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			Advance Praise for 
Muhammad

			“Ernest Renan famously claimed that Islam emerged in the ‘full light of history.’ Spencer’s startling non-biography biography finds quite the reverse. When it comes to Muhammad’s life, ‘we appear to have precise and detailed historical information, but what we actually have is myth, fable, folk tales, sermonizing, factionalism, and guesswork.’ This fascinating book by an accomplished scholar establishes that, in place of Muhammad’s supposedly minutely detailed biography, from birth to death ‘what he said and did, and who he really was, is… thoroughly lost in the mists of time.’ This has immense implications for Islam—and the world.”

			—Daniel Pipes, Middle East Forum

			“Robert Spencer’s Muhammad: A Critical Biography offers not just an overview of the singular life of the founder of the Islamic religion; it is also a unique evaluation of the historical value of the traditions regarding Muhammad’s life that most historians take for granted as being historically accurate. Spencer demonstrates that virtually every aspect of what Islamic tradition teaches about Muhammad, including the circumstances of his first revelation, the identity of the being who appeared to him, and even the Islamic prophet’s very name, is controverted by other Islamic traditions. He proves definitively that the accounts of Muhammad’s life, which he examines in detail, are not historical records, but the product of mythical and legendary development, with the renowned aspects of Muhammad’s biography being the result of selection from a great mass of material rather than of remembrance by his contemporaries. This is a groundbreaking work that will revolutionize the popular understanding of the figure of Muhammad and the circumstances of Islam’s origins.”

			—Ibn Warraq, Author, The Quest for the Historical Muhammad

			“The always brave Robert Spencer offers his readers once again an amazing opportunity to look at the history of Muhammad—and the stories that have been told about him—in a thought-provoking manner. Spencer is a genius and this book historical. What is simply accepted by many as the historical truth, deserves further consideration. How trustworthy can a narrative be that was written decades and sometimes even centuries later? This paragon of critical literature shows that not everything always has to be accepted at face value, especially when the consequences of what is said and written can be disastrous. This book a must read for anyone interested in the truth.”

			—Geert Wilders

			“What an amazing book! This was such a joy to read, and with all the ‘marking-up’ I’ve done with it, I’ll be using it for decades to come. This book studies the biography of Muhammad’s life through the prism of historical criticism, something which has never really been done adequately before, possibly due to the controversy such an endeavor will cause any author who dares take on such a task (something Spencer is well accustomed to and refers to in his closing statements). Yet because this book is so unique, it will, I believe, be foundational for anyone who wants to really understand who this man Muhammad was (or was not), and why so many millions in the world today choose to follow him. This is certainly a ‘must have’ book for your library, not only because it is so interesting and readable, but because Spencer has taken the time to amalgamate the best research by the best scholars, and put them all into one book.”

			—Dr. Jay Smith, Pfander Films

			“Robert Spencer has once again produced a scholarly tour de force. Muhammad: A Critical Biography is a searching enquiry of the earliest Islamic texts pertaining to the ostensible prophet of Islam, demonstrating that these are not and cannot be viewed as firsthand historical sources, but at best as posterior apocryphal hagiography. He perspicuously shows their many contradictions, disparities, and sundry inconsistencies. This book is an accessible yet thorough and comprehensive introduction to the overwhelming difficulties that the early Islamic literary traditions present to those wishing to discover the authentic words and deeds of this towering yet mysterious persona who even so remains firmly enshrouded in the shadows of lore.

			—Prof. Robert M. Kerr, Research Director, Inârah Institute for Research on Early Islamic History and the Qur’an, Saarbrücken, Germany
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			Author’s Note

			The repetitions of “peace be upon him” in hadiths after every mention of Muhammad’s name have been removed for ease of reading. Language in some quotations has been modernized and spelling standardized, in all cases with strict adherence to the sense of the text. The apostrophes signifying elements of the Arabic forms of words and names that have no meaning for the English language have also often been removed for ease of reading. The transliterations of various names are not systematic and are dictated more by what is the common form in English than by adherence to the rules of one system of transliteration or another.

		

	
		
			An Imprecise Timeline

			As will become clear as this book progresses, there is very little certainty about when the principal events of Muhammad’s life took place, or if they even took place at all. This timeline, therefore, is offered as a reference to the general traditional understanding of the timing of these events. The historical facts regarding when they may actually have taken place, if they did take place, are lost in the mists of time.
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							Muhammad marries Khadija.
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							Muhammad receives his first visitation from the angel and his first revelation of a portion of the Qur’an.
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							Death of Khadija.
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							Muhammad marries the six-year-old Aisha; the marriage is “consummated” in 623.
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							Muhammad’s night journey to Jerusalem.
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							The hijrah from Mecca to Medina.
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							Muhammad expels the Banu Qaynuqa and later the Banu Nadir from Medina.
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							627

						
							
							Muhammad marries his daughter-in-law and cousin Zaynab bint Jahsh.
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							Muslim conquest of Mecca.
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							Muhammad dies.
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			Introduction

			Who Is This Man? Is There Even Anyone Here at All?

			“I have fabricated things against God and have imputed to Him words which he has not spoken.” —Muhammad1

			It was narrated that Abdur-Rahman bin Abi Laila said: We said to Zaid bin Arqam: ‘Tell us a Hadith from the Messenger of Allah.’ He said: ‘We have grown old and have forgotten, and (narrating) Ahadith [hadiths] from the Messenger of Allah is difficult.’” 2

			Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, is without any doubt one of the most significant personalities in history. He is revered as a prophet by well over a billion people today. Those who are devoted to his teachings insist that they regard him as a mere human being. Yet they accord Muhammad a status that no other human being has ever enjoyed: he is even not to be pictured, as the mere depiction of so wondrous a man could tempt lesser human beings to idolatry. The religion he founded has now spread to every corner of the globe and is aggressively and confidently expanding in a confused and demoralized post-Christian West. Even some who do not accept that he was the last and greatest prophet of the one true God readily avow that he was an extraordinary individual.

			Islamic scholars state that the reason for this is simple: Muhammad and his Qur’an shine forth with such magnificence and wisdom that any unbiased observer will notice their radiance. The contemporary Islamic scholar Tariq Ramadan states that “the Prophet came to humankind with a message of faith, ethics, and hope…. Though Muhammad came with this message, throughout his life he kept listening to women, children, men, slaves, rich, and poor, as well as outcasts. He listened to, welcomed, and comforted them.”3

			Another modern-day scholar of Muhammad, Yahiya Emerick, says that “regardless of whether one agrees with the applicability of Islam in politics or society, Muhammad did transform the warring Arab tribes into a new kind of civilization, one based on faith in God and the essential brotherhood of all people.”4

			It is easy to find non-Muslims who have shared in this admiration. The nineteenth-century American writer Washington Irving, who gave us Rip Van Winkle and Ichabod Crane, was not uncritical of Muhammad, but he did assert that “his intellectual qualities were undoubtedly of an extraordinary kind. He had a quick apprehension, a retentive memory, a vivid imagination, and an inventive genius. Owing but little to education, he had quickened and informed his mind by close observation, and stored it with a great variety of knowledge concerning the systems of religion current in his day, or handed down by tradition from antiquity. His ordinary discourse was grave and sententious, abounding with those aphorisms and apologues so popular among the Arabs; at times he was excited and eloquent, and his eloquence was aided by a voice musical and sonorous.”5 Irving is not alone in making this assessment based upon Muhammad as he is depicted in early Islamic sources and presenting it as if it were simple historical fact.

			In a similar vein, the twentieth-century English historian W. Montgomery Watt rejects the possibility that Muhammad was fabricating his claim to prophethood and asserts that there is “a good case to be made out for believing in Muhammad’s sincerity. His readiness to undergo persecutions for his beliefs, the high moral character of the men who believed in him and looked up to him as leader, and the greatness of his ultimate achievement—all argue his fundamental integrity. To suppose Muhammad an impostor raises more problems than it solves. Moreover, none of the great figures of history is so poorly appreciated in the West as Muhammad.”6

			Early in the twenty-first century, the ex-nun and Islamic apologist Karen Armstrong asserted that the jihad attacks of September 11, 2001 in New York and Washington would have horrified Muhammad, for he “spent most of his life trying to stop that kind of indiscriminate slaughter.” She even claimed that Muhammad “eventually abjured violence and pursued a daring, inspired policy of non-violence that was worthy of Gandhi.”7

			Respected for his message, admired for his integrity, revered for his connection to the divine: Muhammad is all that and more. And in mainstream academic circles, few entertain any serious doubts about the historical reliability of the early Islamic accounts of his life. It was in 1851 that the French historian Ernest Renan made his oft-quoted assertion that Islam “was born in the full light of history,” yet nearly two centuries later, most historians still take that view for granted, albeit without examining in any depth the issues involved.8

			Much more recently, the novelist Salman Rushdie, who spent years in hiding and ultimately was critically injured for the crime of mocking Muhammad, likewise confidently asserted that “for the life of Muhammad, we know everything more or less. We know where he lived, what his economic situation was, who he fell in love with.”9 Rushdie’s statement would have been more accurate if he had said that there are Islamic sources that give us all this information about Muhammad. Renan’s claim, likewise, would be closer to the truth had he said that “the earliest Islamic sources purport to show us Islam being born in the full light of history.” Yet that light was not, in fact, switched on until well over a century after Muhammad lived. There was a tremendous proliferation of material about his life in the ninth century, but that was fully two centuries after the traditionally accepted date of his death.

			This is now my third book about Muhammad and my second biography of him. Yet while there is overlap among the three books, their scope and perspectives are vastly different from one another. The first, The Truth about Muhammad (2006), was a summary of what the earliest Islamic sources say, and what Muslims believe, about the prophet of Islam. It was designed to give the non-Muslim reader a basic familiarity with the basic facts about Muhammad’s life as Muslims understand those facts and to clarify the question of why so many violent jihadis look to Muhammad as their guiding light and inspiration, even as so many others see him as “a gentle man, sensitive, faithful, free from rancor and hatred,” as Renan put it.10

			In The Truth about Muhammad, I was not asserting that the Islamic accounts of Muhammad were historically accurate, but only that they were believed by the great majority of Muslims. Then, in Did Muhammad Exist? (2012, revised and expanded edition 2021), I examined the historical value of those early Islamic narratives about Muhammad and highlighted the historical problems that prevent many people from taking them at face value.

			The present volume is a combination and extension of both approaches and a kind of sequel to both books (although it is not necessary to have read either before reading this one). It presents the life of Muhammad from Islamic sources, as did The Truth about Muhammad, although, in this book, I am examining this material with different questions in mind and including a great deal of material that I had to leave out of that volume for reasons of space. It also extends the investigations begun in Did Muhammad Exist? by evaluating the material about Muhammad from the standpoint of historical reliability in search of the answer to the question of whether we can know anything at all with any degree of certainty about Muhammad and if so, what exactly we can know.

			Also, as was the case with The Critical Qur’an, the word “critical” in the title of this book has two distinct meanings. This book, like my edition of the Qur’an, is one small attempt to make up for the general failure of the academic world in the West to conduct any kind of critical examination of Islam’s origins or of the life of Muhammad, as it has done exhaustively with the origins of Judaism and Christianity and the lives of Moses and Jesus. Western academics have no fear of denying that either Moses or Jesus or both even existed at all or of asserting that if they did, they didn’t do anything like what they are depicted as doing in the Hebrew and Christian scriptures. Radically revisionist reconstructions of the origins of Judaism and Christianity have become widely popular in the West.

			Whether for fear of incurring a death fatwa and a life-threatening attack like Rushdie or the opprobrium of their peers for being “Islamophobic,” however, Western academics have been far less eager to examine the historicity of Muhammad or the reliability of the Islamic accounts of Islam’s origins. This book stands, therefore, as one of the first, if not the first, critical biography of Muhammad. Like The Critical Qur’an, it is intended to make up for a gap in the study of Islam that compromised and groupthinking academics have not dared to close.

			This book is also unapologetically critical in the other sense of the term. I am not a Muslim and believe that a great deal of what Muhammad is depicted as saying and doing is wrong by any moral standard other than the one created by his own words and deeds. In this book, I’ll also examine how some of the words and deeds attributed to Muhammad have had devastating effects on the world, precisely because of the reverence in which Muslims hold him. Muhammad is indeed one of the most consequential figures in history, and his teachings have not brought the peace, tolerance, and kindness to the world that one might have expected from the words of Ramadan, Emerick, Watt, and others. That will also be part of our investigations here.
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			Chapter One

			The Prophet Armed with the Sword

			The Creation of Muhammad

			The myth of Muhammad may have been born in the Bible.

			Contemporary Islamic apologists like to point to various biblical passages and claim that properly understood, these refer to Muhammad.11 This is not entirely a flight of fancy or feat of wishful thinking, although that is not to say that these apologists are remotely correct. The passages in question are not prophecies or foreshadowings of a coming Arabian prophet. They certainly do not refer to and have never been understood in Jewish or Christian tradition as referring to Muhammad, the prophet of Islam. Nevertheless, they may have been the kernel of the idea that eventually developed into the full-blown myth of the prophet of Islam.

			In Psalm 68:16 and Proverbs 12:12, there is found the Hebrew word hamad, which means “desired.” Song of Songs 5:16 says: “His speech is most sweet, and he is altogether desirable. This is my beloved and this is my friend, O daughters of Jerusalem.”12 In this passage, as the modern-day Qur’an scholar Dr. Robert Kerr has pointed out, “desirable” is mahamadim, making this a passage that is particularly favored among Islamic apologists. The claim that this verse actually refers to Muhammad the prophet of Islam is absurd and anachronistic, as it would require the verse to be saying that “he is altogether Muhammad.”13

			The Islamic apologist claim also runs into trouble in Hosea 9:16: “Ephraim is stricken, their root is dried up, they shall bear no fruit. Even though they bring forth, I will slay their beloved children.” The word used here for “beloved” is mahamadim; if Muhammad is meant, the passage would be saying, “I will slay their Muhammad,” which would take the wind out of the sails of those who would see Song of Songs 5:16 as a prophecy about the coming of Muhammad. If it were, Hosea 9:16 would necessarily also be a prophecy about Muhammad being killed.

			The passage from the Song of Songs, however, does lend itself to a messianic interpretation, with the beloved who is awaited being not just an earthly lover, but the savior figure. Jews and then Christians began to use the same word that is used in Song of Songs, mhmd, the desirable one or the praiseworthy one, as a term for God or Christ. We see this in an inscription dating from 518 AD in the Yemeni city of Najran, from which, according to ninth-century Islamic tradition, a Christian delegation later journeyed to meet with the prophet of Islam. The Jewish king Yusuf Asar Yathar, also known as Dhu Nuwas, defeated Christian forces from Abyssinia in battle and celebrated his victory with a rock inscription that concludes with this: “O Lord of the Jews! By the praiseworthy one.”14 In the inscription itself, this is rbhd b-mhmd.15 Rb is Lord, as in the Arabic rab and related to the word rabbi, master or teacher. Mhmd, the praiseworthy one, is an early appearance of what would become the name of a prophet, but here refers to God himself.

			Over a century later, this title would appear again, but whether or not it was the name of a particular person was by no means clear.

			The First We Hear

			According to the standard Islamic account, Muhammad was born in 570 and died in 632 AD, and he exercised his prophetic ministry for the last twenty-three years of his life, from 610 to 632.

			In the course of those twenty-three years, he produced the Qur’an in piecemeal fashion; he and his followers maintained that it was the record of his revelations from Allah, while his detractors dismissed it as his own imaginings and forgeries.

			The believers, armed with this holy book and the teachings and example of Muhammad, streamed out of Arabia shortly after his death and embarked upon a breathtaking series of conquests, spreading the new religion from Spain to India within one hundred years after Muhammad’s death. Muhammad’s third successor, Uthman, collected and codified the various sections of the Qur’an and distributed it to the growing Muslim community just over twenty years after Muhammad’s death, in the year 653. After that, the conquered peoples accepted Islam more quickly than ever.

			All those assertions, however, despite being taken for granted almost universally today, rest on much later writings, writings that are so late that the accuracy of this canonical account cannot be taken for granted.

			Going through the available historical records one by one in chronological order, we go for a considerable period before encountering anyone who corresponds fully to the now-familiar figure of the prophet of Islam. Of course, some of the documents of the earliest period of Islam have undoubtedly been lost. Nevertheless, the absence of Muhammad from all of the earliest texts relating to the seventh-century Arab conquests of the Middle East, North Africa, Persia, and India is striking.

			According to the available documents, the first time the world heard about a prophet arising in Arabia was in the 630s, from a Greek Christian whose work is known as the Doctrina Jacobi, or Teaching of Jacob. This document dates from shortly after the traditional date of Muhammad’s death in 632; for all the period of Muhammad’s life, and all of his dealings with the world outside of Arabia that are recorded in later Islamic traditions, there seems to have been no notice of Muhammad anywhere, either by Muslims or non-Muslims, that was committed to writing during his lifetime. Muslims insist that the Qur’an constitutes such notice, as it mentions Muhammad by name four times, but there is likewise no independent attestation of the existence of the Qur’an until nearly a century after Muhammad is supposed to have died.

			In the passage that is often cited as being an early non-Muslim reference to Muhammad, a Jew recounts the coming of this Saracen prophet. “Saracen” was a term that was in common use at the time to refer to the people of Arabia.

			When the candidatus [a member of the Roman imperial guard] was killed by the Saracens [Sarakenoi], I was at Caesarea and I set off by boat to Sykamina. People were saying “the candidatus has been killed,” and we Jews were overjoyed. And they were saying that the prophet had appeared, coming with the Saracens, and that he was proclaiming the advent of the anointed one, the Christ who was to come. I, having arrived at Sykamina, stopped by a certain old man well-versed in scriptures, and I said to him: “What can you tell me about the prophet who has appeared with the Saracens?” He replied, groaning deeply: “He is false, for the prophets do not come armed with a sword. Truly they are works of anarchy being committed today and I fear that the first Christ to come, whom the Christians worship, was the one sent by God and we instead are preparing to receive the Antichrist. Indeed, Isaiah said that the Jews would retain a perverted and hardened heart until all the earth should be devastated. But you go, master Abraham, and find out about the prophet who has appeared.” So I, Abraham, inquired and heard from those who had met him that there was no truth to be found in the so-called prophet, only the shedding of men’s blood. He says also that he has the keys of paradise, which is incredible.16

			This does indeed tell us about a prophet among the Saracens and immediately resembles Muhammad because of the telling detail that he was “armed with a sword” and was busy shedding men’s blood. Caesarea and Sykamina, however, were in Palestine, and while the Arabs did indeed conquer them just a few years after the traditional date of Muhammad’s death, the Doctrina Jacobi has him appearing there with the Saracens. This prophet is also proclaiming that the Messiah is to come and that he has the keys to Paradise, neither of which were part of Muhammad’s message as depicted in the accounts that Muslims accept as reliable. The reference to the “keys to paradise” could conceivably be a reference to the Qur’an’s guarantee of paradise to those who “kill and are killed” (9:111), and Islam does teach that Jesus the Muslim prophet will return at the end of the world and break all crosses, but neither of these are the central or most salient aspects of Islam’s message.

			Nevertheless, the Islamic apologetic site Islamic Awareness lists the Doctrina Jacobi first among “dated and datable Muslim and non-Muslim sources mentioning Prophet Muhammad.”17 Yet it simply cannot be asserted with any confidence that this violent Saracen prophet is certainly the same person as Muhammad, the prophet of Islam. While he is a sword-bearing, murderous Arab prophet, the Doctrina Jacobi doesn’t demonstrate any awareness that he has delivered a new holy book, and his message is sharply divergent from the message of Islam as we know it. Consequently, we must journey on; this nameless prophet is clearly not Muhammad.

			It is possible, however, that this Arabian prophet did end up becoming part of the story of Muhammad as it has come down to us. That is, the legends of a sword-bearing prophet arising among the Arabs became an element of the myth of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, as it was being formed. It is possible that the Doctrina Jacobi is based on accounts of a warrior prophet that were circulating at the time that the legend of Muhammad was being formulated, and were eventually incorporated into that legend.

			At this point, then—that is, the late 630s—we have a warrior prophet among the Arabs. A document that was written in the flyleaf of a copy of the gospels according to Matthew and Mark around the same time allows us to add more (note that the material in brackets was added by the translator to make the document, which is in an extremely fragmentary condition, more understandable):

			In January {the people of} Homs took the word for their lives and many villages were ravaged by the killing of {the Arabs of} Muhmd and many people were slain and {taken} prisoner from Galilee as far as Beth….18

			Here we have an actual mention of Muhammad, but there is no reason to assume, as so many do today, that this is a reference to Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, as he appears in the ninth-century literature. Like the Muhammad of Islam, however, this Muhammad does seem to be both an Arab and a warrior, for his Arabs are killing people and ravaging villages, but there is no indication in this passage that he is a prophet. And in light of the fact that the phrase “the Arabs of” was added by the translator in order to help make sense of this fragmentary writing, we cannot even be completely certain that this was the correct addition or that the original document referred to Arabs at all. This warlord may have been the Arab prophet referred to in the Doctrina Jacobi, but he may also have been neither a warrior nor a prophet. In the final analysis, this is an indication that there may have been a warrior named Muhammad operating in Palestine in the 630s, but that was something that the Muhammad of Islam did not do. It may be that when the story of Muhammad was finally being formulated, the various traditions that both of these odd references represent were incorporated into it.

			A Christian priest known as Thomas the Presbyter also may have written of Muhammad around the same time, although his writings were revised in the mid-eighth century, and thus the possibility that the reference to Muhammad was added at that time cannot be ruled out.19 Thomas writes in Syriac of “a battle between the Romans and the tayyaye d-Mhmt” in 634.20 The word tayyaye, or Taiyaye, means “nomads,” although other ancient writers use it in reference to the conquerors of the region. This led the historian Robert G. Hoyland to translate tayyaye d-Mhmt as “the Arabs of Muhammad,” but he was taking some liberties with the text, since Syriac has both a t and a d. Thus Mhmt may mean “Muhammad,” but it may not. If it is indeed a reference to Muhammad, we have here again Muhammad as a warlord, but there is no mention here of him being a prophet or having a new religion or holy book.

			The paucity of this evidence, and the complete absence of any sign of the actual figure of Muhammad the Islamic prophet, has not prevented these references from being used to support the claim that the Muhammad of Islam is well-attested in the seventh century, just a few years after his death. Yet these references actually contain nothing that compels one to acknowledge that the Muhammad of Islam is the one who is being spoken about.

			In 639, the Patriarch of Antioch, John I, engaged in a discussion with the Arab commander Amr ibn al-As. No contemporary record of it survives, but it does still exist in a manuscript from the year 874.21 The author of that manuscript refers to the Arab conquerors as “Hagarians” (mhaggraye), referring to Abraham’s concubine and Ishmael’s mother Hagar. No one on either side of this discussion makes the slightest reference to the Qur’an, Islam, or Muhammad.22

			In a similar vein, the Patriarch of Seleucia, Ishoyahb III, wrote in 647 about the “Tayyaye” and “Arab Hagarians” who “do not help those who attribute sufferings and death to God, the Lord of everything.”23 In other words, these Tayyaye rejected the crucifixion and divinity of Christ, as does the Qur’an. But once again, Ishoyahb says nothing at all about Muslims, Islam, the Qur’an, or Muhammad.

			The Islamic Awareness website provides several examples of how these sparse early records are confidently, and misleadingly, presented as historical evidence for the Islamic Muhammad. Among its list of early references to Muhammad, it includes what appears to be a legal document carved in Arabic on a stone tablet and dating from around twenty years after the traditional date of Muhammad’s death. The inscription reads: “In the name of God, the Beneficent, the Merciful…the protection of God and the guarantee of His Messenger…. And witnessed it Abd al-Rahman bin Awf, al-Zuhri, and Abu Ubaydah bin al-Jarrah and its writer—Mu‘awiya…the year thirty-two.”24

			The year 32 of the Islamic calendar, which is a lunar calendar, corresponds to 652 AD, which is indeed twenty years after Muhammad is supposed to have died in 632. Islamic Awareness notes that the inscription was discovered on the Temple Mount during archaeological excavations in 1968 and emphasizes that it refers to “the protection of God and His Messenger” (dhimmat Allah wa daman rasulih.” This is, we’re told, “the earliest mention of this phrase in a dated document.”

			Allah, his messenger, and the contract of “protection” (dhimma) offered to non-Muslims under the hegemony of the Islamic state did indeed become central elements of Islam, but here again, while it’s remotely possible that “his messenger” is indeed Muhammad and the “dhimmat Allah” is a reference to the entire system of dhimmitude that existed after the ninth century, there is nothing in the text itself that compels this identification. The messenger of Allah could be someone else, and his protection something entirely different from the Sharia system of dhimmitude.

			Islamic Awareness also points out that the text refers to “prominent companions of Prophet Muḥammad, namely, Abd al-Rahman bin Awf al-Zuhri, Abu Ubaydah bin al-Jarrah, and a certain Mu‘awiya, presumably Mu‘awiya bin Abu Sufyan. The first two persons are two of the ten companions of the Prophet who were promised Paradise. Thirdly, Mu‘awiya was a well-known scribe of Prophet Muhammad which this inscription also confirms.” Very well. But how do we know that Abd al-Rahman bin Awf al-Zuhri, Abu Ubaydah bin al-Jarrah, and Mu‘awiya bin Abu Sufyan were prominent companions of Muhammad? We know this, or think we do, because their names appear in the biographical material about Muhammad that dates from the ninth century. Is it possible that their names were taken from this inscription, or from something that served as its source, rather than that this inscription is an early attestation of the presence and reality of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam? Most certainly.

			Nevertheless, Islamic Awareness asserts that this document could be “the earliest mention of Prophet Muhammad in an Arabic text, preceding the next earliest mention of him by some three decades.” Maybe. But Muhammad isn’t actually mentioned at all in this text; Islamic Awareness’s conclusion would require us to make a great many assumptions for which there is no compelling evidence.

			A Prophet of the God of Abraham

			A decade or two later, however, we seem to be on firmer ground. An Armenian bishop named Sebeos writes in the 660s or 670s that “there was an Ishmaelite called Mahmet, a merchant; he presented himself to them as though at God’s command, as a preacher, as the way of truth, and taught them to know the God of Abraham, for he was very well-informed, and very well-acquainted with the story of Moses. As the command came from on high, they all united under the authority of a single man, under a single law, and, abandoning vain cults, returned to the living God who had revealed Himself to their father Abraham.”25

			At last, we appear to have encountered the prophet of Islam, whom the Islamic sources from the ninth century onward portray as an Ishmaelite, a merchant, and a prophet of the God of Abraham. The Muhammad of Islam, if we accept the traditional account, was certainly “very well-acquainted with the story of Moses,” for the Qur’an retells the story of Moses, Pharaoh, and the Exodus in whole or part again and again (see 2:49, 3:11, 7:103, 8:52, 10:75, 14:6, 17:101, 20:24, 23:46, 26:11, 27:12, 28:3, 29:39, 38:12, 40:24, 44:17, 50:13, 51:38, 54:41, 66:11, 69:9, 73:15, 79:15, 85:18, and 89:10). Islamic tradition records that Muhammad did indeed unite the warring Arab tribes.

			Thus within thirty or forty years after Muhammad’s death, we finally have undisputable historical attestation of his existence—or so we have been led to believe. For all the correspondences of his Muhammad with the Islamic prophet, however, Sebeos also presents a portrait of Muhammad that differs sharply from the canonical Islamic version. He continues:

			Mahmet forbade them to eat the flesh of any dead animal, to drink wine, to lie or to fornicate. He added: “God has promised this land to Abraham and his posterity after him forever; he acted according to His promise while he loved Israel. Now you, you are the sons of Abraham and God fulfills in you the promise made to Abraham and his posterity. Only love the God of Abraham, go and take possession of your country which God gave to your father Abraham, and none will be able to resist you in the struggle, for God is with you.”26

			The Qur’an does depict Moses saying to the Children of Israel: “O my people, go into the holy land that Allah has ordained for you. Do not turn back, for then you will turn back as losers” (5:21). The Qur’an also depicts Allah saying: “And we caused the people who were despised to inherit the eastern parts of the land and the western parts which we had blessed” (7:137). This also is stated in the context of Moses and the Exodus from Egypt. The emphasis in Sebeos’s quote of Mahmet, however, is on God’s promise to Abraham.

			This is no mere quibble; the Mahmet of Sebeos is presenting himself as a spokesman for the God of Abraham and expressing love for Israel, while the Allah of the Qur’an, while also presented as the God of Abraham, is quite angry with and hostile toward Israel. Most Islamic commentators identify those who have earned Allah’s anger in the Fatihah (Opening), the first sura and most common prayer of Islam, with the Jews. It may, therefore, be that the Mahmet of Sebeos, who seems so favorable toward Israel, represents an earlier stage in the development of the religion that became Islam, while the Qur’an (which, according to Islamic tradition, predates Sebeos’s writing by fifty to sixty years) represents a later stage, after there has been a break with the Jews.

			As Sebeos continues, the divergences from the Muhammad of Islamic tradition only increase:

			Then they all gathered together from Havilah unto Shur and before Egypt [Genesis 25:18]; they came out of the desert of Pharan divided into twelve tribes according to the lineages of their patriarchs. They divided among their tribes the twelve thousand Israelites, a thousand per tribe, to guide them into the land of Israel. They set out, camp by camp, in the order of their patriarchs: Nebajoth, Kedar, Abdeel, Mibsam, Mishma, Dumah, Massa, Hadar, Tema, Jetur, Naphish and Kedemah [Genesis 25:13–15]. These are the tribes of Ishmael…. All that remained of the peoples of the children of Israel came to join them, and they constituted a mighty army. Then they sent an embassy to the emperor of the Greeks, saying: “God has given this land as a heritage to our father Abraham and his posterity after him; we are the children of Abraham; you have held our country long enough; give it up peacefully, and we will not invade your territory; otherwise we will retake with interest what you have taken.”27

			This is a description that one might expect of a Jewish prophet, not of the prophet of Islam. There is no trace in Islamic tradition of Muhammad leading the twelve tribes of Israel into their ancestral homeland. Nor is there the slightest hint that he was ever the leader of the twelve tribes of Israel at all, or that an army Jews aided the Muslims (who are not called that name by Sebeos or anyone else from this period) in conquering Egypt. Ninth-century Islamic tradition does contain the claim that Muhammad wrote a letter to Heraclius, the Roman emperor in Constantinople, or “emperor of the Greeks,” but in the Islamic version, he is calling upon the monarch to accept the new religion of Islam. In Sebeos’s version, he is lecturing the emperor about the right of the people of Israel to dwell in the land of their fathers.

			Muhammad is likewise absent from Sebeos’s account of a letter that Muawiya, who became the fifth caliph in 661, sent to the Roman Emperor Constans II while Muawiya was the Arab governor of Syria in 651. Even as Muawiya calls on Constans to renounce Christianity, he says nothing about the Qur’an, Islam, or Muhammad:

			If you wish to live in peace…renounce your vain religion, in which you have been brought up since infancy. Renounce this Jesus and convert to the great God whom I serve, the God of our father Abraham…. If not, how will this Jesus whom you call Christ, who was not even able to save himself from the Jews, be able to save you from my hands?28

			This arrogant missive reveals a contempt for the crucifixion of Christ that would carry over into Islam and is apparently monotheistic and Abrahamic. But that’s as close to Islam as it gets. Muawiya apparently says nothing about the Ishmaelite Mahmet, whom Sebeos had mentioned elsewhere, much less about Muhammad. Nor does he say anything about being a scribe or a messenger of Allah, as noted in the Temple Mount inscription. Sebeos, meanwhile, doesn’t say anything about Mahmet in connection with Muawiya.

			A Nestorian chronicler who also wrote in the 660s gives us another glimpse of someone who may have been or may later have become, by means of legendary embroidery, the prophet of Islam:

			Then God raised up against them the sons of Ishmael, [numerous] as the sand on the sea shore, whose leader (mdabbrānā) was Muḥammad (mḥmd). Neither walls nor gates, armor or shield, withstood them, and they gained control over the entire land of the Persians. Yazdgird sent against them countless troops, but the Arabs routed them all and even killed Rustam. Yazdgird shut himself up in the walls of Mahoze and finally escaped by flight. He reached the country of the Huzaye and Mrwnaye, where he ended his life. The Arabs gained control of Mahoze and all the territory. They also came to Byzantine territory, plundering and ravaging the entire region of Syria. Heraclius, the Byzantine king, sent armies against them, but the Arabs killed more than 100,000 of them.29

			This has the Ishmaelites conquering Persia, which the Arabs did indeed do in the 650s. It gives the impression, however, that Muhammad was leading their armies, when Islamic tradition holds that he died before the Arab invasion of Persia even began. There is also no hint here that this Muhammad is a prophet; he is depicted solely as a warlord. The early references to Muhammad generally identify him as either a warrior or a prophet; while the Doctrina Jacobi speaks of a warrior prophet, it doesn’t name him.

			Around the same time, a Maronite chronicler records that in the year 661, “many Arabs gathered at Jerusalem and made Muḥawiya king and he went up and sat down on Golgotha and prayed there. He went to Gethsemane and went down to the tomb of the blessed Mary and prayed in it.”30 It’s odd that nearly thirty years after the death of the prophet of Islam, when one of his faithful scribes became caliph of the Muslims, he was made caliph in Jerusalem, not in Mecca, and chose after becoming caliph to pray at Christian sites, when there surely must have been some mosques in which he could have prayed, as this was nearly a quarter-century after the Arab conquest of Jerusalem. In visiting Gethsemane, Mu‘awiya is also veering perilously close to acknowledging the crucifixion of Christ, which Islam rejects (cf. Qur’an 4:157). One would expect the accession of a caliph to be accompanied by readings of the Qur’an and declarations that Muhammad is the prophet of Allah. Instead, Mu‘awiya takes the throne in a notably Christian ambiance.

			The Maronite chronicler later adds:

			In July of the same year the emirs and many Arabs gathered and gave their allegiance to Mu‘awiya. Then an order went out that he should be proclaimed king in all the villages and cities of his dominion and that they should make acclamations and invocations to him. He also minted gold and silver, but it was not accepted because it had no cross on it. Furthermore, Mu‘awiya did not wear a crown like other kings in the world. He placed his throne in Damascus and refused to go to the seat of Muhammad.31

			Where was this seat of Muhammad? Why did Mu‘awiya rule from Damascus rather than going there? We are not told. Nor does the chronicler offer any information about who exactly this Muhammad was. Meanwhile, the fact that the cities Mu‘awiya ruled over wouldn’t accept his coins because they bore no cross is not surprising, as the Arabs by this time had conquered the Middle East and North Africa, and most of the people in those regions at that time were still Christian. The coins of the early Arab empire bear the legend bismallah, “In the name of Allah.” Others feature variations of this, including bism Allah rabbi (“In the name of Allah my Lord”), rabbi Allah (“My Lord is Allah”), and bism Allah al-malik (“In the name of Allah the King”).32 No early Arab coins say Muhammad rasul Allah (“Muhammad is the messenger of Allah”).

			Mu‘awiya and other early Arab rulers apparently acceded to the desire of their people for coins featuring crosses. One coin that was apparently struck in Palestine in the late 640s or 650s, before Mu‘awiya became caliph, features a standing figure holding a cross, along with the legend “Muhammad.”33 Other coins dating from this period also feature the word “Muhammad” and a cross.34 Once Islamic orthodoxy became entrenched, there would be no sign of the cross, as the Qur’an declares that Jesus was not crucified (4:157), and a hadith depicts Muhammad saying that in the end times, Jesus will return to the earth and “break the cross.”35 There is, however, no sign of that orthodoxy at this point. Another coin, which was apparently minted during Mu‘awiya’s reign, features the sovereign, who may or may not be Mu‘awiya, holding a cross topped by a crescent, a double symbol that did not survive in either Christianity or Islam.36

			The prospect of coins of the Arab empire, which is universally assumed to have been fervently Islamic, bearing the cross is both shocking and inexplicable in terms of the conventional understanding of Islam’s origins. By way of comparison, consider the History of the Patriarchs, a Coptic Christian account of the leaders of the Church of Alexandria. This history was originally collected from earlier writings about the various patriarchs around the year 1100 and continued over centuries by many writers; the earliest extant version dates from the middle of the thirteenth century.37

			By that time, Islamic doctrine had been fully formulated, and in its account of the actions of the Egyptian emir Abd al-Aziz toward the end of the seventh century, the History of the Patriarchs reflects that. It records that Abd al-Aziz “commanded to destroy all the crosses which were in the land of Egypt, even the crosses of gold and silver. So the Christians in the land of Egypt were troubled. Moreover he wrote certain inscriptions, and placed them on the doors of the churches at Misr and in the Delta, saying in them: ‘Muhammad is the great Apostle of God, and Jesus also is the Apostle of God: But verily God is not begotten and does not beget.’”38

			This was supposed to have happened only around ten years after the death of Mu‘awiya, who had placed crosses on coins and public buildings. The historical value of the History of the Patriarchs is severely limited, as it comes down to us only in versions dating from centuries after the events it was recording. Nonetheless, it is indeed possible that Islam’s hostility to the cross began to be asserted around the time of Abd al-Aziz, who was Umayyad governor of Egypt from 685 to 705. It was around this time that we began to get references to Muhammad that are more clearly referring to the now-familiar figure of the prophet of Islam.

			The Messenger of Allah

			In 685, Abd al-Malik became caliph, and we begin to see references to Muhammad that appear to bring us closer to the prophet of Islam. Abd al-Malik possessed a seal that read: “There is no god but God alone without partner and Muhammad is the Messenger of God.”39 This is not identical to the common Islamic statement of faith, “There is no god but Allah and Muhammad is his prophet,” but it’s close. If that Islamic statement of faith had existed as such at the time of Abd al-Malik, one would expect him, as caliph of the Muslims, to use it on his official seals. The fact that Abd al-Malik’s formulation differs is another indication that the teachings of Islam were still in the process of being formulated. Around this time, we also begin to see coins that assert that “Muhammad is the messenger of Allah.”40

			Also during the reign of Abd al-Malik, a half-Syrian ratl, a weight that was used for measuring quantities, bore the inscription: “In the name of God. There is not but God He is one, Muhammad is the Messenger of God, the servant of God Abd al-Malik Commander of the Faithful. Ordered by the amir al-Walid.”41 Here at last is a formulation that could have been stated by any modern-day Muslim, or any Muslim throughout the fourteen centuries between the time of Abd al-Malik and today. We still do not have, however, any reference to the Qur’an or to the voluminous accounts of Muhammad that begin appearing decades later.

			A Nestorian Christian chronicler, John bar Penkaye, writes in 690 of Muhammad and the Arabs:

			The Arabs…had a certain order from the one who was their leader, in favor of the Christian people and the monks; they held also, under his leadership, the worship of one God, according to the customs of the Old Covenant; at the outset they were so attached to the traditions of Muhammad who was their teacher, that they inflicted the pain of death upon any one who seemed to contradict his tradition…. Among them there were many Christians, some from the Heretics, and some from us.42

			Yet even despite Abd al-Malik’s movement toward Islam as it has been known through the centuries, what these traditions of Muhammad consisted of is completely unclear and unrecorded in the literature of the time.

			A tombstone dating from the following year, however, appears to assume a full-blown Islam and gives us an early usage of that word itself: “In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. The greatest calamity of the people of Islam (ahl al-Islam) is that which has fallen them on the death of Muhammad the Prophet; may God grant him peace. This is the tomb of Abassa daughter of Juraij (?), son of (?). May clemency, forgiveness and satisfaction of God be on her. She died on Monday, fourteen days having elapsed from Dhul-Qa‘dah of the year one and seventy, confessing that there is no god but God alone without partner and that Muhammad is His servant and His apostle, may God grant him peace.”43

			“The year one and seventy,” or 71, was the year 691; according to the lunar Islamic calendar, which is still in use to this day, it was seventy-one years after the hijrah, Muhammad’s move from Mecca to Medina, which marks the beginning of the Islamic calendar. The tombstone also contains the same approximation of the Islamic confession of faith that we saw on Abd al-Malik’s seal and professions of monotheism and Muhammad’s prophethood that would not seem out of place from any modern-day Muslim.

			In that same year of 691, the Dome of the Rock was completed on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. On its inner walls are written inscriptions that include quotations from the Qur’an and declarations of Muhammad’s prophetic status. One states: “Muhammad is the servant of God and His messenger.”44 Other inscriptions repeat five times that “Muhammad is the Messenger of God.”45

			However, even this cannot be taken as a clear acknowledgment of the prophethood of Muhammad as we know him. He is not otherwise mentioned in the Dome of the Rock inscriptions, which then go on at great length about how Jesus is not divine but is solely a messenger of Allah. The philologist Christoph Luxenberg points out that since the word muhammad means “praising” or “being praised,” and hence also “the one who is being praised,” the inscription, the phrase “Muhammad is the servant of God and His messenger” is more correctly translated as “Praised be the servant of God and His messenger.” Luxenberg explains: “Therefore, by using this gerundive, the text here is not speaking of a person named Muhammad, which was made only later metaphorically into a personal name attributed analogically to the prophet of Islam.”46

			The following year, the chronicler Jacob, bishop of Edessa, recorded for the year 618 that “Muhammad goes down on commercial businesses to the lands of Palestine and of the Arabias and of Phoenicia of the Tyrians.”47 Then, for 622, he writes that “Muhammad, the first king of the Arabs, began to reign, 7 years.”48 Corresponding to this is a list of caliphs that was compiled a bit later, sometime after 705: “Muhammad came upon the earth in 932 of Alexander the son of Philip the Macedonian; he reigned for seven years.”49

			The 932nd year according to the Anno Graecorum numbering system that begins during the reign of Alexander the Great is the year 621, which is close to the traditional date of Muhammad’s hijrah, or emigration, from Mecca to Medina. The Islamic calendar marks the hijrah as the beginning of Islam, and hence of Muhammad’s “reign.” Nevertheless, the seven-year period doesn’t correspond to any Islamic tradition about the length of Muhammad’s rule, although there may be a trace of it in a ninth-century tradition that states of Muhammad in Mecca that “for seven years he perceived effulgence and (divine) light and heard sounds; and for eight years he received revelations.”50 The seven-year period mentioned in the chronicle could be meant to refer to Muhammad’s time in Medina after the hijrah and before his conquest of Mecca, but the list then continues: “After him Abu Bakr reigned for two years.”51 There is no hint of the existence of the final two years of Muhammad’s life after the conquest of Mecca, about which Islamic tradition has a great deal to say.

			Also dating from 692, meanwhile, is an inscription found near the Sea of Galilee and reading: “In the name of Allah, [the Compassionate], the Merciful. There is no god but Allah alone; He has no companion. Muhammad is the Apostle of Allah.”52 Once again, however, no information is given about who this Muhammad, or even if the apostle of Allah is being referred to by his name, or by a title.

			Jacob of Edessa also refers to a group he calls the Mahgrayé, which means “emigrants” in Syriac.53 These people, he says, acknowledge Jesus, but not as the Son of God. The corresponding Arabic word muhajirun refers in Islam to those who accompanied Muhammad from Mecca to Medina in 622. In Medina, according to the traditional story, Muhammad became a political and military leader for the first time, and it is this that is marked as the first year of the Islamic calendar.

			Abd al-Malik, who reigned as caliph from 685 to 705, minted coins that read: “Muhammad is the messenger of God whom He sent with guidance and the religion of truth that He might make it prevail over all religions even if the associators are averse.”54 An inscription dating to the year 698 contains the Islamic profession of faith as it stands today and mentions the building of the Great Mosque (al-Masjid al-Haram, or forbidden mosque) in Mecca: “Al-Rayyan b. Abdullah testifies that there is no god but God, and he testifies that Muhammad is the Messenger of God. Then reiterates to those to come to testify to that, God have mercy on al-Rayyan. May He forgive him and cause him to be guided to the path of Paradise, and I ask him for marytrdom in his path. Amen. This was written in the year the Masjid al-Haram was built in the seventy-eighth year.”55 Here again, as on the tombstone of Abassa, we have a reference to the date as it is counted on the Islamic calendar, as well as an acknowledgment of Muhammad as a prophet.

			We see the first mention of “Muslims” in the writings of John of Nikiou, a Coptic Christian bishop, in the 690s:

			And now many of the Egyptians who had been false Christians denied the holy orthodox faith and lifegiving baptism, and embraced the religion of the Muslims, the enemies of God, and accepted the detestable doctrine of the beast, that is, Mohammed, and they erred together with those idolaters, and took arms in their hands and fought against the Christians, And one of them…embraced the faith of Islam…and persecuted the Christians.56

			This text, however, comes down to us only in an Ethiopic version from 1602, nearly a thousand years after Jacob wrote it. It could have been altered.57

			The Qur’an

			Meanwhile, there is the Qur’an itself, which mentions the name Muhammad four times (3:144; 33:40; 47:2; and 48:29). None of these mentions include any biographical information about the prophet of Islam; all could be using “Muhammad” as a title, “the praised one,” rather than as a proper name. One of these states: “And those who believe and do good works and believe in what is revealed to Muhammad, and it is the truth from their Lord, he rids them of their sins and improves their condition” (47:2). This is a curious statement to make about Muhammad, as he does not claim to forgive sins; he is, in the words of the Qur’an, only a “warner” (79:45). In the Christian tradition, however, Jesus, does offer forgiveness of sin; was this Qur’anic passage originally a reference to Jesus as “the praised one” forgiving the sins of those who follow him?58

			A similar question can be asked of 48:29: “Muhammad is the messenger of Allah. And those with him are ruthless against the unbelievers and merciful among themselves. You see them bowing and falling prostrate, seeking bounty from Allah and acceptance. The mark of them is on their foreheads from the traces of prostration. That is their comparison in the Torah and their comparison in the Gospel, like sown corn that sends forth its shoot and strengthens it and rises firm upon its stalk, delighting the sowers, so that he may enrage the unbelievers with them.”

			This is reminiscent of the words of Jesus: “The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of mustard seed which a man took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches” (Matthew 13:31–33). It also recalls Jesus’ parable of the sower (Matthew 13:3–23). Could this Qur’anic passage also have been originally a reference to Jesus, not to the prophet of Islam?

			What’s more, contrary to the idea that the Qur’an was finalized long before the traditions about Muhammad were committed to writing, there is evidence that at least some elements of the holy book of Islam were still in flux even two hundred years after Muhammad was supposed to have lived. One such tradition concerns Hajjaj ibn Yusuf, the Umay­yad governor of Iraq from 694 to 714. An elderly Muslim recounts: “I heard Hajjaj b. Yusuf saying as he was delivering sermon on the pulpit: Observe the order of the (Holy) Qur’an which has been observed by Gabriel. (Thus state the surahs in this manner), one in which mention has been made of al-Baqara, one in which mention has been made of women (Surah al-Nisa), and then the surah in which mention has been made of the Family of Imran.”59 Yet in the Qur’an today, al-Baqara is chapter two of the Qur’an, followed by the Family of Imran, which is chapter three, and then al-Nisa, which is chapter four. Yet apparently the idea that the angel Gabriel favored a different order of the chapters persisted even two centuries after the Qur’anic text was supposed to have been standardized.

			Another tradition has Muhammad being reminded of sections of the Qur’an he had forgotten. This would have been a handy tradition to have at hand if one had been called upon, even as late as the ninth century, to explain discrepancies in the text of different versions of the Qur’an. Muhammad’s child bride Aisha is depicted as recounting: “Allah’s Messenger heard a man reciting the Qur’an at night, and said, ‘May Allah bestow His Mercy on him, as he has reminded me of such-and-such Verses of such-and-such Suras, which I was caused to forget.’”60 The Muslim need not worry: Allah guided even the forgetting (or discarding?) of passages of the Quran. In another hadith, Muhammad says: “Why does anyone of the people say, ‘I have forgotten such-and-such Verses (of the Qur’an)?’ He, in fact, is caused (by Allah) to forget.”61

			Oral Traditions?

			And so, at the close of the seventh century, there are increasing mentions, emanating primarily from the caliph of the Arab empire, of Muhammad as a prophet of Allah. We also have testimony of his being a warrior and some indication that something momentous happened around the year 622, such that the followers of this prophet calculate the date from that event. We know he is an Arab prophet who taught that there is only one God and who rejected the divinity of Christ while professing to hold to the faith of Abraham.

			Some would say that this is enough to compel us to accept the historical reliability of the massive body of immensely detailed biographical data about Muhammad that becomes available over the next two hundred years. Yet the very fact that what is asserted about Muhammad in these various seventh-century mentions of him, aside from material that has no correspondence to the Muhammad of Islamic tradition, can be summed up in a brief paragraph leads to the inevitable question: if the massive corpus of material about Muhammad was being preserved orally at this time, why is there no reference to it?

			When oral traditions exist, it is not uncommon to find those who know them making reference to them. One example of this comes in the New Testament. In the Acts of the Apostles, Paul of Tarsus is depicted as quoting Jesus: “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35). This quotation does not appear in any of the four canonical gospels (or, for that matter, in any of the apocryphal and heretical gospels that circulated in the early centuries of Christianity, either). It is an example of an oral tradition that, as it was known to the early Christians, made its way into Acts.

			In a similar way, we would expect that if the Muslims of the seventh century were going through their lives having memorized, in whole or part, the immense corpus of the words and deeds of Muhammad (which, once they were written down, filled dozens of volumes), that someone somewhere would have referred to it. There might be quotes of the revered prophet here and there. There might be references to his deeds. Instead, however, there is just a scattering of affirmations of faith in him, some non-Muslims making assertions about him that are largely inaccurate from the standpoint of Islamic tradition, and a handful of details: He was an Arab. He was a warrior. He was a prophet.

			It is noteworthy also that in all the available records regarding Islam in the seventh century, there is virtually no sign of Muhammad’s book, the Qur’an, either. The Qur’an, as it stands today, only mentions Muhammad by name four times and contains no biographical information about him at all; still, it is supposed to be the centerpiece of his prophetic claim. Yet if Uthman really codified the text, burned the variants, and distributed copies of the newly standardized book to all the Muslim provinces in 653, Muslims remained notably silent about its existence. There are no quotations of Muhammad in seventh-century literature comparable to the quote of Jesus in Acts 20:35. Nor are there quotations from the Qur’an. If the seventh-century Muslims had the Qur’an, they didn’t make a habit of referring to it, which is all the more curious in light of the reverence in which they are supposed to have held it.

			Some may contend that their silence about it is immaterial, as there are manuscripts of portions of the Qur’an that date from the seventh century. However, in the absence of other indications that the religion of Muhammad as we know it today was up and running, it would be unwise to take for granted the proposition that these are actually and definitively manuscripts of the Qur’an rather than of source material that was used to construct the Qur’an. One reason for this caution is encapsulated in a curious Islamic tradition that Malik ibn Anas, a jurist who died in 796, records: “Reading from the mushaf”—that is, a copy of the Qur’an—“at the Mosque was not done by people in the past. It was Hajjaj b. Yusuf who first instituted it.”62 Those who accept the traditional Islamic account of Muhammad’s life and the Qur’an’s origins simply dismiss this as an inauthentic tradition, but that presents a new problem: why was it invented?

			If Muhammad had really presented the Qur’an as a revelation from Allah during his lifetime, and if Uthman had really codified and distributed it in 653, then why would anyone make up a story about how it only began to be read out in mosques decades later? It is much more plausible that the Qur’an did indeed only begin to be read in mosques in the time of Hajjaj and was projected back into the past to give it a patina of authenticity.

			The mosques themselves present yet another series of problems. The Mosque of Amr ibn al-As, the seventh-century conqueror of Egypt, was built in Cairo in 641.63 If the canonical account of Muhammad and the origins of Islam were true, we would expect this mosque to be constructed so that the worshippers would face toward Mecca as they prayed, in accord with the Qur’an’s directive to “turn your face toward the sacred mosque, and you, wherever you may be, turn your faces toward it” (2:144).

			However, historian Dan Gibson points out that although the mosque has “undergone numerous restorations so that the original foundation is no longer evident,” it is still clear that it was not initially constructed so that the believers would face Mecca for prayer: “a description of the original ground-plan of the mosque shows that the qibla [the direction for prayer] pointed east and had to be corrected towards Mecca later under the governorship of Qurra ibn Sharik,” the governor of Egypt from 709 to 715, during which time Hajjaj ibn Yusuf was governor of Iraq.64 Gibson also discovered that eight of the twenty-one mosques built between 622 and 708 faced Petra, and none at all clearly faced Mecca; two others faced both Petra and Jerusalem, and one was constructed so as to face between Petra and Mecca.65

			Yet in Islamic tradition, there is no trace of any idea that the Muslims were to face Petra for prayer. What these mosques taught is unclear, but it cannot conclusively be said to have been the Qur’an and the words and deeds of Muhammad. And so we seem to have mosques but no Islamic holy book and no prophet, or at least very little of either one.
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