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While writing his critically successful novel Upon a Wheel on Fire, set against the origins of World War Two, Paul Grieve became interested in similar events in the eastern Mediterranean, particularly the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, and the origins of the State of Israel. In order to understand the resulting conflicts through to the present, Grieve decided to study Islam. After two years at the Mosquée de Paris, he spent a further three years in the Middle East studying Islamic history, jurisprudence, politics and Arabic, with experts at Cairo University and the American University in Cairo. The result is this book and a second novel. Grieve now lives in London.
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A Stroll Through the City of God


The walled Old City of Jerusalem is beautiful, dramatic and bitter. Transfigured by a stark white light and surrounded by what were once unforgiving rocky hillsides, good for nothing more than biblical sheep and goats. Or for property development: because today the Old City is also bitterly and dramatically buried, taking on the role of religious theme park to the banal, even ugly conurbation with which the State of Israel has enveloped the historical centre. Dull high-rises, marbled pseudo-palace hotels, shopping malls and vast archipelagos of belligerent housing settlements accessed by thickly fenced bypass roads are now the Jewish ‘built facts’ that overshadow the Ottoman walls. So whether the real estate was conquered, stolen or bought has lost all practical relevance. The 120 square kilometres of development that has become ‘Greater Jerusalem’ since the Arab–Israeli wars of 1948 and 1967 is now the apparently irrefutable physical statement that the 1 square kilometre within the stone walls belongs irreversibly to an exultant Israel, the eternal ‘City of David’, right up to the heavens.


Within the Old City, however, these recent encroachments are surprisingly shut out. A distinctly petrified atmosphere fills the narrow pedestrian streets, with the Mamluk and Ottoman centuries still clearly discernible behind the pervasive veneer of religious tourism.


But look deeper still and the terrible rivalries in the name of God that have created this city are soon exposed. After only an hour or two on foot the informed observer cannot remain a mere spectator. Such is the power of Jerusalem, that by the end of the walk the pressing presence of history has inspired either faith or revulsion.


Begin at the Dung Gate on the south side. Pass through Israeli security and an electronic search, show your passport and see in the heavily armed policeman’s bored expression that it is not you he is looking for. Out on the polished stone plaza that leads to the Western Wall, walk the ground where a Palestinian community once lived, stretching back to the beginnings of recorded time, then bulldozed flat in a few days in 1967 to create this large open space, glistening so impressively in the sunshine. The former residents are invisible now, living only God knows where in a cinder block refugee camp.


Facing Herod’s huge foundation stones, now know as the Western Wall, observe Jews at prayer, divided like Muslims between male and female, each in their own enclosure. Many carry automatic rifles over their shoulders as they follow the detailed rites their God has prescribed for the salvation of His chosen. Some, you will observe, wear on their heads the knitted kippa of the Gush, showing their radical commitment not just to a Greater Jerusalem, but to a racially pure Greater Israel.


Through more security and past more weapons, climb a long ramp towards the Haram, and the golden dome of the Muslim sanctuary. Stand here, up on Herod’s platform and admire the view across the Kidron valley. The entire facing hillside is solid with the tombs of the Jewish faithful who have had their bodies brought to Jerusalem for burial from all over the world. For here is where the Jewish rising will take place when the Messiah of the Torah comes, and those well placed at the front can expect a headstart on eternity. Now look around you and imagine thousands of other bodies filling the space between the two structures of the Haram. See the bodies of Jews and Muslims, piled five or ten high by the victorious Crusaders on the stone flags under your feet. Blood and gore in the name of Jesus Christ so deep as to come up to the chest.


Or imagine you are standing on the same spot one thousand years earlier again, and all around you is the Roman army, up on this same platform, putting an end to four years of Jewish insurrection ignited by the purely religious questions of the sanctity of the holy of holies in Herod’s temple, and the ceremony of sacrifice.


While the Temple blazed, the victors plundered everything that fell in their way, and slaughtered wholesale all who were caught. No pity was shown for age, no reverence for rank; children and greybeards, laity and priests alike were massacred.


(Josephus, War, VI, 5)


Then take the Haram tour, allow your Muslim guide to show you the very place where al-Burāq, the winged ass, was tied up on the night of the Isrā, while God’s chosen Prophet ascended to heaven on his Miʿrāj. Run your fingers over the very iron ring. And once inside the Umayyad marvel that is the Dome of the Rock, see the very imprints of Muhammad’s feet, magically etched into the rock from which he was assumed heavenwards to be given God’s instructions for the salvation of the world.


Before leaving the Haram, look down on the Jews praying at the wall of their ruined temple below, and know that among those knitted skullcaps down there are many who even at this moment are asking their God to level everything around them, so that the Third Temple can be built and the end of the world can begin. Run your hand over the bullet holes in the walls from the last violent attempt by the Gush to lay their foundation stone in the Haram courtyard. In the Haram museum inspect the bloodstained clothes of the seventeen Muslims (but no Jews) who were killed on that day.
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Then back in the crush of the covered streets of the Arab quarter, examine other faces, look into other eyes. Feel the fear and the hatred that is everywhere. Know that the centuries of Muslim tolerance, even though decreed by the Prophet himself, are over, and that a terrible revenge would be taken on those same Jewish supplicants back at Herod’s wall if only these Palestinians all around you had the means. And if this crowded scene were up in the new Jewish city, on Ben Yehuda Street, or in Zion Square, the person standing next to you might at this very moment be preparing to blow you straight to a Qurʾānic paradise of cool streams and attentive virgins. And here there are more of the flak jackets and loaded automatics of the Israeli Defence Forces, itchily alert behind their dark glasses, nervously covering every street corner.


Now move on to the Via Dolorosa and watch a group of Filipino nuns struggling up the stone steps of the passage on their knees, crossing themselves and mumbling their prayers at each Station of the Cross. Here, they believe, their Redeemer carried a wooden beam towards his coming hours of unspeakable suffering, of blood, nails and mockery. But an agony, they believe, that will be the salvation of all who have their particular brand of faith. Walk on to where the nuns are headed, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. A dense crowd fills the building and out into the square in front. They are lined up this tightly to kiss the floor over the tomb of the Son of God, then the place where the True Cross once stood. But even the guidebooks know that they are all of them mistaken. Via Dolorosa has taken many different routes over the centuries and the present Via is merely the most convenient route for the capture of tourist dollars by the trinket-sellers, while the sacred tomb itself (not to mention the tomb’s alleged former occupant) is nothing more than myth and tradition. And the men who run this church in the name of that same pacifist Redeemer are themselves so bitterly divided between Romans, Greeks, Armenians, Syrians and Copts, that they need a Muslim to lock and unlock the front door for them every morning and evening. For centuries they have not even been able to agree on which one of them should hold the key.


And further up, at the Jaffa Gate, you recognize the place where, in 1918, General Allenby, fresh from his victory over the Ottoman Empire, dismounted from his horse to enter Jerusalem on foot as his mark of respect. The Europeans were in charge once again. But although they were to be better behaved than in 1099, Britain’s subsequent thirty-year Christian rule was to bring to the City of Peace a century of hate.


And here in this holy Jerusalem you really thought that you would find calm, even some personal benediction from above. But instead, in this other, this earthly Jerusalem, you are overwhelmed by a devilish frustration. So strong, as you stand by the Damascus Gate at the north end of the city, looking back over the route you have just walked, that rage is overtaking you. Because what you have just seen, you come to realize, is not the faith that you were looking for, the faith that should redeem souls, move mountains, bring peace to the world. But, rather, all you have found is a compassionless group amnesia that obliterates facts and consumes reason, that manufactures deadly illusions, perverts texts, and make curses out of the most sacred prayers. So that now a great sorrow is rising up within you, mixed with the anger. Then something like an interior fulmination deep within, and a sudden vision of how events could and should have been. And in that same instant you also find you have a prophecy for the future. Yes, now you know for certain that you alone have the answer, you are St John the Baptist come again, or the new Imam, you are the awaited Messiah himself . . .


The popular definition of your condition is ‘the Jerusalem Syndrome’. Like hundreds of visitors before you, you have succumbed, and your cell awaits.
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IN THE BEGINNING



I Muslims, Christians and Jews: Similarities


Islam is a significant presence in one hundred or more countries all around the world, and the majority religion in over forty. There are almost a billion believers, a figure comparable to Buddhism and second only to Christianity. By the year 2020, if present trends continue, half the world will be Muslim. With such size and reach, Islam is inevitably divided by politics, culture, language, history and dogma, but nevertheless unshakably united in the central Muslim credo: ‘There is no god but God and Muhammad is His Messenger.’


A simple way of making a start on this vast subject is to understand that much of Islam consists of concepts familiar to a Westerner, but seen in an unfamiliar light. To illustrate, here are ten points of similarity between Islam and Judeo-Christianity.


1. Islām is an Arabic word meaning submission or commitment to al-Ilāh, the God, or Allāh. Islam is the humble recognition of the relationship between man and his divine Creator and resonates with the familiar words from Judaism and Christianity: ‘Almighty God, Creator of heaven and earth’. But Islam goes beyond acknowledgement and devotion. The true believer surrenders himself or herself to the will of Allah, and in this way defines his or her identity as a member of the community of the faithful, or the ʿummah. In modern times the word Islam has come to mean the faith of the way of al-Islām, and those who observe the faith are muslim, or Muslims.


2. In Muslim belief, Muhammad was Allah’s chosen Messenger, or Prophet, for the delivery of Allah’s Message which was revealed to Muhammad little by little over a period of twenty-two years. The revelations were recited by Muhammad as they were received and memorized by his followers. After Muhammad’s death the revelations were assembled into a holy book called the Qurʾān, the equivalent of the word ‘Bible’, but taken from the Arabic word kurʾān, meaning ‘recitation’. The Qurʾān contains many references to stories found in the Jewish Torah as well as the Christian New Testament. Many of the characters familiar to readers of the Judeo-Christian texts appear in the Muslim scripture, beginning with Adam.


3. Muhammad did not set out to found a new religion; rather he saw himself as following on from the biblical patriarchs familiar to both Christian and Jew, from Adam to Noah, to Abraham and Moses, and including the teaching of Jesus Christ. Islamic tradition recognizes prophets from any language and culture from around the globe who submitted themselves to the will of God. But each of these earlier revelations is considered by Islam not to have been final. For Muslims, God only revealed His final message with the words of the Qurʾān, making Muhammad the last messenger in the prophetic cycle by which God’s Word is believed to have been transmitted to man over the millennia. Ironically, Muhammad saw the unfolding revelation of the Qurʾān as sent to unite and complete all that had gone before, joining Arabs, Jews and Christians together. He expected to be accepted as a prophet by both Jews and Christians, at least to his own people. Islam only developed into a separate religion when this concept of Muhammad as the final Prophet, and the Qurʾān as the Final Word, was rejected by the Christians and Jews of his time.


4. The message of the Qurʾān was delivered to Muhammad by the angel Jibril or Gabriel who spoke in Arabic transmitting the words of Allah, who never appeared to Muhammad directly. Many of the verses of the Qurʾān begin with Gabriel’s injunction to Muhammad to speak with the word [image: image] : Say or Recite, followed by the revealed verses. This contrasts with the revelations of the preceding Judeo-Christian prophets which were delivered by the indirect means of human interpretation drawing on an internal inspiration, implicitly claiming to be divine, but only occasionally purporting to speak with the direct words of God. Even the words of Jesus Christ in the New Testament are reported speech, however much emotion, wisdom and intangible truth the narrative may contain. And the record of Christ’s life comes to us from writers in a subsequent generation as well as through a number of intermediate languages, giving rise to the possibility of faulty transmission. The Qurʾān, in contrast, is believed by Muslims to be the unerring and direct word of God from start to finish.


5. Unlike the general Jewish view of the Torah and the Christian view of the New Testament, therefore, the Qurʾān is regarded by Muslims as the literal word of God, revealed in Arabic. For this reason translations should reproduce the original text above or alongside the non-Arabic words. Such works may only be titled ‘The Meaning of the Holy Qurʾān’ and cannot be represented as the Qurʾān itself. No other language is considered to be capable of providing a true rendition. That the Arabic words of the Qurʾān are believed to have come literally and directly from God the Creator is at the core of Islam, and the key to understanding many aspects of the faith.


6. Through His words Allah shows that He wishes nothing more than the reform of the world and the happiness of mankind, a theme that is closely matched in the teachings of Jesus Christ: ‘Thy Kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth as it is in heaven.’ Similarly, Allah in the Qurʾān, like the God of the New Testament, is All-Forgiving and All-Merciful and these qualities in God form the true basis of Islam, so often perverted by so-called Muslims and so readily distorted by non-Muslims.


7. The Qurʾān, like both the Torah and the New Testament, is literature of poise and beauty, and the work is unmatched in all Arabic letters. An imperfect comparison would be to imagine Shakespeare under divine command writing the Bible directly in English, creating the most sublime and defining language of our culture, as well as setting out the basis of our religion. Yet Muhammad was a Bedouin trader with no formal education who was certainly illiterate when his ministry began.


8. The Qurʾān contains extensive references to and veneration of Jesus Christ together with his mother Mary. But although the story of the Virgin birth is repeated in the Muslim text, Jesus is treated as a prophet not as a divine. And they take as their Lord, Christ, the son of Mary; Yet they were commanded to worship but One God’ (Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) Surah 9, verse 31). In the Qurʾān, Jesus speaks and specifically denies that he is anything but human and he reproaches his disciples for treating him as God. Similarly, although Jews originated the concept of a messiah, Judaism obviously does not accept Jesus Christ as the one.


9. Abraham, or Ibrahim, is acknowledged by the Qurʾān as the father of Islam, just as he is regarded as the original source of Judaism and therefore of Christianity. ‘He was true in faith and bowed his will to that of God (which is Islam) and he was not an idolater’ (Āl Imran (The Family of Imran) Surah 3, verse 67). But in contrast to the Torah, in the parallel Muslim tradition, Abraham was ordered by God to kill his eldest son, Ishmael, whose mother Hājar was a Canaanite or Palestinian, not the youngest, Isaac, whose mother Sarah was a Hebrew or a Jew. However, these details are not given in the Qurʾān, and the story may have been modified in a later century to suit the purposes of Arab rulers. But in any event, the importance of the story is to show Abraham’s unquestioning obedience to God, rather than to score a political point. The substitution by God of the ram as sacrifice in place of Ishmael (or Isaac) is the basis of the Muslim Eid al-Adha, or Feast of the Sacrifice.


10. Geography is a further characteristic shared by all three religions. Muhammad reputedly said: ‘There is not a prophet but that he has dwelt in the desert’: the dry open spaces of what are now Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Israel and Egypt were the training grounds of the patriarchs, where God ‘teaches by taking away’. Whether the colossi of our religious histories are mythical, factual or irrelevant, all three religions agree that they lived in the same general area, under the same conditions. This common thread stretches from Muhammad, alone in his desert cave awaiting his revelations, back to Jesus Christ, fasting and resisting temptation in the wilderness, and back further through St John the Baptist, to Job and Moses, and our most ancient traditions of deserts and deprivation.


At the moment of creation all are together – Muslim, Jew and Christian – making up the vast majority of the population of the globe.


Praise be to Allah, Who created the Heavens and the Earth And made the darkness and the Light.


The Qurʾān, Al-Anʿām (The Cattle) Surah 6, verse 1


To Him is due


The primal origin


Of the heavens and the earth.


When He decreeth a matter


He saith to it: ‘Be,’


And it is.


The Qurʾān, Al-Baqarah (The Heifer) Surah 2, verse 117


In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was a vast waste, darkness covered the deep and the spirit of God hovered over the surface of the water. God said ‘Let there be Light’, and there was light; and God saw the light was good and he separated light from darkness.


The Pentateuch, Book of Genesis, verse 1


In the beginning the Word already was. The Word was in God’s presence, and what God was, the Word was. He was God at the beginning, and through him all things came to be; without him no created thing came into being. In him was life, and that life was the light of mankind. The light shines in the darkness and the darkness has never mastered it.


The New Testament, Gospel According to John, verse 1


These words express a universal human sentiment: our awareness of an original force beyond ourselves that is the spring of faith. Whether this consciousness is focused through the dogma of a formal religion, left unresolved as a personal enigma, or approached as a product of imperfectly understood natural laws, this is our condition as human beings: tentative and mortal, here exposed in a few short sentences at the bedrock of all three mighty religions; a moment when all can agree, at least on the fundamental question, before the detritus of history and the sands of time obscure our sameness. Here is the moment of unity before the varying details of each faith develop into bitter differences of culture and politics, generation after generation, century after century.


And the divisions come quickly. Genesis goes on to say, in verse 27, that God created man ‘in his own image’, an insuperable heresy to Islam in which God is described essentially in the negative: unseeable and unknowable; having no partner; not similar to His creation.


John claims in verse 16 that God the Father can only be known through Jesus Christ, the Son. But the Christian Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Ghost as both One and Three is a belief entirely repudiated by Jews and is complete anathema to Muslims for whom God can only be One.


In the face of these direct contradictions and the thousands more that follow, can anyone really be sure that the religion into which he or she was born is right and all the others wrong? Or conversely, does our Western cynicism and declining observance, which merely obscures the issue rather than providing an explanation, permit us to denigrate the intricacies in which others do find faith? Does certainty and salvation in whatever guise, religious or secular, really belong only to one group?


After thousands of years of crimes perpetrated in the name of rival gods by religions claiming to be based on love and forgiveness, the answers to these questions must surely be self-evident. The premise of this book, therefore, is that no absolute truth is to be found in any faith. Rather, it is the very divergence of human belief that really unites us, in our common inability to explain the cosmic mystery of existence. By attempting to understand Islam, the transcultural explorer begins to see how one man’s approach to such an explanation has grown into the huge edifice of practice, history and politics, that is today one of the most misunderstood pieces of a fractured world.



II Muslims, Christians and Jews: Differences


The story, or metaphor, of the Creation is just one of a number of beliefs shared by Judaism, Christianity and Islam, in principle if not in detail. But the most important common ground between the three is monotheism, the recognition of a single God whose revelation replaced all that had gone before: the multiple gods of the Greeks and the Romans, the sacred rocks and idols of the pre-Islamic Arabs, or the many false gods with which the Jews were tempted from time to time during the events described in the Old Testament. The Christian God has three persons in one God; for Jews, God has a special relationship with the Children of Israel; for Muslims, God speaks definitively only through the Arabic Qurʾān. But all three images are nevertheless linked by their monotheistic essence.


All three faiths purport to set out God’s plan for the world, involving commandments for life and specific methods of worship, even though man, by his human nature, will inevitably fail to meet these divine standards. And while penalties are prescribed for transgressions, forgiveness and mercy are qualities ascribed to the Almighty by all three faiths.


But it is differences between us, not the similarities, that attract attention. Here are a few short statements of differentiation as an overview.


Judaism was established amid the repeated disasters and enslavements that befell the Children of Israel in the days of the Patriarchs, mitigated by a few minor victories and the short-lived rule of the House of David. Later, after the Babylonian captivity and the Roman destruction of Jerusalem, the religion developed in an atmosphere of homelessness and defensiveness, sustaining Jews who were spread around the world in the diaspora. Judaism was solidified further during the Christian era by the massacres of Jews in Britain during the Crusades, by the Spanish Inquisition, the Russian pogroms and finally by the Nazi Holocaust which led to the establishment of the State of Israel and to the nominal end of the diaspora condition.


Christianity travelled up through the veins and arteries of Rome, from the peripheries to the heart. Then Christianity prospered as Europe prospered, intertwined with the artistic and political developments of the last two thousand years. And starting in the sixteenth century, European exploration and colonialization carried Christianity to every continent of the world.


Islam grew as the simple belief of the illiterate desert dweller. The message is easy to grasp, offering a universal brotherhood of equality beyond race, beyond political hierarchy or ethnic origin. The dramatic appeal of Islam to the poor and the powerless is readily understandable.


Judaism speaks to one people, to the Jews. The history of Judaism is the history of the Jewish people and the practice of Judaism was developed over the three thousand years of their history, not delivered by any single prophet or saviour. While Judaism seldom proselytizes and there are very few converts, the Jewish concept of God the Creator, the all-powerful and the all-seeing, is the seed from which Christianity and Islam have grown to encircle the globe.


The Christian God of the New Testament is personal, pacifist and universally loving, although this central message is now diffused across an incoherent spectrum of conflicting denominations. Unlike Judaism and Islam, most Christian Churches carry extensive centralized hierarchies that claim control over dogma and many have become institutions of substantial wealth and temporal power.


Sunni Islam, the faith of the vast majority of Muslims, exists without any church structure. Muslims are held together by the simple concept of the One God, by God’s Word as revealed directly to man in the Qurʾān, and by the uniform practice of the Five Pillars.


Judaism is characterized by God’s injunctions to the Jews to obey His commandments as set out in the Torah, by which man may, in time, rectify his original disobedience in the Garden of Eden. Devout adherence to these laws will hasten the coming of the messiah and the establishment of God’s kingdom on earth, an event in which Jews believe they will have a special role, which is the essence of the concept of the Election of Israel. But behind this emphasis on practice, there is no ‘Jewish Creed’, making for a remarkable freedom of religious thought and a wide diversity of opinion within Judaism on such topics as heaven and hell, the nature of evil and the core problem of free will.


The essence of Christianity is that man who was born in sin can only be redeemed by Christ through His own death and resurrection. Thus through faith, man may similarly overcome death to live an eternal life in the presence of God. But beyond this central theme of the life and death of Jesus Christ as the Son of God, Christian beliefs and practices differ widely. A personal spirituality has come to dominate modern Christianity while belief in the physical resurrection of the body, in a concrete heaven and a burning hell has generally declined together with church attendance. Christianity is open to all, but some form of initiation is required, usually baptism, symbolic or actual, together with instruction.


Islam, like Judaism, emphasizes practice through ritual, although the Five Pillars of Islam are much simpler than the multiple laws of the Torah and the resulting Jewish rites. But unlike Judaism, the Qurʾān lays out a vivid and detailed system of belief in addition to the external forms of observance. The Last Day is anticipated in a physical sense, and heaven and hell are very real.


For the wrongdoer We


Have prepared the Fire


Whose smoke and flames


Like the walls and roof


Of a tent, will hem


Them in: if they implore


Relief they will be granted


Water like melted brass


That will scald their faces.


How dreadful the drink.


How uncomfortable a couch


To recline upon.


Al-Kahf (The Cave) Surah 18, verse 29


The culmination of the haj, or pilgrimage, is the rite of the Standing, when the pilgrim asks God for forgiveness of his or her sins, and this day is interpreted by many as a literal pre-enactment of the events of the Day of Judgement. Conversion to Islam is the simplest of all, requiring only the profession of the Shahādah from the heart. ‘I attest that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the Messenger of God.’ Learning the faith begins then, at conversion not necessarily before, and it is a Muslim’s duty to improve his or her knowledge of the faith, and therefore of the Qurʾān, continuously over a lifetime.



III The Torah, the Bible and the Qurʾān


The Hebrew Bible consists of the Torah or the ‘Five Books of Moses’ (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) followed by the Prophets and the Writings. The Torah is the story of the Creation, and of man’s original sin of disobedience against God, followed by the core mythology of Judaism: the enslavement of the Jews in Egypt and their subsequent escape, followed by years of wandering the Sinai desert, ended by the bloody invasion of Canaan as the Promised Land. But for Jews these are also books of love, enabling man to say ‘yes’ to God by following the 248 positive and 365 negative commandments set out in the text, so moving towards the dream of a new paradise on earth, a state which may eventually replace the original paradise lost.


The Christian Bible opens with the Hebrew Bible as the Old Testament (although some of the later Christian components of the Old Testament are not part of the original Jewish twenty-two sacred works), followed by the New Testament which consists principally of the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John). Each Gospel relates the life of Christ from a slightly different point of view and each contains varying details and emphases. The Gospels are followed by the writings of the early church leaders who first put Christianity into practice, of whom St Paul is the dominant spirit.


The Qurʾān is entirely different, having no narrative thread in the same sense as the Torah or the New Testament. There are frequent references to the prophets who have gone before, and the reader is presumed to be already familiar with the names. But rather than a story, the Qurʾān is an exhortation addressed to man by God, urging a better world through a social and religious order that follows His will. These rules of conduct and of belief that will lead man to everlasting life are to be found diffused throughout the book.


The Qurʾān is approximately 120,000 words long, about the same length as the four Christian Gospels together. To a western reader, the Qurʾān may seem obscure and repetitive, even contradictory. Study and frequent reading are required to come to the message that underlies the text. Faced with an apparent inconsistency or a statement that appears to run against science or scholarship, the devout Muslim may seek further interpretation, textual reconciliation, or the words may have been abrogated, but ultimately he or she has only two choices: either he or she has faith that the words are divine and acknowledges that it is the reader who has yet to understand, or he or she ceases to be a Muslim. This bare and inescapable certainty in the Word of God lies at the heart of Islam and at the core of many misunderstandings between Muslims and non-Muslims.


Because Muhammad’s life is so clearly recorded making him the only prophet to live in the full light of history, modern scholarship has made little impression on the facts of his career as accepted by Muslims. Whether or not the reader believes in the divine authorship of the Qurʾān, the text has indisputably come down to us from the seventh century CE, from the mouth of Muhammad and substantially unchanged.


In contrast, the status of both the Torah and the New Testament have gradually deteriorated from ‘God-sent’ to myth. Only Jewish (and Christian) literalists still assert that the five books of the Torah were written by Moses and most modern scholarship places the authorship between the years 800 and 150 BCE, reaching full canonical form only in the first or second century CE, and after much adding and subtracting. This is nowhere near the beginnings of recorded history, which in Mesopotamia and Egypt push back 2,000 years before even the oldest parts of the Torah. Further, the biblical stories are not all original, but many compare with and draw upon the ancient traditions of Babylon and Egypt as well as Phoenicia, Canaan and Persia. Nor are there any archaeological or other records to support such events as the construction of the first or the second temple of Zion in Jerusalem, the Flood, or the Egyptian captivity and release. And few Christians or Jews still believe in such events as the seven-day Creation, which has foundered on the new truth of evolution.


But the Torah succeeds brilliantly as great literature, giving form and order to the myths of the Hebrews, while at the same time constructing a façade of justification for the Jewish claim to be the Elected of God. Written for the most part during the days of low morale following the collapse of the House of David and through the captivity of Judah in Babylon, the Torah can be viewed as a masterpiece of uplifting propaganda. The books also work as a political tract that conjures the moral title-deeds to Palestine, territory which as Canaan, was in fact won and lost by the Jews on numerous occasions through nothing more mysterious than force of arms: from the legendary Hebrew invasion after the Exodus to the creation of the modern State of Israel in 1948.


The New Testament was written between half a generation and a full generation after the death of Christ and comes to us in a language (Greek) different from that spoken by the participants in the events described (Hebrew or Aramaic). The evangelists had no direct personal knowledge of the content of their writing and many assertions in the Gospels do not match historical fact, starting with the date of the Nativity. While the Gospels may be ‘inspired’, no claim is now made for anything but human authorship. Furthermore, the books were merely four of a number of contradictory versions of the life and sayings of Christ that circulated in the early Christian Church. Only during the first three centuries CE was the present canon agreed upon, after which all texts other than Matthew, Mark, Luke and John were banned by the church and have since fallen into obscurity, or were destroyed at the time.



IV The Nature of Islam


At the heart of Islam is the wish to enlighten mankind to an awareness of God.


Light upon Light


God guides to His light whom He will.


Al-Nur (The Light) Surah 24, verse 35


However, the text of the Qurʾān and the beliefs of Islam are so overlaid with misinterpretation and reinterpretation from both inside and outside that this light is often obscured. The universal message of Christianity would be similarly diminished to the point of darkness if the faith were to be defined only by reference to the sectarian murders in Northern Ireland, the history of the Spanish Inquisition, or the sad stories of lust and greed in modern television evangelism. So the following summary of the nature of Islam may seem surprising, even dubious to a Western reader, but behind all the inflammatory headlines and the misunderstandings, for a devout Muslim, these are the true characteristics of his or her faith.


[image: image] Discipline. Laws are to be found throughout the text of the Qurʾān, which, as a divine revelation, are therefore considered to be the laws of God. These formal statements of law in the Qurʾān are supplemented by the Sunna, the sayings and reported actions of Muhammad during his lifetime, which set out the detailed regulations that complement the more general injunctions of the Qurʾān. The discipline expected of a Muslim starts with his or her personal life: regular prayers; respect for the body by following rules of diet; cleanliness in all things; politeness in public conduct. Then laws for the family, which lie at the heart of Islam, followed by rules for society as a whole, with an emphasis on the maintenance of public order. The entire structure of Qurʾānic law is accepted by Muslims as God’s will and is known collectively as the Shariah, literally ‘the Road’. This body of laws has an absolute ‘God-given’ character, therefore, although softened by the possibility of forgiveness for human frailty and the promise of paradise for repentant sinners.


Say: ‘If you love Allah,


Follow me: Allah will love you


And forgive you your sins.


For Allah is Oft-Forgiving


Most Merciful.’


Al-ʿImrān (The Family of ʿImrān) Surah 3, verse 35


But unlike Christianity, Islam recognizes no intermediary between man and God. Obedience to the will of Allah, as expressed in the Shariah is confronted directly by the believer. There is no equivalent to the Christian prayer formula, ‘through Jesus Christ, Our Lord. Amen’.


And your Lord says:


‘Call on Me; I


Will answer your prayer.


But those who are


Too arrogant to serve Me


Will surely find themselves


In Hell – in humiliation!’


Al-Ghāfir (The Forgiver) Surah 40, verse 60


[image: image] Moderation. A practising Muslim believes in wasat, meaning the way between two extremes.


And be moderate


In thy pace, and lower


Thy voice; for the harshest


Of sound without doubt


Is the braying of the ass.


Luqmān (Luqmān the Wise) Surah 31, verse 19


Moderation takes the form of consensus in arriving at decisions, in preferring the middle ground, in understanding a few things well rather than many things superficially, in personal modesty and in good relations with those whose life the devout Muslim touches. This is the horizontal axis of the Muslim faith, the creation of good relations between man and man. The vertical axis, the relationship between man and the will of God, is of primary importance, but the faith consists of maintaining both axes in equilibrium.


[image: image] Community. While each believer enjoys his or her own direct relationship with God, Islam is also a commonwealth of the ʿummah, meaning the Muslims as a distinct society. Ideally, this Muslim community forms a self-helping, self-regulating and self-leveling society standing openly and solidly for the faith. The combination of parity with solidarity is expressed through all aspects of the practice of Islam and is emphasized frequently in the Qurʾān. The simple universality of the Muslim community is shown most convincingly in the saying of daily prayers within fixed times, with the entire brotherhood and sisterhood of believers facing toward Mecca from all around the world, following the same prescribed formula. The annual haj is another expression of the egalitarianism of Islam, drawing millions together from the majority of the nations, races, cultures and languages of the world to follow the orders of God and His Prophet on an entirely equal basis.


[image: image] Tolerance. Throughout the history of Islam, racial prejudice has been entirely absent and religious tolerance has been shown towards Christians and Jews, both considered to be People of the Book.


Say, O Muslims: We believe in Allah


And that which is revealed unto us and that


Which was revealed unto Abraham,


And Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob


And the tribes and that which Moses


And Jesus received and that which


The Prophets received from their Lord.


We make no distinction between any of them


And unto Him we have surrendered.


Al-Baqarah (The Heifer) Surah 2, verse 36


There have been famous periods of conflict between Islam and other faiths: during Muhammad’s confrontation with the Jewish communities in Medina for example, during the Christian Crusades, in the Balkans, in Spain when Asian Muslims fought against Catholic Europeans. And in modern times the effective partition of Palestine and the creation of the State of Israel has led to over eighty years of political tension and violence between Muslims and Jews. But generally, over the centuries of Muslim rule in the southern and eastern Mediterranean, Christian and Jewish communities, although usually subject to a special poll tax, have lived peacefully under Islamic governments, carrying on their lives unmolested and frequently holding public office. Pogroms, ghettos, inquisitions and concentration camps are European inventions and have no equivalents in Islam. The Qurʾān expresses frustration at the continued divisions between Christians, Jews and Muslims following the revelation of Muhammad’s message, but offers an optimistic view of potential unity:


Say: ‘We believe


In the Revelation which has


Come down to us and in that


Which came down to you;


Our God and your God


Is One: and it is to Him


That we bow in Islam.’


Al ʿAnkabut (The Spider) Surah 29, verse 46


Muhammad himself decreed tolerance towards both Christians and Jews living in the Muslim-controlled Commonwealth of Medina, as well as ordering protection for their places of worship, provided that they did not attempt to undermine the state. This historical sufferance goes against the popular Western view, yet the record of Islam compares very favourably with the frequent Christian persecutions of Muslims and Jews through the ages, reaching right down to the twentieth century.



V The Divide: Islam Misunderstood


Islam has an entirely different image among many non-Muslims. Muslims are frequently labelled as narrow-minded, extremist or violence-prone, while the West, seen from a Muslim country, is decadent and immoral, an evil menace.


Possibly the West is pre-conditioned to see Islam as hostile. Such a view is certainly embedded in Western culture, with the heroic legends of the Crusades, the language of Shakespeare in Othello, of Dante and of Voltaire, or in words derived from the Old Testament such as ‘Philistine’, ‘Chosen People’ and ‘Promised Land’. Such words have set Ishmaelite against Israelite from the start of biblical history and the same words have set Arab against Jew in the Middle East for the past century, right up to and including today.


Muslims are similarly programmed, usually seeing the godless West only through the excesses of our scandal-loving media. Or we appear as armed aggressors, from the colonial era through to the West’s apparently unconditional support for Israel, for example, in the bombing of Libyan and Afghan civilians, the starving of Iraqi children followed by the bombing and invasion of their country, and the ruination of Chechnya, acts perpetrated against Muslims for the purposes of easy domestic political advantage, while avoiding the core issues of justice and true democracy. Even an elementary examination of some of the areas of conflict between Muslims and the West through Muslim eyes, produces a quite contrary view.


Most acts of political violence within Muslim states, especially attacks on tourists, are broadly intended to destabilize ‘pro-Western’ corrupted regimes and to bring about government based on Islamic shurā (meaning ‘consensus’, and to be discussed later) and the Shariah. Such acts, starting with those of September 11th, 2001, have then developed into attacks on foreign targets, but with the same objective: to force the departure of foreign occupiers so that Islamic government can begin. However despicable in themselves, these incidents are the expression of a deep tension springing from a legitimate historical injustice. Most Muslim countries were liberated from European colonial rule only within the last fifty years. Liberation to what, though? The nation-state that the West advocates as the liberal solution for the problems of the world, a non-religious administration subject (in theory) to democratic control, is a system that took hundreds of years and untold millions of deaths to develop in Europe and America. The idea that such a structure could be imposed successfully on former colonies of a different culture over a single generation has proved to be wildly optimistic.


Further, the secular nation-state based on the Western model is a concept that runs directly contrary to Muslim traditions, which stretch back to the original community of the ʿummah, established, as we shall see, by the Prophet in Medina in the seventh century. Here was the ideal Muslim society with no national boundaries and a merged church and state, ruled by the laws of God. In contrast, most of the recent attempts to create secular nation-states in countries with Muslim majorities have produced corrupt ruling elites without a popular mandate, that are only nominally Muslim and whose flawed leaders are frequently supported by the West in the name of ‘national security’ and ‘global stability’. There are many examples both past and present, from the Shah of Iran to General Suharto of Indonesia, to the rigged elections of Hosni Mubarak’s Egypt, to Saddam Hussein himself, whose power was built up by the West when it suited us, during the Iran–Iraq war of 1981–88. The result is that in most Muslim countries, neither democracy nor shurā and Shariah have been achieved, neither the Western utopia nor the Muslim version, but only new forms of dictatorship and repression. Lurking instability and an intensification of violence in the name of religion has been the inevitable result.


Islam is a system of rules for all aspects of life, based on faith, forming an all-embracing ‘social project’, whereas Western liberalism specifically seeks to avoid the regulation of personal behaviour unless the rights and freedoms of others are affected. Islam can therefore appear to be ‘intolerant’ in imposing restrictions that Westerners would find unconscionable in their own lives. But in this view the Western observer overlooks the core Muslim belief that the rules of Islam originate with the direct word of God in the Qurʾān. For a believer, therefore, the rule of the Shariah is to be welcomed not resented. And by extension, Western liberalism transgresses God’s commandments in every possible way and is therefore ‘decadent’ and ‘culpable’.


This divide between Western ‘decadence’ and Islamic ‘repression’ also coincides generally with the division between the rich world and the poor. Western democracy, political freedom, transparency and a secular state appear to lead to wealthy societies with high levels of personal consumption. In the Muslim view, however, the West pays a price for these advances in the form of intangibles: declining ‘family values’, increasing rates of divorce and births out of wedlock, drug and alcohol abuse, drunk driving, high crime statistics and loss of community. These are the very defects that the Western right-wing perennially promises to repair, and values which are still very much alive and well in most Islamic countries.


With the charges of ‘intolerance’ against Muslims and ‘degeneracy’ against the West go the popular but misinformed images. Muslim women wearing the burqa, compared with the Western use of the female form as a sales expedient; the apparent cruelty of the Islamic penal code compared with the elevated levels of crime and suffering in Western countries, to name but two. This is a divide that can never be bridged, only understood. The West may think that the spread of affluence and material comforts is the long-term solution to the wrongs of the world, but in reality the ‘God-sent’ light of Islam will give way to secular materialism only with the greatest of difficulty, if ever. Each encroachment by the US-dominated world produces the counter-reaction of a greater commitment among Muslims to their code.


The Salman Rushdie affair encapsulated the divide perfectly. Citizens in the West have struggled for centuries, and at great cost, for the right to freedom of speech, which is now inalienable. The West, and the UK in particular, was therefore infuriated by an attempt at censorship through a fatwa, a legal ruling that included a death sentence, issued by a foreign cleric to punish the authorship of a book published in London by a British citizen. While the fatwa is, of course, indefensible, Rushdie’s novel, The Satanic Verses, mocks the very essence of Islam (as well as the personalities of both Muhammad and the Ayatollah Khomeini), ridiculing exactly the process by which God through Gabriel revealed the verses of the Qurʾān to Muhammad. For many believers who consider the Qurʾān to be a revelation from God, not just mere words or an option of faith, this was a crime worse than murder. Further, in a society where sexual reticence is the accepted standard, portraying Muhammad’s wives as prostitutes in a brothel ensured that Muslims would be outraged. The Satanic Verses is not an easy or a rewarding read and the book would probably have dropped quickly out of sight, together with the author, had the fatwa not been invoked. Instead, Rushdie is now world-famous and commands huge advance payments for his work and appearances. Ironically, the painfully constructed position of Muslims in Britain as law-abiding and industrious citizens has been deeply damaged by the actions of a few extremists in calling for Rushdie’s death, creating (together with September 11th 2001 and July 7th 2005) the opportunity for the conflict to develop in the British press into the open denigration of Islam as a whole.


For the Pakistanis of Bradford, however, the Rushdie incident was a clear example of Britain’s reluctance to allow Muslims to defend their own identity within society and the issue soon escalated on the Muslim side to include complaints about the funding of Muslim schools, political representation and unemployment. (According to British government figures, 60 per cent of the Pakistani and Bangladeshi community in the UK live below the official poverty line, compared with 16 per cent of whites as a whole.)


Muslims also argue that freedom of speech in Britain is not in fact absolute, being already limited by laws against pornography, racism, personal libel and national security. Meanwhile the government has periodically attempted to criminalize hatred against a group defined by religious beliefs, or ‘religious hatred’. For Muslims, therefore, adding an offence against religious sensibilities such as blasphemy to the list of curtailed freedoms would be an extension of the existing list of exceptions, rather than a fresh departure. However the intention of British law is to protect the person not the faith, while ‘blasphemy’ involves the protection of a belief, and an official judgement about that belief, which is well beyond the level of intervention in private lives that the British electorate would accept.


In many cases Westerners attribute such divergences to the inflexible canon of Islam, when in fact the reasons for our differences are often the political and economic objectives of the West itself. The Ayatollah Khomeini, former leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran, called the United States the ‘Great Shaytānʾ because America had for so long supported the regime of the Shah, a deeply corrupt ruler with precious little earned or inherited legitimacy. The Shah consistently suppressed the popular religious life of Iran, calling the process ‘modernization’. But to Khomeini and the vast majority of Iranians, the Shah and his Western backers were working against God’s law, thus allying themselves with the devil. But all the while, the real reason for Western support of the Shah was nothing to do with his social ideas, but because he maintained part of the front line against the USSR in the Cold War years, and cooperated with British and American oil interests. Then, in order to foster popular support for the policy of maintaining the Shah in power against the will of his own people, the West ‘manufactured consent’, by characterizing internal opposition to the Shah as ‘fundamentalist’, ‘revolutionary’ and ‘Islamic’, when to Western governments the real issues were, in fact, purely strategic and economic. This process of demonizing Islam has been repeated again and again by the West: in Algeria, the Sudan, Iraq and Afghanistan, to name but a few. A comparison closer to home is Ireland, where the words ‘Catholic’ or ‘Protestant’ usually precede all other descriptions of the antagonists, whereas, in fact, the root cause from which the dispute arises is not religion but relates to an historical injustice over the confiscation of land and the imposition of outside rule and migration, perpetrated by force of arms by one people on another.


A further example of the misunderstandings between Islam and the West is the refusal of many teachers in France to conduct classes attended by Muslim girls wearing headscarves (which are now prohibited by law). The official reason scarves are considered a threat in French schools is because church and state are strictly separated in the Vth Republic, religion having no place therefore in a state-run institution. But Muslims reply that miniskirts and exposed midriffs, or necklaces with crosses or stars worn to school are equally symbolic, although these infractions are rarely prohibited. However, many teachers assert that the real reason for their opposition to the scarf is because it is ‘imposed’ on young Muslim girls by male-ordered traditions. The possibility that the wearer of the scarf may herself wish to follow the injunctions of the Qurʾān as to personal modesty appears not to be taken into account. The headscarf reached the pitch of a national scandal in France, once again symbolizing the status of Muslims in Europe as eternal immigrants.


So is the West more advanced? Isn’t an affirmative answer to this question proved by the numbers of immigrants from Muslim countries living in the West and the almost total absence of the reverse? Or by Western rates of per capita income which are up to fifty times higher than those in the poorest Islamic states? The answer is indisputably yes, the West obviously is ahead, at least in a material sense. But the question that follows is why, in a country like Egypt with a 5,000-year history, self-sufficiency in oil and food, a friendly cohesive population and a key geographical position, is the average per capita income one twentieth of that of France? Why, when Egypt and South Korea had much the same standard of living in 1950, is South Korea’s income per capita now over six times as high? The answer that comes readily to a Western mind is: because of the backwardness of Islam. But in the opinion of this observer the exact opposite is the case. Egypt is poor while South Korea is prospering and France is rich because Islam is not followed in Egypt. Muhammad ʿAbduh, the great Egyptian mujtahid, or Islamic thinker and innovator from the late-nineteenth century, made the following observation after his first trip to Europe: ‘In France I saw Islam without Muslims, but in Egypt I see Muslims without Islam.’ Islam decrees hard work, honesty and fairness; Islam prohibits political repression and corruption: all the conditions that are generally to be found in the West. But in Egypt, for one example, and there are many others, corruption and waste at the top are a way of life, sapping the energies of the people, limiting growth, diverting the assets of the country into the pockets of the few, and converting the country into a nation of cheats from top to bottom. The poor grow poorer, saying their prayers five times a day and hoping for justice in the world to come, while the rich plunderers grow richer, openly supported by us, the West. This is not the fault of Islam and the injunctions of the Qurʾān are clear:


And do not eat up


Your own property among yourselves


For vanities, nor use it


As bait for rulers


With intent that ye may


Eat up wrongfully and knowingly


Other people’s property.


Al-Baqarah (The Heifer) Surah 2, verse 188
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THE COMING OF THE PROPHET



I Early History


The history of Islam begins with Muhammad and the Qurʾān. The low level of importance given by Muslims to the events before Muhammad is illustrated by the Arabic term for the preceding century: Jāhiliyyah, the Time of Ignorance.


Islam has no ordered pre-history to tell, no ‘Muslim Old Testament’ in the Judeo-Christian sense, no pre-Revelation story to cover the period between the Creation and the birth of Muhammad. This is another example of the absolute primacy in Islam of the text of the Qurʾān and the life of the Prophet. Muhammad’s message did not flow from a religious continuum like the scriptures of the Hebrews, or from a tradition of messianic expectation. Rather, Muhammad physically overthrew the pre-existing pagan order in Arabia.


Jesus Christ was a Jew from the House of David, from an ‘Elected People’ already ‘Chosen of God’, and from a culture with a tradition and a history of prophecy purportedly stretching back to the beginnings of time. This neat fit of faith and history has dominated Western religious tradition for two thousand years, forming until recent agnostic times the backbone of our collective psyche. Christianity built a vast structure of belief on these foundations, tying together an entire cycle of stories, from Adam’s fall, representing the sins of mankind, to the potential redemption of the world by the crucifixion of Christ.


Muslim early history is much sparser and more confused. No writings have come down to us from the Jāhiliyyah or the early years of Islam that are even remotely comparable to the works of the early Hebrews. The nearest equivalent to a ‘Muslim Torah’ is The Exegesis of Tabari, written by Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari in the tenth century CE, almost three hundred years after the death of Muhammad. This massive work, recently translated into English for the first time, funded by UNESCO and the National Endowment for the Humanities of the United States, runs to twenty-two volumes. There is, however, no central narrative running through the material; rather the work consists of sayings, myths (known as Israʾiliyyat) and multiple layers of opinion relating to every surah in the Qurʾān, the sources for which are often obscure and unsubstantiated.


Before the revelation of the Qurʾān Arabic existed as a grammatical but almost exclusively oral language. No original documents remain from the period, however, only anthologies and recollections assembled by later generations. Poems composed to be recited in public were greatly valued by early Arab society. Poetry was the noblest expression of language, and language is the supreme Arab art, known under Islam as sihr halāl, the ‘permitted magic’, even though the early poets were probably illiterate, like Muhammad himself. In the Jāhiliyyah, epic verse sustained the diwān, or collective memory and honour of each tribe from generation to generation. The highest form of this early poetry was the qasida, or ode, which was both rhyming and metred, running to as many as sixty couplets or more. The content of a qasida followed a well-understood form, bearing an underlying message that spoke of the transience of life. First the poet would evoke a faraway place, a deserted encampment or a lost or distant love.


But what think you now of the Lady Nawar, so far away,
And every bond with her broken, new cord alike with old?
A Murrite she, who dwells now in Faid and for neighbours takes
The Hejazi folk: how can you still aspire then to come to her?


Then a dangerous journey would be described in which the narrator regains his equanimity in the face of the inevitability of death, through feats of strength or endurance.


Then I pricked her on, to run like an ostrich and fleeter still
Until, when she was warm and her bones light and pliant,
Her saddle slipping about and her neck streaming with sweat,
And the foam of her perspiration drenching her leather girth;
She tosses her head and strains at the rein but rushes on,
As a desert dove flutters with the flight swiftly to water.


Finally, with the listeners’ attention assured, the poet launches into his panegyric: lines in praise of a benefactor, in praise of nature and the desert, or the poet’s tribe.


When alarmed to battle, there they are with their helmets on
And their coats of mail, the rings of them gleaming like stars. Unsullied is their honour and their deeds are not ineffectual, For their prudent minds incline not after capricious lust.


Excerpts from The Centenarian by Labid


To conclude that the Qurʾān was an extension of this poetic tradition is tempting. But even though the Qurʾān uses the high Arabic language of poetry, transcending tribal variations, this would be an error. For Muslims the word of God defies all human categorization.


Belief in a single paramount god preceded Islam. God was Il to the Babylonians and to the Canaanites, later to the Israelites he was El, and to the primitive Bedouins he was al-Ilāh. This was the god of a linear creation in which man is born and dies through divine will, rather than participating in a recurring cycle of reincarnation. But there were also hundreds of other lesser gods in pagan Arabia, forming a richly diverse Arab religious culture. Many of these gods were represented by stones or clay idols, though all were mere intermediaries between man and al-Ilāh. The monotheism of the first Hebrew Commandment, ‘Thou shalt have no other gods before me’, took many centuries for the Jews to refine. In Islam, in contrast, the move from polytheism to the One God that almost overwhelms the Qurʾān, took place only from the commencement of the message, and matured over a period of merely twenty-two years. Jewish and Christian tradition may have assisted in the formulation of Allah, the One God of Islam, but the concept itself was not issued to the Arabs by any outside religion. Al-Ilāh of the Jāhiliyyah was understood to be the ultimate source of power and above all other gods and may also have been associated with certain dietary laws and the rite of male circumcision, practices that were extended and codified by Islam.


The Kaʾbah (literally ‘cube’) is the rectangular chamber made of hewn stone (measuring 13m × 10m × 7m high) that is now surrounded by the vast courtyard of the Great Mosque in Mecca. The Kaʾbah is the physical centre of the Muslim world, and the city of Mecca constitutes Islam’s holiest haram or sanctuary, and was long recognized in pre-Muslim Arabia as a place of pilgrimage and sacrifice set apart from conflict. The building is evidence of a strong Arab religious tradition, although in the era immediately before Muhammad the Arabs were ardently polytheist. The present-day structure of the Kaʾbah was already in existence long before the birth of Muhammad, although periodically repaired and altered, and there appears to be no historical explanation of the origin of the structure in the Arab record to match against the Muslim legend. In this legend, Abraham, in order to give thanks to God for His mercy in sparing Ishmael from sacrifice, rebuilt the present Kaʾbah on foundations first laid by Adam, the original superstructure having been washed away in the Flood.


Ibrahim, or Abraham, existed in Arabic mythology long before his appearance in the Qurʾān, although the tradition may have derived from Arab contact with Jewish legends. To the early Arabs, Abraham was the patriarch of the race and the builder of the Kaʾbah in Mecca. By the time al-Tabari was writing in the tenth century CE, the story of Abraham had been spruced up to create the present orthodoxy by which Abraham (who was conveniently neither a Jew nor a Christian) is regarded as the father of both the Arabs and the Jews, the former through Abraham’s oldest son Ishmael by his Canaanite wife Hājar, the latter through the younger son Isaac by Abraham’s Hebrew wife Sarah. In the Muslim version of the story, which may only have come into existence as Islam sought to create traditions separate from Judaism, the aborted sacrifice took place on the Mount of Mercy outside Mecca, not on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem as in the Jewish tradition. And, as we have seen, Ishmael the proto-Arab was the intended victim, not Isaac the proto-Jew.


A number of early Arab prophets are referred to in the Qurʾān who do not appear in the Old Testament, with names such as Hud, Salih, Dhu-ʾl-Kifl, Luqmān, Idris and Shu’ayb. The reader is expected to be familiar with these personalities and no coherent explanation is given of the lives or teachings of these men, whose detailed history is now lost. Muhammad’s purpose in citing preceding prophets was to reinforce the moral themes of the Qurʾān, rather than to tell a series of stories. Further, in order to present Islam as the perfection of all that had gone before, God’s previous messengers are represented as delivering the same essential message as Muhammad and sharing some of his experiences. The Qurʾān then reinterprets the old teachings in the new light of God’s final word: that on the Last Day the righteous will be rewarded and the wicked punished.



II Islam and the Torah


Islam has a forthright response to the ‘missing’ story that would link the dawn of time to the birth of the Prophet. Since the Creation, in the Muslim view, God in his wisdom has revealed to man, through a succession of prophets from all cultures and races, that part of the divine message which He deemed to be suitable for each age. Thus, all who preceded Muhammad and believed in the One God were ‘inspired’, and even considered by Islam to be ‘Muslim’, in that they submitted to the will of God. But from Adam to Jesus, none of the earlier prophets possessed the definitive text because the moment of ultimate revelation had not yet arrived. Not until God’s revelation to Muhammad did man receive the complete message. The Qurʾān is regarded therefore as definitive or ‘final’, meaning that the message is sufficient to carry us through to the Last Day with nothing else needed for our salvation. This belief allows Islam to co-opt, yet at the same time to reduce in importance, all that went before, making the absence of a ‘Muslim Old Testament’ irrelevant.


As a further response, Islam asserts that the God-sent messages delivered by earlier prophets were perverted at the time, or misunderstood later, or diminished through imperfect transmission over subsequent generations.


They change the words


From their right places


And forget a good part


Of the Message that was


Sent them, nor wilt thou


Cease to find them –


Barring a few – ever


Bent on new deceits.


Al-Māʿidah (The Repast) Surah 5, verse 13


What we read in the Torah and the New Testament, therefore, in Muslim belief, is a corrupted version of a pure truth that is now lost. This human interference is then brought into further useful service by Islam to account for the discrepancies between the Qurʾānic versions of the patriarchal stories, and those found in the religious writings of the other two older faiths. For Muslims the most crucial of these wilful distortions relate to the teachings of the main Hebrew prophets. Moses, for example, appearing as Musa in the Qurʾān, is also a prophet of Islam even though Jewish. But through the lens of Islam, Musa’s divinely inspired message of the One God was purposely revised by the Jews into a narrow cult based on Hebrew tribalism, turning the ‘true word’ to the support of such ethnocentric concepts as the Chosen People, the Promised Land and the Election of Israel. Thus, any discrepancies between the Qurʾān and the Torah or the New Testament that may be smugly pointed out by non-Muslims as evidence of Muhammad’s lack of qualifications, are viewed by Islam as deviations on the part of the critic’s faith, not deficiencies in Islam.


The idea that Moses’s message was wilfully corrupted by his followers also accounts for the inclusion of the story of the Exodus in the Qurʾān, followed by the Hebrews’ search for the Promised Land, when Canaan, or Palestine, the territory the Jews finally invaded with such savagery, was at the time occupied by Canaanite Arabs, who the Jews then attempted to cleanse from the land. This would seem to be an awkward reference in an Arab work, especially one regarded as the Word of God. But once again, in the Muslim view, human greed and ambition perverted the purity of God’s original message into the justification by the Jews for wholesale murder and destruction.


This inclusion by Islam of all that preceded the Qurʾān in other faiths has produced the persistent criticism over the centuries that Muhammad plagiarized the Torah, and to a lesser extent the Gospels. Such complaints began in the Jewish community in Medina during the Prophet’s lifetime, and developed into ridicule of Muhammad and the Qurʾān. The strands of a Muslim prehistory can nevertheless be drawn together to produce a mythical story that is similar to but different from the Judeo-Christian version, possibly pointing to a common legendary source from outside either religious framework.


In the alternate Muslim version of the familiar Bible stories, Adam and Eve are expelled from Paradise by Allah for yielding to the temptation of Shaytān, disobeying God and eating of the forbidden fruit. They fall down to earth a long way apart, finding each other again on the bare rocky plane of Arafāt, a few miles from the site of the future city of Mecca. After one hundred years of remedial toil for his sin, Adam is granted forgiveness by Allah, and builds a House of Rest, which is the Kaʾbah in Mecca, a location that is directly under the throne in the celestial firmament. From there Adam and Eve’s progeny populate the earth.


Later, the Flood washes the House of Rest away, but, the foundations of the structure are subsequently uncovered by Abraham, an immigrant from Chaldees on the banks of the Euphrates and the common father of both Jews and Arabs. Abraham rebuilds the structure which, subject to some damage and renovation over the millennia, is essentially the Kaʾbah of today. Muslim legend goes on to have Abraham, after the construction had been completed, undertake the first pilgrimage to the Kaʾbah, which is the original precedent for the present-day haj.


After the establishment of monotheism by Abraham, the Arabs fall back into polytheism and idolatry until the advent of Muhammad, who cleanses the Kaʾbah of the stone and clay images of the Arab heathen gods, and both the monotheism and the pilgrimage of Abraham are reintroduced. The haj in final form, as prescribed by Muhammad, enacts in advance the Day of Judgement, which some Muslims believe will take place physically on the same plain of Arafāt where according to legend, Adam and Eve met at the beginning of the world. This informal belief seeks to tie the origins of the sins of the world to the cleansing ‘pre-death’ experience of the haj, in a way that is similar to the Christian ritual celebrating Christ’s redemption, through his death, of Adam’s original sin.



III The Judeo-Christian Prophets and the Qurʾān


With all that We relate to thee


Of the stories of the messengers


We make firm thy heart: in them cometh


To you the truth.


Hud (The Prophet Hud) Surah 11, verse 120


The Qurʾān refers to twenty-eight previous messengers and prophets and these references take up a quarter of the work. As we have seen, Islam recognizes all prophets previous to Muhammad, although at a lower level of importance.


We did aforetime send


Messengers before thee: of them


There are some whose story


We have related to thee


And some whose story we have not related


To thee.


Ghāfir (Forgiver) Surah 40, verse 78


Adam is the first prophet of Islam and the story of the Fall coincides with the Judeo-Christian version at the outset. But in the Qurʾān, Adam regrets his sins, is forgiven by God and becomes His Vice-Regent on earth. In Muslim belief, therefore, man’s original sin has already been expunged and no equivalent of the Christian Redeemer is necessary. Man is assured of happiness in this life and paradise in the next if he follows the path prescribed in the Qurʾān.


Noah struggles to deliver the message of the One God to his contemporaries, whose failure to listen leads to their destruction by flooding. He is preserved by God in the ark and conveyed safely to dry land, and expresses his gratitude to the Almighty. (There is no mention, however, as in the Torah, of the patriarch’s weakness for wine.)


Abraham occupies a special place as Muhammad’s spiritual predecessor and the father of all Arabs. He, like Muhammad would be in his time, is jeered at and his life is endangered for his attempts to replace the worship of idols with the message of monotheism.


The story of Joseph, the twelfth son of Jacob, is told, exceptionally, in continuous narrative.


The birth of Moses and his encounters with Pharaoh take up the most number of lines dedicated to the preceding prophets. The story illustrates a number of core Qurʾānic principles: that oppression cannot last forever, that no temporal ruler, no matter how powerful, can withstand the will of God, that he whom God blesses is bound to succeed in the end.


Job is portrayed as the epitome of suffering and patience in the name of Allah.


Jesus appears in the Qurʾān as the Messenger Isā whose mission is to restate and enlarge upon previous revelations, and to prepare the world for the final word yet to come. The story of the virgin birth is repeated, but Mary has no Joseph, giving birth on her own under a palm tree, while in the care of angels. Mary is then accused by her family of being unchaste, but the baby speaks from the cradle, exonerating her and announcing his divine message. Jesus is given special powers with which to convince the population of the truth of his teaching. He cures leprosy, he makes birds out of clay and breathes life into them. Jesus is not crucified; rather Judas Iscariot (although not specifically named other than as the betrayer) is transformed to look like Jesus and dies in his place, and Jesus is later taken up into heaven. The Christian Trinity is specifically denied and Jesus addresses Christians from the Qurʾān, asking them to stop associating him with the One God. The theme of God being above having a son, is returned to frequently throughout the text.


Words attributed to Jesus in the New Testament, in John 16: 12–13, are considered by Muslims to be a justification of the Qurʾānic version of Jesus’ life and proof that Jesus’ mission was to foretell the ministry of Muhammad.


I have yet many things to say unto you, but ye cannot bear them now.


Howbeit when he, the Spirit of truth is come, he will guide you into all truth: for he will not speak of himself; but whatsoever he shall hear, that shall he speak: and he will shew you things to come.


The words ‘whatsoever he shall hear, that shall he speak’, are further interpreted by Muslim scholars as referring explicitly to the method by which the Qurʾān was received.


To the contemporary reader these crossovers between Jewish, Christian and traditional Arab stories may appear strained when considered against the intervening centuries of hostility between Christians, Muslims and Jews. And in modern times the implied endorsement by Islam, through the life of Abraham, of the murderous myth of the Promised Land on which the State of Israel is based, and from which Palestinians have suffered for so long, is particularly difficult to understand. But in the Muslim view the original Word of God was manipulated by the Jews to justify their territorial ambitions, while the Qurʾān remains forthrightly ecumenical.


Say ye: ‘We believe in Allah, and


The revelation given to us, and


To Abraham, Ismāʿil, Isaac, Jacob


And the descendants (children


Of Jacob) and that given to


Moses and Jesus and that given


To all Prophets from their Lord:


We make no difference


Between one and another of them


And we bow to Allah in Islam.’


Al-Baqarah (The Heifer) Surah 2, verse 140


 




The Messenger Isā


The relationship between Islam and Jesus Christ, described by Professor Tarif Khalidi in his remarkable transcultural book, The Muslim Jesus, as ‘a love affair’, began with the appearance of Jesus as the Messenger Isā in the Qurʾān. Later, the story of Jesus became a living moral force in Islam, identified with the ‘Spirit’ and the ‘Word’, as well as a focus of popular piety and Sufist devotion.


But the relationship of Isā to Islam is much more significant than mere interfaith sentimentality. Jesus in the Qurʾān, by specifically rejecting, as we have seen, the very concept of the Trinity (thus his own deity, and so the core of Christianity) plays a central role in the mission of the Qurʾānic text, which is to demolish polytheism. There is no Crucifixion, therefore, in the Muslim story of Isā, no Salvation or Son of God, but Jesus remains nevertheless, very much the New Testament man of peace:


‘So peace is on me


The day I was born


The day that I die


And the Day that I


Shall be raised up


To life again.’


Maryam (Mary) Surah 19, verse 33


Jesus is also a prominent character in Muslim eschatology (the belief in judgement after death leading to an eternity of heaven or hell). The Qurʾān promises that Jesus will reappear as a Sign of the Hour of Judgement, and will prepare the way for the universal acceptance of Islam. Further, the Shiʿa tradition within Islam, to be discussed in detail in Chapter 6, has drawn heavily on the tradition of Jesus. In imitation of Christ, the Shiʿa Imams are believed to have been born with perfect knowledge, and the last in line was taken into divine ‘occultation’, rather than suffering the finality of death. Only one Qurʾānic story of Jesus, however, matches the New Testament verbatim: the parable comparing the passage of the rich man into heaven with a camel passing through the eye of a needle (although appearing in a different context).


Over the centuries, following the revelation of the Qurʾān, hundreds of fresh sayings and stories ascribed to Jesus appeared in Islamic literature. This growth in both the quantity and quality of Muslim writing on Jesus well exceeds the treatment given by Islam to any other prophet, except Muhammad himself. The source of much of this material is judged by scholars to be the result of Islam’s close contact with Christianity during the first three centuries AH (principally in Syria, Iraq and Egypt), reinforced by the conversion of many Christians to Islam who would have brought their traditions of the life of Christ with them. Then, over the years, the material was edited and polished by Muslim writers to become a body of purely Islamic literature of a high order. By this route, among others, the canon of the Muslim Jesus draws on gnostic sources historically wider and culturally deeper than the four ‘official’ gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, on which the present Christian tradition rests.


For a Christian (or post-Christian), familiar with the life of Christ through the front door of Christian tradition, a fascinating side view on to the character of Jesus emerges from the Muslim sources. This Jesus fears the Day of Judgement, participates in debates about free will, the problem of the sinful ruler, or the role of scholars in society. He is fiercely ascetic, a sorrowing traveller for whom the world is a ruin. But he is also a miracle worker, a healer and a social commentator.


Satan passed by while Jesus was reclining with his head on a stone. ‘So then Jesus, you have been satisfied with a stone in the world!’Jesus removed the stone from beneath his head, threw it at Satan and said, ‘Take this stone, and the world with it! I have no need of either.’ (Abu Bakr ibn Abi al-Dunya)


The day that Jesus was raised to heaven, he left behind nothing but a woollen garment, a slingshot and two sandals. (Hannad ibn al-Sariyy)


Jesus said, ‘Blessed is he who sees with his heart, but his heart is not in what he sees.’ (Abdallah ibn Qutayba)


Jesus was asked, ‘Spirit of God, who is the most seditious of men?’ He replied, ‘The scholar who is in error. If a scholar errs, a host of people will fall into error because of him.’ (Abdallah ibn al-Mubarak)


Jesus used to say, ‘Charity does not mean doing good to him who does good to you, for this is to return good for good. Charity means that you should do good to him who does you harm.’ (Ahmad ibn Hanbal)


(All translations by Professor Tarif Khalidi)


A further point of connection between Islam and the life of Jesus is the Muslim belief that Jesus foretold, or prepared the way for Muhammad, and that because of the significance of the relationship, no prophets were sent by God between the two. The verse in the Gospel of John, interpreted by Muslims as Jesus’s announcement of the coming of Muhammad, has already been given above. The Qurʾān makes a matching claim, which is the basis for what Islam regards as a special affinity between Muhammad and Jesus Christ:


And remember, Jesus


The son of Mary, said:


‘O children of Israel!


I am the messenger of Allah


Sent to you confirming


The law which came


Before me, and giving


Glad Tidings of a Messenger


To come after me


Whose name shall be Ahmad.’


Al-Saff (The Battle Array) Surah 61, verse 6


A popular Muslim assertion is that the early Christian Church suppressed, for the sake of doctrinal and political unity, all versions of the life of Christ except the four Trinitarian gospels remaining today. The Gospel of St Barnabas, for example, allegedly written by a close disciple of Christ, but repudiated by the Christian Church as a forgery from a much later date, contains a specific prediction of the coming of a last Prophet, named in the text as Muhammad.


The Muslim Jesus also has strong relevance to the twenty-first century. As Professor Khalidi writes: ‘Amid the current tensions, it is salutary to remind ourselves of an age and tradition when Christianity and Islam were more open to each other, more aware and reliant on each other’s witness.’






IV The Life of Muhammad


The landscape


At the beginning of the seventh century CE, when Muhammad began his ministry, the forbidding steppes of Arabia were an uncharted territory. This was a landscape unchanged since the days of the mythical Abraham, known only to the Bedouin and hardly touched by the surrounding civilizations. To the north, the rich and settled lands of the eastern Mediterranean were part of the Roman Empire, by then ruled from Constantinople and called the Byzantine Empire, after Byzantium, the original name for the city. The fertile plains of Mesopotamia to the east, watered by the rivers Euphrates and Tigris, were ruled by the Sassanians, forefathers of the modern Persians. To the south, the kingdoms of Yemen and Ethiopia controlled either side of the Red Sea and, like the Byzantines and Sassanians, were often at war with each other.


Nomadic Bedu society was brutal and fatalistic, summed up by the description in the Qurʾān of Jāhiliyyah philosophy.


And they say: ‘What is


There but our life


In this world?


We shall die and we live


And nothing but Time


Can destroy us.’


Al-Jathiyah (The Kneeling Down) Surah 45, verse 24


Each tribe raiding the other to plunder their mean resources was the way of desert life, only saved from severe bloodshed and complete anarchy by the development of rigid rules of engagement. Manliness, honour, the protection of the weak and generous hospitality are the famous attributes of nomadic Arabs which originate with these primitive times. But the dark side included obsessional hatreds and the vendetta as a chronic state of mind, destroying any possibility of social advancement. This was an age with no state and no controls, so that the ancient law of the unregulated, lex talionis, was the only behavioural restraint: an eye for an eye, a tooth for tooth. These words appear in both the Qurʾān and the Torah.


Christian monks were known to retreat into the desert, and Jewish communities originally expelled from Palestine by the Romans in the first century CE lived in the oases of western Arabia. But the main point of contact between Arabia and the outside world was through trade, and the centre of Arab trade was Mecca, Muhammad’s birthplace. The town was controlled by the great merchants of the Quraysh tribe, avaricious and corrupt by Muhammad’s time, certainly not keen to hear of any judgement day or the possibility of eternal damnation as the penalty for sin.


The story of Muhammad’s life resonates with elements in the lives of both the Old Testament prophets and the New Testament story of Jesus Christ. But Muhammad was not only a religious leader, he was also a politician who organized a community and protected his faithful through warfare. He invoked the name of God for his assistance and he suffered both victory and defeat. He saw himself and his followers as fighters in the cause of Allah, a stance towards the hostile and sceptical world that is articulated frequently in the Qurʾān.


Therefore listen not


To the unbelievers, but strive


Against them with the utmost


Strenuousness.


Al-Furqān (The Criterion) Surah 25, verse 52


But unlike the Hebrew warrior-prophets, Muhammad only defended, or he responded to threats to his community. He never initiated hostilities or led his people in the name of God to live in an ethnically cleansed land.


Muhammad was also a great conciliator and law-giver, establishing unprecedented unity between tribes who had been mortal enemies through centuries of Jāhiliyyah. Muhammad sought a peaceful solution wherever possible and displayed almost faultless magnanimity in victory. He was persecuted himself and on a number of occasions only narrowly escaped assassination. Many of his contemporary followers were tortured and murdered for their beliefs.
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