship the same Divine Being, the others being Judaism and Christianity.


	
God is known in Arabic as ‘al-Lah’ or ‘Allah’ – the Almighty, the Creator and Sustainer of all that exists.


	
Followers of Islam (‘submission to God’) are called Muslims – ‘those who submit’.


	
The first key belief, known as tawhid, is acceptance of the genuine existence of a Single Divine Entity (God).


	
The second key belief is akhirah, or Life after Death. Life on this earth is regarded as a test, and after death comes judgement, and an eternal destiny in Heaven or Hell.


	
The third key belief is risalah. People need to know God’s will in order to do it. Therefore God sends chosen people called prophets or messengers.


	
The Muslim holy book is the Qur’an, the revelation sent through the Arab prophet Muhammad – 610–632 CE.


	
The creed of Islam is the simple statement ‘La ilaha ilallah wa Muhammadur rasul al-Lah’ (‘There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is the messenger of God’).


	
Muslims try to keep God’s will in all aspects of life, including ritual purity for prayer, choosing halal (accepted) foods and rejecting everything haram (forbidden) – which includes certain types of food, conduct, employment, relationships, etc.


	
Muslims are requested to perform five religious duties, often known as the ‘five pillars’:



	
to bear witness to their belief (by faith, words and good living – shahadah)


	
to perform a special prayer five times per day (salah)


	
to fast throughout the daylight hours of the month of Ramadan (sawm)


	
to give up a fortieth of their saved wealth every year (zakah)


	
to make a pilgrimage journey to Makkah at least once in their lifetime (hajj).














Meet the author


Welcome to Islam – An Introduction!


I was born Rosalyn Rushbrook in 1942 – a white, English person. After graduating with a degree in Christian Theology at Hull University, I became Head of Religious Studies departments in inner-city Hull schools for 33 years, and was a pioneer for the inclusion of World Faiths into the syllabus. I converted to Islam in 1986, and I believe I was the first Muslim Head of RE in the UK. I was invited by Heinemann to write their textbook for GCSE Islam, and since then have written many more books. My best-known is probably The Muslim Marriage Guide. My website (www.ruqaiyyah.karoo.net) lists them all, and presents numerous articles on subjects I am passionate about: promoting the understanding of Islam in straightforward and accessible language; and countering the horrendous ignorance, extremism and terrorism with which some Muslims have blighted Islam. I retired from teaching in 1996, although I still tutor privately.


In 2001, I received the Allama Iqbal Award of Excellence for Creativity in Islamic Thought sponsored by Muslim News. In 2008 I received a Global Peace and Unity Lifetime Achievement Award for Literature, and was shortlisted for the Muslim Writers Award for Poetry. I continue to lecture when I can, and frequently still function as a ‘cyber-counsellor’. My major (1 000 page) life’s work on the life of the Prophet [image: Image] is awaiting publication.


May God richly bless you and keep you in His care.


 


Wasalaam, Ruqaiyyah, 2010
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Muhammad [image: Image]



In this chapter you will learn about:




	
the main events of the Prophet’s [image: Image] life



	
the significance of various historical events



	
the four ‘Rightly-Guided’ Caliphs



	
the conflict between the Prophet’s [image: Image] descendants and the Umayyads, and its consequences.







The life of the blessed Prophet Muhammad [image: Image]




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, 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’.





Insight


Abdu’l Muttalib was the revered Guardian of the Ka’bah, a man famous for his visions, absolute faith in God, nobility and courage. He was a hanif, one of those untainted by paganism, who kept to the monotheism of Ibrahim [image: Image].





At this time, the people of Arabia were mainly superstitious pagans with a few notable monotheist exceptions, such as Abd al-Muttalib. There were also considerable numbers of Jews and Christians in Arabia, especially on the border with Syria, the north-east, 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 also happened to be the most important shrine for the Arab idols.


The cube-shaped Ka’bah temple claimed a very ancient history; the site was said to have been consecrated in the first place by Adam [image: Image], the first prophet, and then rebuilt by Ibrahim [image: Image] and his son Isma’il [image: Image] (Heb. Abraham, Ishmael). Originally dedicated to the One True God, over the centuries it had been utilized by polytheists and by the time of the Prophet [image: Image] it was said to have contained 360 statuettes and cult objects to minor deities, including not only the moon-god and other astral ‘deities’, but also icons of the Virgin Mary and Jesus [image: Image], and the Prophet Ibrahim [image: Image].


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, working for his uncle, Abu Talib. He became well known and well liked, and earned 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.


Later, 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 and he was about 25 years old. She had been married twice before and had at least five existing children. 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 a 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


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 staying away for several days, and remaining in this seclusion during the entire month of Ramadan, and now Muhammad [image: Image] was able to do the same. He particularly used to favour the Cave of Hira on Jabal Nur (the ‘Mount of Light’) overlooking Makkah, a two-hour climb up 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).





Insight


Jibril (Bib. Gabriel) represents the ‘presence of God’, and functions as the chief intermediary between the non-material Divine Being and the material world. Often referred to in the Qur’an as the ‘Holy Spirit’ or ‘Spirit of God’, ‘he’ is God’s means of communication with us, but not a part of a ‘holy trinity’.





The night this happened was towards the end of the month 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 of calling, Muhammad’s [image: Image] life was no longer his own, but 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’.





Insight


People are often confused by the terms ‘Islam’, ‘Muslims’, ‘Muhammedans’, and the old-fashioned ‘Mahometans’. Islam is the actual faith, meaning ‘submission to God’; Muslims are those who decide to submit themselves to God (with all their human frailties and limitations). The labels Muhammedans/Mahometans are rejected by Muslims – they worship God, not Muhammad [image: Image]. All who submit to God’s will, including Jews and Christians, are counted as Muslims – but they vary in their beliefs and practices.





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 23 years from the first revelation to the last.



THE REVELATIONS


The Prophet [image: Image] did not always see the angel Jibril when he had his revelations, and when he did, the angel did not always keep exactly the same form. Sometimes the angel was huge, filling the horizon, and sometimes the Prophet [image: Image] was only aware of eyes watching him. Occasionally, he just heard a voice speaking to him. Sometimes he revealed that the message did not come through clearly, but there was a sound like muffled bells, and this gave him a headache. At other times, the message was as clear and direct as if another person was just standing by him.





Insight


In accepting prophethood, Muhammad [image: Image] accepted a ‘guided life’, waiting for ‘the word of the Lord’ to bring him specific instructions on a day-to-day basis. The angel’s frequent attendance, plus the scrutiny of those determined to copy every detail of the way he lived, ended his privacy and that of his family.





Sometimes he received the revelations when he was in deep prayer, but at other times they occurred while he was engaged in everyday life, out riding, or involved in conversation concerning the subject.


Every time he received a revelation, there was no doubt either in his mind or the minds of those observing him – he would suffer physical symptoms, like heavy sweating or a trance-like state, and he reported that he frequently felt as if he was going to ‘have his soul snatched away’. Those who were with him could tell quite clearly when his revelations started and when they finished.


Many of those who rejected belief in what was happening to the Prophet [image: Image] accused him of being mad, demon possessed or suffering from a disease, such as epilepsy; but there is no evidence whatsoever of that. A study of his life as revealed in the hadiths (his own sayings, and reports of his teachings and way of life) show him to have been an immensely sane, kind, warm-hearted, down-to-earth person, and later an eminent and astute leader of his nation.



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 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 (such as Abu Lahab) 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.


Two groups of early Muslims migrated to Abyssinia, where they took refuge with the Christian ruler, the Negus, who was so impressed with their teachings and way of life that he agreed to protect them, and later became Muslim himself.


The Quraysh tribes decided to boycott the Prophet’s [image: Image] entire clan (the Hashimites), and for three years they were excluded from all trade, help, business and marriage arrangements, and were refused access to Makkah. It was a very difficult time, and many Muslims were reduced to absolute penury and near starvation. Abu Bakr risked his life and devoted his entire fortune to keeping them secretly supplied with food.



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 had no wish to re-marry but struggled as the ‘single parent’ of his teenage daughters and foster sons. A female friend arranged for him to marry a devout widow, Sawdah, who was a suitable person to look after them and had been one of the first Muslim converts. She also suggested 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’


It was during this same year that 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. (Marks or impressions of footprints ‘marking the spot’ are symbolic of where he stood, not miraculous imprints.) 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 which even he and the angel Jibril, who was accompanying him, were not allowed to enter.


[image: Image]


Figure 1.1 The dome of the Rock Mosque, Jerusalem (also known as al-Quds).


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 for Muslim life ever since.





Insight


The Dome of the Rock is believed to be the site of the Holy of Holies of the Jewish Temple, the shrine of the Ark of the Covenant.





He was also said to have seen and spoken to the still-existing souls of other prophets from the past, including Jesus, Moses and Abraham (Ar. Isa, Musa, Ibrahim – peace be upon all of them [image: Image]), and left interesting descriptions. 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.





Insight


Muhammad [image: Image] commented that the prophet who looked most like himself was Ibrahim [image: Image], and that Jesus [image: Image] had a fresh-faced complexion like someone who had just showered, and freckles.






THE HIJRAH – MIGRATION TO MADINAH


The Prophet’s [image: Image] fortunes now changed drastically. Although he was still persecuted and ridiculed in Makkah, his message had been heard by people outside the region. Some of the elders of the town of Yathrib invited him to leave Makkah and move to their town, where he would be honoured as their leader and judge. This town 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 move to Yathrib, 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. Where it stopped and sat down he would make his home. The camel hesitated a few times, then finally stopped by a place where dates were spread out to dry, and this was instantly offered to the Prophet [image: Image]. He insisted on buying the land which was to become 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.





Insight


My personal research into his family has convinced me that his success in Madinah may owe something to the fact that his great-grandmother Salmah had been a famous matriarch there, and many of the leading sheikhs and early converts of Madinah were her descendants.





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’.





Insight


The label ‘Ansar’ is linguistically connected to the ‘helpers’ or disciples of Jesus [image: Image], who were known as ‘an-Nasari’ (Nasarenes).






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 whole text of the Charter was recorded, word for word, by Ibn Ishaq and Abu Ubaid in their respective books from the original preserved by Ibn Abi Khithamah.





Insight


The Charter (Constitution) of Madinah is the first known written constitution of a state ever promulgated by a sovereign. It preceded the English feudal bill of rights, the Magna Carta of 1215, by almost six centuries.





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 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.


It was taken for granted that the Prophet’s [image: Image] life was ‘public property’; the origin of the hijab or ‘veil’ grew out of the habit of the public claiming constant access to him and his hospitality, and the need to allow his family a little privacy. The original veil was a curtain separating their private quarters from the area where people came and went. The Prophet [image: Image] later taught that no one had the right to enter, or even to look into, other people’s houses without permission.


He believed strongly in good manners, always greeting people kindly, showing respect to elders, and balancing his serious teachings and reprimands with gentle good humour. He once said: ‘The dearest of you to me are those who have good manners; the most offensive to me are the most boring and the long-winded!’





Insight


The Prophet [image: Image] was one of the most closely observed people in history, deeply loved, with his sayings and actions meticulously recorded.





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 personal, family and marital problems.


His personal habits were extremely abstemious; he ate little, only simple food, and made it his practice never to fill his stomach. He slept using his cloak as a blanket on a very simple mattress on the floor, and allowed little in the way of home comforts or decorations. He did not regard it as right to sit down idly while others were working, and used to join in the housework with his wives, and helped in the various labour projects of his friends.


He was sent many rich garments but did not keep them; he used to sew and patch his old clothes and shoes whenever the need arose. He regarded all material things as being no more than loans from Allah, to be used in His service, so whenever he was given anything, he usually gave it away to the needy. He and his family supervised the distribution of food and charity on a daily basis.





Insight


Some think of the Prophet [image: Image] as an austere person, stern and unbending. In fact, Aishah recorded that ‘he was a man just like you – except that he is always smiling!’ He was considerate and generous, and a welcome guest in countless households.





All his recorded words and actions reveal him as a man of gentleness, kindness, good humour and excellent common sense, who had a great love for animals and for all people, especially children. 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.





Insight


Once he missed the old lady who used to sweep out his mosque, an ex-slave from Abyssinia. He found she had died, and no-one had told him. He went immediately to pray at her tomb.






THE PROPHET’S LIFE OF PRAYER


The Prophet’s [image: Image] life was spent virtually in a constant state of prayer, and in teaching his followers. Apart from the five compulsory prayers, which he led in the mosque, the Prophet [image: Image] also spent many hours in private prayer and contemplation, sometimes during the greater part of the night.





Insight


Allah was not the moon-god, as sometimes suggested, but that same God who called Ibrahim [image: Image] and the other prophets away from the worship of idols and astronomical features such as the sun and moon.





His wives prayed some of the extra night prayers with him, but after they had retired to sleep he could be found standing or sitting in contemplation for many hours, snatching a little sleep towards the end of the night, before being woken for the pre-sunrise prayer (the fajr).


Like many in the hot climate of the Middle East, the Prophet [image: Image] made up for loss of sleep by taking a siesta during the heat of the day, after the midday prayer (the zuhr). Late afternoon was the time when the heat dropped again, and a major time of prayer – with the asr as the light began to change, and the maghrib after sunset. The last formal prayer was during the hours of darkness, the isha.


[image: Image]


Figure 1.2 A pilgrim making personal prayer.


One of his most famous prayers is known as the ‘Prayer of Light’:




O Allah, place light in my heart, light in my sight, light in my hearing, light on my right hand and on my left, light above me, light below me, light behind me and light before me. O Allah, Who knows the innermost secrets of our hearts, lead me out of the darkness into the Light.






THE PROPHET’S FAMILY


In the last ten years of his life, after Khadijah’s death, the Prophet [image: Image] took at least 12 other women and their children into his household, all but one of whom had suffered the loss of their original spouses through death or divorce. (The Prophet [image: Image] took on four small children when he married Umm Salamah, for example, and Sawdah may have had six.) In three cases, the wives were daughters of eminent defeated enemies. Two of his wives were Jewish, one was a Christian.





Insight


It is worth making the comment that sometimes people have accused the Prophet [image: Image] of being a sexual athlete, seeking intimacy with a selection of pretty girls. (If so, he was lucky to have started being such an athlete when he turned 50, having turned down any previous opportunity for a second wife besides Khadijah, or sexual intimacy with slaves and captives.)





Unlike Khadijah, the later wives of the Prophet shared his life as ruler of Madinah. However, they had no luxuries but were expected to follow his devout and simple way of life, and to make enormous personal sacrifice. They became known as the ‘Mothers of the Faithful’, and lived in their row of tiny houses along the wall of the Prophet’s [image: Image] mosque, at the centre of the Muslim religious community.


It is on record that all of these wives were once offered the free choice of whether they wished to live like this, or to leave him, and chose to stay, even those with whom he had no sexual relationship at all.


By these later wives, the Prophet [image: Image] only had one further child of his own, a son Ibrahim, who, like his two sons by Khadijah, died in infancy.


His four daughters all married and three of them bore children. Of them, the most famous was his youngest daughter, Fatimah, who married Ali and gave him two grandsons, Hasan and Husayn, and two granddaughters, Zaynab and Umm Kulthum.



THE PROPHET’S [image: Image] WIVES


 




	
Khadijah bt. Khuwaylid



	
Sawdah bt. Zama’a



	
Aishah bt. Abu Bakr



	
Hafsah bt. Umar



	
Zaynab bt. Khuzaymah



	
Hind (Umm Salamah) bt. Abu Umayyah (his cousin)



	
Zaynab bt. Jahsh (his cousin)



	
Juwayriyyah bt. Harith



	
Ramlah (Umm Habibah) bt. Abu Sufyan



	
Zaynab (Safiyyah) bt. Huyayy (a Jewish rabbi’s daughter)



	
Rayhanah bt. Zayd (a Jewess)



	
Maymunah bt. Harith (a half-sister of 5 Zaynab)



	
Maryam Qibtiyyah (a Christian)









Insight


Of these wives, 1–7, 9 and 12 were among the very first converts to Islam. They all married the Prophet [image: Image] after divorce or in widowhood, except Aishah and Maryam.





Khadijah and Zaynab bint Khuzaymah both died before the Prophet [image: Image]. Some scholars debate the status of Rayhanah and Maryam Qibtiyyah as full wives. Before Islam, men did take advantage of sexual intimacy with their servants, but this was forbidden to Muslims. If they married a servant (‘one whom their right hand possessed’), she might receive her freedom in lieu of the dowry given to free women upon marriage.



JIHAD


The Prophet [image: Image] was a man of peace and reconciliation, and would have preferred it if he had been left in peace in Madinah, but sadly, the opposition from the Quraysh tribes continued and he was obliged to take part in sporadic warfare. Even so, the total amount of time he spent fighting only came to a few months.


His two most important early battles – Badr and Uhud – only took a single day. The Muslims won the first, but the second was a stalemate. As a result of this warfare, the many rules of conduct of war and treatment of prisoners were laid down for Muslims, the rules of jihad.





Insight


The battles the Muslims fought to defend themselves from the Makkans were particularly traumatic for both sides, as the warriors had to confront and perhaps kill their own relatives.





Jihad was never to be military activity for the sake of nationalism, tyranny or aggrandizement, but primarily for defensive reasons, and only until the enemy could be brought to peace. During the Prophet’s battles, many of the enemy were converted to his side, impressed by the Muslim chivalry, courage and faith in God.


In March 627, Abu Sufyan, the chief sheikh of Makkah, raised a massive force of 10,000 men and advanced on Madinah, buoyed up by support from a Jewish tribe in the Madinah outskirts that had agreed to the charter, but then turned traitor and decided to oust the Prophet [image: Image]. This was called the Battle of the Trench, since the Prophet had a huge ditch speedily constructed to protect the city. After a two-week siege, the opposition withdrew, giving the Prophet [image: Image] a moral victory, for the eyes of Arabia had been upon him, and he had shown that even this vast army could not defeat him.


In the aftermath, the renegade Jewish tribe was dealt with severely. The Prophet [image: Image] always counselled mercy for defeated enemies, and never forced anyone to accept the faith of Islam against their will. On this occasion, however, it was a serious matter because these citizens of Madinah had agreed to let in the enemy to destroy Muslims so long as they were spared, even though they had signed the pledge of loyalty. The Prophet [image: Image] agreed to spare their lives so long as they repented their treachery and agreed to abide by the laws of Islam, but they refused.


They were then allowed to appoint their own judge; but this judge had been so shocked by their treachery that he said he would apply their own ancient law to them, and quoted Deuteronomy 7:2:




When the Lord your God gives them over to you, and you defeat them, then you must utterly destroy them, and make no covenant with them and show no mercy to them.





All the unrepentant men of the tribe were then put to the sword. In a way, it helped to underline the point the Prophet [image: Image] was trying to make: that the laws of Islam should supersede those from the ancient past.





Insight


The seemingly anti-Jewish phrases in the Qur’an refer specifically to these Jews and their allies.





The incident had nothing to do with anti-Semitism, and shortly afterwards, as if to prove the point, the Prophet [image: Image] married two of the Jewish widows, Zaynab the daughter of a chief rabbi – thereafter known as Safiyyah, and Rayhanah bint Zayd. No Jews who accepted the charter were persecuted, or pressured to leave Madinah or to accept Islam.



PILGRIMAGE TO MAKKAH


In March 628 the Prophet [image: Image] dreamed of returning to Makkah, and decided to make this dream reality. He set out with some 1,400 followers, all unarmed, in pilgrim dress of two simple white cloths. Although an increasing number of the citizens of Makkah had by now accepted Islam, the Prophet’s [image: Image] followers were still refused entry. Instead of making trouble, they offered their sacrifices outside Makkah, at a place called Hudaybiyah. The Quraysh chief, Suhayl, who had replaced Abu Sufyan, came out and negotiated a treaty to keep the peace for ten years.


The Muslims repeated the pilgrimage in 629, and this time were allowed to visit the ancient tribal holy places undisturbed while the Makkans vacated the city and watched them from the hills. The impressive Muslim behaviour made many new converts.



THE SURRENDER OF MAKKAH


The Prophet [image: Image] then began to plan for the spread of Islam. He dictated letters to the celebrities of the surrounding kingdoms, inviting them to consider Islam – the Roman Byzantine Emperor, the Persian Emperor, the rulers of Egypt, Abyssinia and many leading chiefs – but of these only the Abyssinian Negus accepted and was converted. However, many Christian Arabs soon converted. It is claimed that some of these letters still exist, notably the letter to the Muqawqis of Egypt which may be seen in the Topkapi Museum, Istanbul.


The truce of Hudaybiyah did not hold; in November 629 the Makkans attacked one of the tribes that allied with the Muslims. By 630, the Prophet [image: Image], who now had grounds for marching on Makkah, gathered a force of 10 000 men, the largest army that had ever left Madinah. They marched to Makkah, camped outside the city, and Abu Sufyan (whose widowed daughter Umm Habibah had become one of the Prophet’s [image: Image] wives) came over to his side. The Prophet [image: Image] promised a general amnesty if the Makkans would formally submit, declaring that all who took refuge with Abu Sufyan or who shut their doors on the battle would be safe. In the event, there was only one skirmish in which 11 people lost their lives before the surrender.





Insight


The capture of Makkah was an amazing contrast to the bloodthirsty massacres, rapes and enslavements that usually followed the conquests of those times.





The Prophet [image: Image] entered the city in triumph, went straight to the Ka’bah, and performed the ritual circumambulation seven times. He then entered the shrine and destroyed all the idols.


All the hereditary territories were left in the hands of their accustomed guardians, and the Prophet [image: Image] asked his followers whose abandoned property in Makkah had been seized when they moved to Madinah not to claim it back. Uthman ibn Talhah, who had once refused Muhammad [image: Image] entry to the Ka’bah and persecuted him, was given back the key to the shrine, and it remains with his family to this day. One by one the Quraysh swore their fealty to the Prophet [image: Image], and were pardoned. Only ten people who were also guilty of murder or incitement to murder were condemned to death, but of these only four were actually executed.



THE FINAL PILGRIMAGE AND THE LAST SERMON


The Prophet [image: Image] did not live long to enjoy a peaceful rule. His army was obliged to conduct further warfare against tribes that attacked them – tribes that had been shocked by the desecration of their idols at Makkah, but he was soon able to return to his home in Madinah.


Events outside Arabia worked to the advantage of Islam. The western part of the Roman Empire was overrun by barbarians, and in the east the Byzantines at Constantinople had fallen into confusion through internal conflicts and inefficient rule. The Persian Sassanid Empire (which covered today’s Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan) had engaged the Byzantines in conflict for some 30 years, and had successfully captured Jerusalem, but by 630 the Byzantines had retaken it and Persian influence was low, leaving a political vacuum for the warriors of Islam to occupy.


In March 632 the Prophet [image: Image] made his one complete Muslim Hajj to the Ka’bah shrine, known as the Hajjat ul-Wida, the Final Pilgrimage. During this pilgrimage the revelations about the rules of the Hajj were given to him, which are followed by all Muslims to this day. Up to this time pagans had been allowed to visit the Ka’bah as well as Muslims, but now all pagan influence was removed, and only Muslims were allowed into the city.


[image: Image]


Figure 1.3 Pilgrims gather at the Ka’bah.


When the Prophet [image: Image] arrived at Mount Arafat for the ‘Stand before Allah’ (see page 111), he delivered what is known as his ‘Final Sermon’. The summarized text of this famous teaching can be found in mosques all over the world:


 


O people, listen carefully to what I say, for I do not know whether, after this year, I shall ever be amongst you again. Listen carefully, and report my words to those who cannot be here today.


 


Regard the life and property of every Muslim as a sacred trust … Hurt no one, so that no one may hurt you. Remember that you will indeed meet your Lord, and that He will reckon your deeds … You will neither inflict nor suffer injustice … O men, remember that you have rights with regard to your women, but they also have rights over you. Remember that you have taken them as your wives only under Allah’s trust and with His permission … Treat them well and be kind to them, for they are your partners and committed helpers …


 


O believers, worship Allah, say your five daily prayers; fast during the month of Ramadan, and give your wealth in zakah. Perform Hajj, if you can afford to …


 


An Arab has no superiority over a non-Arab; a white has no superiority over a black, nor a black over a white, except by piety and good deeds. Every Muslim is a brother (or sister) to every other Muslim …


 


No prophet or apostle will come after me, and no new faith will be born … I leave behind me two things, the Qur’an and the Sunnah; if you follow these, you will never go astray.1


 





Insight


So far as we know, Muhammad [image: Image] was indeed the last prophet called by God. Since his time, there have of course been many inspired teachers and charismatic leaders, but no further prophets.





At the end, he received his final revelation:


Today I have perfected your religion for you, and I have completed My blessing upon you; and I have approved Islam as your religion.


(Surah 5:5)


There was a silence, and then the voice of Bilal rose over the hushed enormous crowd, calling them to prayer.



THE DEATH OF THE PROPHET


When he returned home to Madinah, he began making preparations for an expedition to repulse a huge Byzantine army on the Syrian border, but he became ill and developed a heavy fever.2 He continued to attend and lead the prayers in the mosque as far as he was able, supported by Ali, and when too ill he requested Abu Bakr to take his place. The army was entrusted to Usamah, the 17-year-old son of Zayd by the Prophet’s [image: Image] nurse Umm Ayman.


He did not recover, and eventually collapsed. His wives realized that he wished to be with Aishah, and moved him to her room, where he died in her arms3 on 8 June 632 (12 Rabi’ul Awwal, 11 AH, in the Muslim calendar).





Insight


Some people believe their faith can protect them from harm or misfortune. Islam teaches that even prophets (persons much cherished by God) face tests of suffering, misfortune, betrayal, illness, wounding and death.





He was not an old man – only 63 years old. (Many of his friends lived into their 80s.) His last words were said to have been: ‘I have chosen the most exalted Companions, in Paradise.’


Umar and other Companions found it hard to believe their Prophet [image: Image] could have died like a mortal man, but Abu Bakr reminded them of the revelation after Uhud:


Muhammad is but a messenger, and messengers have passed away before him. If he die, or is slain, will you then turn back?


(Surah 3:144)


He was buried in Aishah’s room, which is now a shrine and part of the modern mosque complex at Madinah. May peace be upon him.


[image: Image]


Figure 1.4 The Prophet’s mosque. The dome covers the site of his tomb, Madinah.



The succession



THE ‘RIGHTLY-GUIDED’ CALIPHS


After the death of the Prophet [image: Image] the new caliph (successor) was to be someone who had been with him in both Makkah and Madinah, qualified to pass on correct hadiths, and whose life was so similar to the Prophet’s [image: Image] that it exemplified the sunnah. Such a person would be able to make decisions as binding as those of Muhammad [image: Image] himself; the majority of Muslims believe that the first four caliphs fulfilled these criteria, and are therefore known as the ‘Rightly-Guided’ Caliphs or Rashidin.


Although the caliphs increasingly had access to enormous wealth, the first four continued to live simple lives, as the Prophet [image: Image] had done, and were famous for their saintliness and humility.



Abu Bakr (632–4)


During his lifetime the Prophet [image: Image] had given several indications that Ali should have been the next leader, but he requested Abu Bakr to lead the prayer when he was too ill, and there was strong feeling that the leadership should go to one of the ‘elders’ in the traditional Arabic manner. Tribal leadership rarely passed to eldest son, but to the most capable and reliable candidate, chosen by consultation. Abu Bakr, then in his sixties, had been the Prophet’s [image: Image] life-long best friend and supporter, was his first adult male convert and was the father of his dearly loved wife Aishah. He was respected not only for his closeness to the Prophet [image: Image] but also for his gentleness, wisdom, piety and humility. As caliph, he was known as As-Siddiq (the Witness to the Truth) and Amir ul-Muminim (Ruler of the Believers).


Some of the most respected Companions of the Prophet [image: Image] (including his cousins Talhah and Zubayr) were unhappy that Ali had not been chosen, and criticized Abu Bakr’s election as being rushed through while Ali was attending to the Prophet’s [image: Image] funeral. It was Ali’s supporters who were to become known as the Shi’at Ali (party of Ali) or Shi’ites.


Nevertheless, Abu Bakr was elected. His short reign consisted largely of warfare (known as the Riddah Wars), because the allegiance of some Arab tribes had been political rather than of religious conviction, and once the Prophet [image: Image] had died they decided they need no longer pay the zakah. Abu Bakr successfully brought these tribes back into the fold of Islam.


On his deathbed, Abu Bakr did not give the community the chance to elect the next caliph, but nominated Umar – also one of the senior Companions. Ali was disappointed, but accepted the decision.





Insight


Family connections – the Prophet [image: Image] married Abu Bakr’s daughter Aishah and Umar’s daughter Hafsah. Uthman married two of the Prophet’s [image: Image] daughters – Ruqaiyyah and Umm Kulthum, thus gaining the nickname ‘He of the two lights’. Ali married the Prophet’s [image: Image] youngest daughter Fatimah. When the Prophet [image: Image] died, all his children but Fatimah were already deceased, and Fatimah died (it is said, of grief) shortly after her father. Aishah lived as a widow into her sixties. Ali married many more times and had some 30 children.






Umar (634–44)


Umar’s caliphate saw the rapid spread of Islam, and war with surrounding territories. However, most of the populaces felt liberated and were happy to accept Muslim rulers instead of the previous cruel and corrupt rulers. Damascus was taken in 635, and Mu’awiyah became governor there in 640. In the Battle of Yarmuk (636) the Byzantine Emperor Heraclius sent a vast army of 200,000 men against the Muslims, and thousands were killed – but the Muslims won.


The battle of Qadisiyah (636 – 7) saw the defeat of the Persian Emperor Yazdigard, whose flight ended the rule of the Sassanians. One of his daughters was captured, and became the bride of the Prophet’s [image: Image] grandson Husayn.


Jerusalem fell in 638, the Christian ruler Sophronius declaring that he would surrender to none other than Umar himself. Umar behaved with great consideration to the Christians by refraining from offering prayer in the Shrine of the Holy Sepulchre, so that it was not turned into a mosque. The Byzantine Viceroy of Egypt was defeated in 639.


Although the Muslim army conquered territory successfully, no individual was forced to be converted to Islam at the point of the sword, as is often suggested. The Qur’an specified quite clearly: ‘Let there be no compulsion in religion. Truth stands out clear from error.’ (Surah 2:256). The formula was ‘accept Islam, pay alliance tribute, or face the sword’, the sword being reserved for those who refused to pay the appropriate taxes. Those who did convert to Islam lived tax-free, but paid the zakah.


In 644 Umar was assassinated by a Firoz, a Persian Christian slave, who had been brought to Madinah to embellish the simple mud dwellings that had been the home of the Prophet [image: Image]. Umar was stabbed six times at the dawn prayer, and died three days later.



Uthman (644–56)


As Umar lay dying, he elected a shura (consultation group) of six people to choose the next leader, one of whom was Ali, but again, one of the Prophet’s [image: Image] senior contemporaries, Uthman, was chosen. In his reign the Muslim empire spread west across North Africa and east to the boundary of China and the Indus Valley.


Although Uthman was a saintly man, he was also a wealthy member of the Umayyad clan of the Quraysh, and in setting up governors for the newly acquired territories, he promoted too many of his own relatives, and was accused of nepotism. For example, his cousin Mu’awiyah, the son of Abu Sufyan, was created Governor of Syria, and another cousin, Amir, was Governor of Egypt. He also treated some of the most respected of the Prophet’s remaining Companions harshly.


The Muslims of Kufa and Fustat protested, and tried to persuade the 80-year-old Uthman to abdicate. Uthman refused and preached a fiery sermon against them, in the face of all good advice. Soon afterwards, while he was reading his Qur’an, a group of Egyptians killed him. This Qur’an, marked with his blood, still exists in Tashkent.





Insight


Uthman’s last wife Nailah, a converted Christian, tried to protect him, and in the attempt her fingers were cut off. She sent them, with her plea for help, to Mu’awiyah in Syria. They were displayed in the mosque in Damascus.





Uthman’s murder led to the Fitnah Wars, the first inter-Muslim fights, which resulted in the deaths of all the Companions who had been at Badr, and moved the capital away from Madinah. It also resulted in the emergence of the Kharijite sect (‘those who went out from the community’).



Ali (656–61)


Twenty-four years after the Prophet’s [image: Image] death, Ali (also known as Asadullah – the Lion of God) claimed to be the rightful successor, but Aishah still opposed him, supported by Talhah and Zubayr. Aishah accused Ali of being lax in applying justice to those responsible for plotting Uthman’s murder (two of his sons, for example, were supposed to have been guarding him). When Ali also began deposing Uthman’s provincial governors (including Mu’awiyah who had successfully ruled Syria for 20 years) opposition to his leadership grew. The deposed officials joined Aishah. Mu’wiyyah would not take the oath of allegiance to Ali, and may even have secretly recognized Zubayr. Aishah personally led an army against Ali in 656, the Battle of the Camel (named after her magnificent animal, al-Askar – the warrior), but was defeated and captured. She was treated with respect and returned safely to her friends in Madinah, where she lived until she died. Talhah and Zubayr were both killed, but Zubayr’s son Abdullah lived to claim the caliphate later.





Insight


Aishah led her own troops, the traditional tribal practice of bold Arab women inciting their men to fight bravely, as Mu’awiyah’s mother Hind had done years before. Aishah’s unfortunate camel was hamstrung to bring it down, by which time her red mail-covered howdah was covered in arrows ‘like a porcupine’.





Next, Ali was opposed by Mu’awiyah. There were attempts to negotiate, but their armies met at the Battle of Siffin in 657, a battle that lasted for weeks and saw the slaughter of a vast number of men (some said Mu’awiyah lost 45,000 and Ali 25,000). It ended when Mu’awiyah’s troops put leaves of the Qur’an on the end of their spears, and Ali’s soldiers refused to strike them. Ali agreed to accept arbitration, in which both sides should stand down and face new elections, but this was tantamount to accepting that he was not the rightful caliph. His most pious warriors were so shocked that Ali should have agreed to this that they seceded from his ranks, becoming known as the Kharijites (Seceders – the fore-runners of later extremists who were prepared to kill or die rather than compromise their sectarian attitudes and beliefs).


In 658 Ali’s forces attacked a large force of Kharijites at Nahrawan, one of the survivors being Ibn Muljam – the man who would shortly assassinate him.


Ali was given many premonitions of his fate, including even the name of the man destined to kill him. Despite this he refused to hide or run away and was struck down while praying in the mosque at Kufa. During the three days it took him to die, he protected and fed his assassin, ordering that he should be spared if he lived, and killed with one stroke if he died. He was buried at Najaf.



MU’AWIYAH AND THE UMAYYADS


The Muslim split resulted in Mu’awiyah seizing the chance to have himself elected as fifth caliph, whereas the Shi’ites made Ali’s eldest son Hasan caliph in Iraq. But instead of fighting, Hasan agreed to waive his rights and accept a pension, and Ali’s second son, Husayn, agreed to leave his claim until the death of Mu’awiyah. Instead of caliph, both Hasan and Husayn took the title Imam.





Insight


Mu’awiyah’s mother was the fiery Hind, infamous for her bare-breasted exhortation of the Makkan army against the Prophet [image: Image] and the slaying of his uncle Hamzah (whereupon she mutilated his corpse and chewed his liver). She accepted Islam when Makkah fell, and ended up – as mother of the caliph – as the most powerful Muslim woman of her time.





Mu’awiyah decided not to leave Damascus and move to Madinah, so Damascus became the new capital of the Muslim world. He reigned for 19 years, during which time Islam reached Sind, Bukhara, Samarkand and North Africa. On his deathbed, instead of nominating Ali’s son Husayn as promised, he put up his son Yazid as successor, and from then on the Sunni caliphate became hereditary, the first dynasty being known as the Umayyad.


Husayn’s supporters never accepted Yazid. The Shi’ite revolt peaked with the Battle of Karbala.



The martyrdom of Husayn


In 680 CE/61 AH, Husayn and his small band of supporters were surrounded by Yazid’s huge army of 4,000 warriors at Karbala. For eight days they tried to negotiate Husayn’s unconditional surrender, but his belief in his right to be caliph was so strong that he refused to give way, even when it meant his defeat and death. Husayn had already foreseen his martyrdom in a vision. They were in sight of the River Euphrates, but Yazid’s army tormented them by denying them any access to the water and watched as they began to die of thirst. When Husayn held out his baby son Ali Asghar for mercy, an arrow fired through the baby’s neck and pinned him to Husayn’s arm.


Husayn knew it was the end. He gave one night for any who wished to leave him to go, but as day broke he found no-one had gone but some of the enemy had come to join him.


On 10th Muharram, he put on the mantle of his grandfather the Prophet [image: Image], and went out to die. Hopelessly outnumbered, he and his followers (including some 70 of the Prophet’s relatives, several of them children) were slaughtered.


The Prophet’s [image: Image] family was almost wiped out. Only a few women (including Husayn’s sister Zaynab), Husayn’s son Ali Zayn al Abidin, who had been too ill to go out on the battlefield, and Ali Zayn’s four-year-old son Muhammad al Baqir, remained. The body of Husayn, riddled with arrows, was trampled in the mud. His head was hacked off and taken to Damascus.


Yazid spared the survivors, but took them prisoner. Ali Zayn might have been killed, but Zaynab threw herself upon his body and the soldier held off. She nursed him back to health, and acted as leader of the Shi’ites until he recovered, becoming famous for her impassioned speeches which moved crowds to tears, throughout her journey to prison.


The shrine where Husayn was buried, at Karbala, became a holy place that rivalled Makkah. Shi’ites hold a ten-day festival there every year, in remembrance of his martyrdom. During the festival the people weep for the seeming triumph of tyranny and evil (symbolized by the corrupt, cynical Yazid) over the good (symbolized by the piety and refusal to compromise of Husayn). They pledge themselves to keep up the fight to defend their faith and principles.





Insight


The ‘wounds’ from the horrors committed at Karbala still remain unhealed and largely unforgiven by Shi’ites. Many Sunni Muslims do not even know the details, and regard all the history after the Prophet’s [image: Image] lifetime as irrelevant to Islam.





The main feature of the festival, which takes place in the month of Muharram, is a series of processions and passion plays commemorating the terrible deaths of Husayn and the Prophet’s [image: Image] family. There are daily gatherings, or rawdahs, in which emotions are stirred up until everyone weeps and dedicates their lives anew (see Ashura, Chapter 3).


Sometimes the men in the processions gash themselves with knives and beat their backs with chains, in memory of the martyr’s wounds.



SHI’ITE ISLAM


Some 20 per cent of the world’s Muslims are Shi’ites. Shi’ites claim that Sunni Islam is the creation of the lax and worldly Umayyad caliphs backed up by the eminent but rather pedantic Muslim jurists of the ninth and tenth centuries CE, and that Shi’ite Islam is actually older and more closely based on the actual teachings and practice of the Prophet [image: Image]. Sunnis reject this point of view, and claim that they represent authentic Islam – which is practical, tolerant and compassionate – and that the Shi’ites, in their quest for personal purity and interest in the theology of that which lies beyond human understanding, have developed a speculative and extremist form of Islam.


Both Sunni and Shi’ite extremists are frequently regarded as troublemakers in the West because they will not compromise or accept a status quo that goes against their principles; their zealots preach revolution against tyranny and corruption, and have stirred up numerous uprisings and civil wars, interpreting the verses about jihad in the Qur’an to mean that they should put all their energy into conversion of the world by driving away the devil and all his works. (The West has typically been regarded as corrupt – through sexual freedoms, drugs, and American politics – and known as ‘the Great Satan’.)


Shi’ite Muslims claim that the Prophet [image: Image] had always intended Ali to be his successor after his death, and had declared it at a huge gathering at Ghadir Khum after his final pilgrimage. They therefore reject the caliphate of Abu Bakr and his successors. Sunnis interpret the speech at Ghadir Khum as being no more than an acknowledgement of Ali’s merit, and not a nomination for succession.


Ever since the caliphate passed to Mu’awiyah and other Umayyads after him, who were not direct descendants of the Prophet [image: Image], the Shi’ites have agitated to replace them with a true descendant on the throne of a united Islamic Empire.


They reject the Sunni principle of ‘the consensus of the community’ (ijma) and substitute the doctrine of the Imam or spiritual head directly descended from Ali. Shi’ites believe the choice of these Imams was divinely ordained, not left to human error, and that they were blessed with divinely inspired knowledge, which was infallible.


The Shi’ites later divided into two major branches known as Seveners or Twelvers according to whether they believed that either the seventh or twelfth descendant Imam mysteriously disappeared without dying and now follows the course of history in a mystical way. They believe that their ‘Hidden Imam’ (or Mahdi) is forever present in the world, although unseen, appearing to the faithful in their times of need and sending out his light to convert all mankind. He appears to people in prayer and strengthens the faithful in times of persecution.





Insight


One famous Mahdi was Muhammad Ahmad, who led the Sudanese revolt against General Gordon of Khartoum. The 49th Isma’ili Imam is the Aga Khan, an eminent worker for many charities. His grandfather Aly Khan hit the headlines when he married the film star Rita Hayworth.





The Mahdi will eventually return to establish righteous rule and bring about the end of the world. The Seveners and Twelvers then split into further sub-sects, notably the Isma’ilis.





Insight


Some Muslims believe the Mahdi who will return just before the end of the world will be the Prophet Jesus [image: Image], returning for his ‘second coming’.





Other key Shi’ite differences from Sunni Islam are their belief that God has foreknowledge of all human action, but does not predestine it; a different form of call to prayer and ritual ablution before prayer; the permission of temporary marriage (mutah) which was repealed by the Prophet [image: Image] after initially allowing it; the veneration of shrines and tombs of Imams (seen as shirk by Sunnis), and the permission to conceal their beliefs (taqiyya) in order to avoid persecution and suffering, or argument with the mainstream Sunni, who regard all these things as incorrect.





Insight


Sunni purists reject Shi’ism because of its developing doctrines, and what is considered over-veneration of the Prophet’s [image: Image] descendants.





Iranian Shi’ism (perhaps from a Persian Zoroastrian background) draws sharp boundaries between the worlds of light and darkness, black and white, haq (truth) and batel (falsehood), and is undergirded by a conviction that the world is unsafe for Shi’ites. Neither the Prophet [image: Image], His family, nor any of the 12 Shi’a Imams died a natural death (they believe the Prophet [image: Image] also died a martyr, the result of poisoning), which contributes to the tendency to feel relentlessly persecuted.


The chief Shi’ite holy cities are Najaf in Iraq, (the burial place of Ali – the tomb is located four miles from Kufa where Ali was felled by Kharijite assassins in 661), and Karbala, the site of the martydom of the Prophet’s [image: Image] grandson Husayn.


 





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER




	
The Prophet [image: Image] (570–632 CE) was a descendant of Ibrahim/Abraham, born in Makkah.





	
An exceptionally noble man, famous for his life of prayer, kindness and wisdom, he was called to Prophethood at the age of 40 in 610 CE.





	
He was persecuted in Makkah, accused (quite wrongly) of fraud, insanity, demon-possession, epilepsy, personal ambition, and desire to pervert the youth and split families.





	
The Laylat ul-Miraj was the night of his ascension through the heavens from Jerusalem – either a vision or a ‘miraculous journey’ that occurred while he still lived in Makkah.





	
The people of Yathrib oasis invited him to abandon Makkah and become their ruler, and he migrated there (the hijrah) in 621 CE. Yathrib became known as Madinah.





	
Islam spread very rapidly, and although the Makkans carried on attacks for 8 years, Makkah became a Muslim city in 630 CE.





	
His teachings and example (the sunnah) were recorded in statements and recollections known as hadiths. His way of life was and still is the pattern for all Muslims.





	
By the time he died (aged 63 in 632 CE), the whole of Arabia had accepted Islam and it was spreading farther afield.





	
The leader of Islam after Muhammad’s [image: Image] death had the title of caliph or khalifah.





	
The first four caliphs were chosen from his closest companions: Abu Bakr (ruled 632–4), Umar (634–44), Uthman (644–56) and then his son-in-law Ali (656–61). These four were known as the ‘Rightly Guided’ or rashidun.
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