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In more than fifty years of teaching History of Religions, from both Harvard and Chicago roots, I have never before encountered a work that shines with such authoritative and insightful scholarship, as well as methodological maturity, in two radically different traditions—indeed two civilizations. The mastery of primary languages and texts alone, in their social settings, is astonishing. But this book affords more than portraits of two towering figures in their full-bodied uniqueness. As their presence requires, it is finally an original perspective on faith, carefully developed theme by theme, which compels the reader to seek afresh, with awe and delight, One whom the author quietly names “an open-hearted God, in an open-ended universe.”

—Harmon Hartzell Bro, Ph. D., theologian and former
graduate dean, author, A Seer Out of Season

A fascinating book; less the usual introduction than an in-depth study of Qur’anic themes. Combing years experience, piety, scholarship, and appreciation for things Islamic, the author offers personal and creative insights that help illuminate the landscape of Muslim-Christian dialogue. His view that the Qur’an was formulated by Muhammad enables him to portray the Prophet in very human terms and to read the Qur’an as he would the Bible, a text rich in themes both divine and human. It is an excellent resource for graduate and post-graduate students and others interested in enlarging their understanding and appreciation of Islam.

—Harold Vogelaar, Ph. D., teaching scholar in residence for
Christian-Muslim relations, Lutheran School of Theology

I read through your book with great enthusiasm. It is an honest, courageous, and well-researched study of a religion that is more than any other calling for our attention. It is honest, as you combine your Christian faith with an eminent scholarship concerning Islam. It is courageous, as you are one of the few theologians who study Islam as a theologian; that is to say, you give Islam a place within the dealings of God with humankind within the history of salvation. You combine islamology with theology in liberating vision. It is well researched, as you give a proof of a life-long study of Islam, of mastering the most recent literature and of being fully informed about tragic and rather recent events concerning human rights in Turkey.

—Arnulf Camps, O.F.M., past president,
International Association for Mission Studies

I am favorably impressed by the contribution this books makes toward increased mutual respect and fuller understanding among Muslims, Jews and Christians.

—Rev. Durwood A. Busse, Wordwide Ministries Division,
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
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PREFACE

No serious book about Islam could properly be written in these days without reference to the tragic events of September 11, 2001, and their aftermath. Readers will recall that 19 Muslims of Egyptian and Saudi Arabian background hijacked four American passenger planes. Three of them wrought very great loss of life and destruction of property, two of them upon the World Trade Center in New York, the third upon the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. The fourth plane crashed in a meadow in Pennsylvania, killing all on board. The shock of these events—the first overt large-scale attack on the continental United States since the War of 1812—was very great both within and without the United States. Out of this has come widespread knowledge of a worldwide network of Muslim terrorist activity, called al-Qaeda (the Base), aimed at the United States and, more generally, the entire Western world. (The capitalized word “Western,” it should be noted, is here to be understood in a cultural and religious sense rather than a geographical one.)

The leader of this network was found to be one Osama bin Laden, a wealthy, charismatic former citizen of Saudi Arabia. This man has come to be seen as a Muslim singularly devout in his own interpretation of Muslim faith, a faith at least in part influenced by the harshly puritanical Wahabi sect of his homeland. Bin Laden and his colleagues in their worldwide network were seen at first as the primary culprits in aggressive activity, and the war in Afghanistan was the result. This military effort, widely supported throughout most Western lands, was designed to overthrow the Taliban Afghan government that was providing training grounds and otherwise safe haven for Osama bin Laden and his growing number of followers. This military effort largely succeeded, but from this there developed the American decision to invade the neighboring and populous country of Iraq, which was highly civilized, although ruled by a ruthless and corrupt dictator, Saddam Hussein. This invasion, largely the result of unilateral American decision-making, found the United States with substantial support only from the United Kingdom, token support from a number of other nations, and often strong opposition from countries such as France and Germany. It seems that the general populace of most countries in the Western world oppose the American-led invasion/intervention. All in all, as the war, now a kind of guerrilla war, drags on, there seems to be a crisis in leadership styles, largely, I believe, owing to inadequate understanding of the world of Islam, its faith (in all its varieties), and its practices (in all their varieties).

This book was begun more than a dozen years ago in a more peaceful era, a labor long in years but rich in growth of understanding. The purpose of this book is not to provide policy-makers with specific programs or solutions to current problems but to furnish background materials and a broader vision for intelligent persons to work with. Islam is stated by some to be a religion of peace. Actually, over its long centuries of expansion, it is not. But neither is Christianity, except possibly for its first three centuries until it became the state religion of the Byzantine Empire.

Yet there is a great deal of quiet goodness among ordinary people in both the Islamic and Christian traditions. It is very largely unknown in the Western world that a central element of Muhammad’s preaching and teaching was that God (Allah), the Lord of the Worlds, leads unto goodness. That is, to ethical goodness, both individual and corporate, both interior and exterior. During the first 13 years of his prophetic ministry in Mecca, Muhammad’s demeanor, both public and private, was peaceful. In the latter ten years of his life in Medina, where “the preaching became policy” and he emerged as the leader of armies and probably the greatest statesman of his time, he always preferred negotiation to violence.

This is not to whitewash anybody or anything. But the fact that history’s Islam has a spotty record in following the example of Muhammad does not alter the very high significance and very great value of that example, any more than the spotty record of historic Christianity in following the example of Jesus alters the very high significance and very great value of that example. Both examples have inspired, motivated, and moved millions—indeed, billions—of human beings in the direction of better, nobler modes of human living and relationships.

In any case, we have got to get along. This book aims to contribute to that.

This book is also intended to combine perspectives with fair and judicious balance, in quest of truth. I do not believe that any of us are in a position to lay hold of absolute truth, but I am strongly convinced that we profit by a sincere quest for truth. This study seeks the truth with regard to both Muslim and Christian Scriptures. However, Oliver Cromwell’s advice to some of the ardent divines of his day, “Remember, you may be mistaken,” is still advice worth pondering.

I am a specialist in the history of religions. For more than 50 years, I have studied, taught, and written about Islam and Buddhism, and, with less intensity and depth, other world religions. But I do not write as a so-called secular historian of religions. Indeed, I am inclined to think of such terminology almost as an oxymoron. I do not see how a person can properly and responsibly study or write about religion without some measure of personal participation and commitment. I do not mean participation and commitment to some kind of amorphous “religion in general,” but participation and commitment to a particular mode of religious faith and practice that allows—nay, requires—empathetic attitudes and approaches to other modes of religious faith and practice, yet retains the right and means of critical discernment of one’s own stance and that of others.

I write as a Christian. But this does not mean that I view other religious traditions with antipathy or denigration. Quite the contrary, like major theologians in the early Christian Church, my own understanding of and commitment to Christian faith and practice led me to see the wider presence and work of the living God in the world. Such understanding, I believe, leads to discovery of both truth and goodness—surely, in many cases, of divine origin—outside the ranges of historic Christian or Jewish faith, and within them.

With reference to my dislike of the term “secular historian of religions,” I wish to add a few words. I understand the term “secular” in this case to mean that the historian is operating entirely, by intent, on the plane of history on this planet. This posture presumably also means confinement of human perceptions of reality to what may be perceived by the five physical senses. Religion should, of course, be concerned with reality, persons, and events on the plane of human history and with the perceptions of the five physical senses, for “God is with us.” But it is inescapably concerned also with dimensions of higher consciousness and “location.” I regard, for instance, Jesus’ use of the phrase “Our Father who art in heaven” as indicative of the “location” of the Maker of this cosmos in a place where the entire universe of God’s making and loving concern can be superintended. Such “location,” of course, does not confine the Divine to a place outside this world. In keeping with the Logos theology of the early Church, I believe the Spirit of the living God to be present and working throughout the whole of creation, in all times and places.

This language inevitably leads us into theological discourse, and I do not wish to develop the theme further. I only wish to affirm that the historic religions of humankind have almost without exception believed in a multitiered universe, with some measure of communication between the Divine and the human, and the possibility of higher levels of human consciousness than those stimulated by the five physical senses.

This way of understanding enables me to say that I regard historic Islam as authentic religion. I regard the Prophet Muhammad, the Founder of this massive and highly significant movement in human history, as primarily a religious figure, worthy of deep respect and appreciation by persons of Christian or Jewish faith.1 I fear, however, that my attempts at rapprochement will be unacceptable to many contemporary Muslims, primarily because I am in conscience compelled to make use of historical/critical methodology in religious studies, including the study of Scriptures.

Contemporary events in the Middle East have created a heightened and at times intense focus or interest in those lands among peoples all across the world, both east and west—and have revealed an astonishing degree of ignorance of Islam’s religious, historic, or cultural manifestations on the part of most of the cultural or political leaders of the world. This ignorance naturally leads to ignorance of Islam’s relationship to economic and political developments. There is clearly need for a book that aims to further an understanding of Islam based on knowledge, proper perspective, and balance. My intent, therefore, throughout this book is to be fair, honest, and, as much as humanly possible, factually correct.

I write this as a Christian believer, and I intend this work as a contribution to contemporary religious dialogue. I intend to be respectful, conciliatory, and appreciative, even if at times critical—a critical stance that I also take with my own faith, its primary documents, and its historic manifestations.

I am a Christian believer who claims to participate in the developments in Christian theology that now seem to characterize the growing edge of such theology in every major tradition of that faith: Eastern Orthodox, Protestant, Roman Catholic. These developments signify a fresh openness to other religious traditions that can be critical, yet appreciative, even generous, in its appraisals. This generous appreciation, I would contend, is not a trivial product of twentieth-century “cultural liberalism,” but has solid roots in both the Bible and the mainstream of early Church theology.2 This life context can provide a fresh approach to understanding Islam that may contribute to calming tempers, healing wounds, and building and crossing bridges, all to the end of creating truly significant areas of mutual cooperation and mutual respect.

The major factual content of this book is the life of the Prophet Muhammad and the teaching of the Koran. These are the primary data of history, the primary source materials that continue to feed and motivate the inner and outer lives of Muslims across the world. No meaningful conversation between Christians, Jews, and Muslims can take place without due consideration of these data, just as Christians expect due consideration of the life and teaching of the Pioneer and Perfecter of our faith, and of the Scriptures of our own tradition. Today the Western world needs a fair and balanced presentation of the life of Muhammad and the prophetic content of the Koran, illumined by a judicious use of the hadith, the body of extra-Koranic recorded sayings and deeds of the Prophet that, as we shall see, require far more careful scrutiny as to their historical authenticity than is the case with the Koran.

At this point, I would like to give a brief explanation regarding the meaning of the phrase “the prophetic content of the Koran.” For most contemporary Muslims, such language would be understood to mean that God (Allah) himself is the sole author of the text. This is to say that the Prophet Muhammad, as my friend Dr. Wanis A. Semaan, who is of Lebanese-Christian and Arabic-speaking background, has put it in a very helpful letter to me regarding current Muslim beliefs, “was merely the means of conveying God’s message to people: warning, guiding, teaching, and so forth.” I do not intend to deny the religious authenticity of Muhammad as a Prophet of the Word of God. I would hesitate, however, to use the qualifying adverb “merely” to express my own understanding of the role of Prophet—whether in the case of Muhammad, or of the Hebrew Prophets, or of Jesus himself. I believe that the Prophet has a participatory role in the larger prophetic experience and process. The Prophet’s total life experience, larger cultural and religious background, and personal consciousness inevitably play a role in giving the message its particular coloring. This is not to deny the religious authenticity of the message as “revelation,” that is, its possible ultimate source in God. It is intended primarily to remove the discussion from the context of consideration of verbal inerrancy or similar claims of “fundamentalisms,” whether Christian, Jewish, or Muslim.

Muhammad evidently had a sense that the language he was able to pass on as that of God in his native Arabic was distinctly more exalted in content and style than was commonly the case with his own speech or that of his compatriots (K 10:38–39; 2:21). But he ordinarily does not use the terminology associated with modern fundamentalisms. Just where he claims that his teaching from the Book Sublime is without falsehood, he states that the content is naught but what has been given to God’s Messengers before him (K 41:41–44). To my knowledge, only once in the entire Koran does Muhammad use language that seems to claim he is proclaiming God’s Word in a verbally inerrant form. This is a passage in an apparently early Meccan sermon. Muhammad is telling his compatriots of what was evidently his initial vision on Mount Hira, of his call to a prophetic ministry (actually through the agency of the angel Gabriel, “one who is powerful and mighty,” although not named in the passage). The context is that of a response to his fellow Meccans who are questioning the religious authenticity of his vision.

Muhammad insists that his own heart tells him he does not lie, an insistence that seems to claim that his own inner awareness and personal integrity were realities well known and acknowledged by the Meccans. In this context, Muhammad proclaims, evidently swearing by the Evening Star: “Your compatriot is not in error, nor is he deceived! He does not speak out of his own fancy. This is an inspired revelation” (K 53:1–12, N. J. Dawood’s translation).

Actually, as I discuss in more detail later, Muhammad was more concerned with the “Essence of Divine Communication” than with niceties of form. Indeed, his mode of proclamation was such that I believe I can describe it as showing freedom from legalistic or overly rigid fixation with verbal precision or even accuracy (as in the case of the Divine Abrogation of verses). I venture even at times to speak of his style as open-ended and pragmatic, as indeed I could speak also of the Prophets of the Hebrew Bible. Such language on my part is by no means intended to be disrespectful. It is certainly not intended to deny that “Divine Revelation” is being communicated, albeit colored by the total personhood of the Prophet. The Prophet himself or herself believes that s/he is speaking the Word of God in its essential Truth. This is the primary reality. The form or format is secondary, although important.3
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I

AN OVERVIEW OF ISSUES

I begin this treatment of the issues leading to proper understanding of Islam with a quotation from the American heartland. Leighton Ford was a long-time associate of Billy Graham in various Christian evangelistic ministries. He may properly be called a conservative evangelical Protestant, of moderate and irenic stance (that is, concerned with securing Christian unity), and, with Billy Graham himself, may be classified as a person of the highest integrity within this tradition of Christian faith and practice.

In these days of very great concern for the events and persons of the Middle East, Leighton Ford was trying to build bridges of understanding, especially among his own constituency of supporters. He writes, in the modest report-periodical regularly sent out to these supporters, as follows:

In truth, we who follow Christ have more than we realize in common with Muslims and Jews. Our faiths were born in the Middle East. We all believe in one God. And … we all look to Abraham as one of our great spiritual ancestors. Not only is Abraham the father of believers, in the New Testament he is strikingly called “the friend of God” (James 2:23).1

So far, so good. But then Leighton Ford goes on to do what many in Western lands have long been accustomed to do, move into a kind of “put-down” of Islam based on incorrect information. Ford continues:

Few Muslims, however, would call themselves God’s “friends.” For the Muslim Allah is totally apart from sinful humans. In contrast, the God of the Bible is not remote but one who has drawn near.2

Are these latter statements correct? Not entirely, not even for the Bible. We must remind ourselves that the Bible itself is by no means a seamless robe of monochromatic sameness in moral and spiritual content or tone. Taken as a whole, the Bible shows us images of God our Creator, now near, now far. So does the Koran, the Holy Book of Islamic faith.

Now, the content of the Koran, its nuances of style, and its religious emphases are both similar and dissimilar to those of the Bible. It is not easy to make comparative statements about these two great collections of religious faith and affirmation. But in the tenth chapter, or surah, of the Koran, significantly entitled “Jonah,” we find a striking affirmation that believers—not just Muslims in the historical sense but apparently all authentic believers in one God—are friends of God:

Surely God’s friends—no fear shall be on them, neither shall they sorrow. Those who believe, and are god-fearing—for them is good tidings in the present life and in the world to come (K 10:64–65).3

The Koran is an exceedingly practical book, vitally concerned from its earliest materials with the whole life of humans in this world. It puts that life, however, in a transcendent setting and makes its primary orientation the fact of God, the Creator, the Merciful, the Compassionate, and of the reality of the unseen world. We may even note at this point that, for all the Koranic emphasis on the unity and uniqueness of God (called by the ancient Arabic word for “God,” Allah), it portrays an unseen world replete with angels and archangels, With jinn, shaytan, and other spirits, not to mention the spirits of humans after physical death on earth. For Muhammad, the spiritual world was richly peopled and was, like the world on the plane of human history, under the lordly control and providential disposition of the Maker of all, the Lord of the Worlds.

The Koran, however, is also concerned with aspects of intimate personal religion. We find many verses that express a vivid sense of the presence of God. These verses seem to have had central meaning for Muhammad himself in his personal life as a religious man and in his public role as God’s Messenger and Prophet. God is indeed cited as “the Protector of the believers” (K 2:258).4 But a verse that is frequently recited by devout Muslims is the famous pronouncement: “We [Allah] indeed created man: and we know what his soul whispers within him, and we are nearer to him than the jugular vein” (K 50:15).5

We are reminded of Alfred Tennyson: “Closer is He than breathing, and nearer than hands and feet.”6 Another Koranic verse of similar import is “He [Allah] is with you wherever you are” (K 57:4).

But the text that has appealed to devout Muslims in a special way, to those in particular who may be classed as participating in that great stream of Muslim spirituality known as the Sufi movement, is the Koranic verse that reveals God’s great goal to bring forth “a people He loves and who love Him” (K 5:59).

Admittedly, the Koranic term (hubb, or the mahabbah of the Sufis) that is commonly translated into English as the word “love” is not totally consonant with the nuances of meaning of the New Testament terms for love (agape, philia). It often seems to emphasize approval from God’s side and, from the human side, is more akin to “adoration” (ibadah). As Frithjof Schuon has put it, the essential virtues of the ideal Muslim life of faith are rooted in a blending of fear, love, and knowledge of God.7 Indeed, Islam itself claims to be a “manifestation of truth, of beauty and of power.” But Islam is more than the religion of the Absolute, and the Koran teaches more than obedience to the will of God. It teaches not only submission to what may at first appear as an infinitely distant God, or sheerly overwhelming Power, but also commitment to the goodness of God and a return for refuge to “God within us, at the deepest level of our heart,” one who is “infinitely near.”8

It is important to realize that the previous is not representative merely of a small elite in the course of the history of Islam. As Bishop Kenneth Cragg, the noted British specialist in Islamic studies, reminds us, “Sufism … has often been the major element in the religious history and the popular experience of Islam. It served over long centuries to interiorize the terms of Islamic dogma.”9 And Louis Massignon, the distinguished Roman Catholic scholar who devoted 55 years to the study of Muslim spirituality, said that “Muslim theology was essentially a mystical structure deriving from the Koran itself as the primary source of its development.”10 Influences from pre-Islamic Persian Zoroastrianism and Eastern Christian monasticism probably played significant roles in the development of historic Sufism, but powerful elements of religious interiority lie within the Koran itself—and in the life of Muhammad.

This also means that the more obvious aspects of the Koran and of the Prophet’s public ministry, especially in his last ten years in Medina—aspects that Kenneth Cragg denotes as “dogmatism, autocracy, power”—are by no means the whole story of either the Book or the career. It is indeed remarkable and historically very significant that what Cragg calls “a system so instinctively authoritarian and absolutist as Islam, and so essentially confident about political sanctions in religion,” should bear within it this stream of religious interiority and vitality that seems to give inner—and at times also outer—freedom for believers to find their own way in human life, against theologians, however dogmatic, and against rulers, however autocratic. The ultimate quest of Islamic faith and piety may well be to “seek the face of God,” a quest wherein relationship with God is properly, indeed inseparably, associated with compassionate conduct toward and sharing materially with fellow humans (K 2:272; 13:22; 92:20).

We see, therefore, that Leighton Ford, who wants to be fair and to build bridges, is only partly right. He is also partly wrong. For today, and over long centuries, the spiritual way (tariqah) of innumerable Muslims has taught that God is very near, and in close communion with his “friends” (wali), as indeed the Sufi like to characterize themselves.11

Some Muslim representatives contend that many Westerners are trying to demonize Islam. Westerners, of course, recall the late Iranian Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s description of the United States as “the Great Satan,” a term evidently intended to convey a critique with religious, cultural, and political overtones. On our side, former Vice President Dan Quayle is alleged to have said that the three greatest evils of the twentieth century are Communism, Fascism, and Islam. Quayle of course is admittedly not the most knowledgeable or perceptive among our political leaders, but his statement may represent wide ranges of public opinion in the United States and beyond. With deeper insight, conservative journalist George Will, after the suicide bombing of the USS Cole on October 18, 2000, and in the context of the Israel-Palestinian crisis, asserted that we are witnessing not adjustments over small pieces of land but the clash of two civilizations.

We talk of Islam and the Judeo-Christian West, but these terms do not have the geographical significance they once did. In Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Iran, and even more in lands of larger Islamic population to the East, such as Pakistan, India, Malaysia, and Indonesia, there has continued to be an institutional Christian presence (in the form of churches claiming apostolic origin) and, far less, a Jewish one. And the West has seen a large growth of Muslim populations in Europe and North America since the end of the Second World War. Continental Europe saw the influx of North African and Turkish workers and their families. The United Kingdom saw the coming of relatively large numbers of persons of Islamic faith from British Commonwealth lands. The result is an apparently abiding presence of perhaps 25 million Muslims in Europe. The number of Muslims in France, mainly of North African origin, is between three and four times the number of French Christians adhering to the Reformed tradition, a church reaching back to the period of the Reformation and making historically notable contributions to every aspect of French political, cultural, and religious life. In the United States, Islam is said to have overtaken Judaism in numbers of adherents, to become the second largest religious community in the land.

These large-scale movements of populations and consequent shifts in the internal makeup of contemporary nations and cultures make clear that the issue of “bad feeling” needs to be addressed for the sake of domestic peace and cooperation and for international harmony. That bad feeling is held and directed toward the historic West by not a few Muslims, especially in the Middle East, has been graphically portrayed in television shots of angry crowds denouncing the United States in the Ayatollah Khomeini’s Iran, in Jordan, or more recently in Palestinian territory, Yemen, or even Egypt. Admittedly, these demonstrations have more often than not been “staged” by government policy and arrangement (and sometimes by nongovernmental groups) in Iraq and elsewhere, but the sights and sounds of the demonstrations have created powerful images and abiding impressions in the psyches of millions of viewers around the world in this day of “instant and universal” communication.

That bad feeling is held in the West toward historic Islam and Muslims in particular is clearly evidenced by widespread revulsion revealed in the media against Muslim holding of Western hostages and, even more, against the acts of self-styled Muslim terrorist groups in recent decades. But the activities of these terrorist groups must not be seen as representative of all Muslims, nor of Islam itself. Anwar Sadat, the late president of Egypt, did not hesitate to say in public that the Iranian Ayatollah Khomeini was not a good example of Muslim faith or character. He clearly regarded the support of terrorist activities by the Iranian government under Khomeini’s leadership as abhorrent to the Muslim moral sense.

In our contemporary world, one-third of the world’s governments use torture “as a routine method of suppressing political dissent.” The twentieth century saw a series of genocides that began with the Turkish massacres of Armenian subjects in 1896 and continued beyond the ending of the First World War. It resurfaced most virulently in the Stalinist policies that led to the death of 13 or more millions of Russian citizens in the 1920s and ’30s, and in the German National Socialist elimination, under Adolf Hitler, of over six million Jews and other “minority groups.” The list continued with the post World War II blood-baths of millions of their fellow Cambodians by the Communist Khmer Rouge, the bloody Chinese military invasion and ongoing occupation and subjection of Tibet from the early 1950s, and the brutal Indonesian invasion and illegal annexation of East Timor in 1975—after which at least one-third of the population was wiped out. No continent is exempt, as evidenced by events in Idi Amin’s Uganda, Rwanda, and Burundi, or in the Americas, north, south, and central.

Events in the Middle East, and especially Iraq, force us to a deeper level of evaluation, however. John Healey, executive director of Amnesty International, in a letter written to members of the organization in the early 1990s, pointed out that there is a “human rights crisis of massive dimensions not just in Iraq, but in most countries throughout the Middle East and the rest of the world.” Healey’s letter went on to report that, for years, Amnesty had “publicized well-documented evidence of gross violations [of human rights] by the governments of Iran, Syria, Turkey, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Israel, and even Kuwait.”

Healey lamented the relative indifference of the government of the United States to these human rights abuses, and identified examples “almost too numerous to list,” including routine incommunicado detention and torture in Morocco, tens of thousands of political prisoners held and tortured in Turkish jails, thousands of detentions without charge or trial in Egypt, a constant pattern of Israeli abuses of Palestinians, and 10, 000 to 25, 000 Syrians killed under Hafez Al-Assad.12 These alleged violations of human rights are largely, although not exclusively, perpetrated by Muslims against fellow Muslims. Is there some kind of ineluctable connection between Islam, defined by Kenneth Cragg as “a system so instinctively authoritarian and absolute,” and this multitudinous and geographically widespread pattern of human rights violations?

Muslims may take umbrage at the idea.

Some, perhaps many, will at once remind us of Western colonialism in historic Muslim lands in the past three centuries. Some will certainly want to go back to the six Crusades.13 I myself—at this point making a countercharge—am forced to remind readers both Muslim and non-Muslim that the major expansions of Islamic faith, especially in its earliest centuries, were made in the context of prior military conquest. Remembering this massively significant historical fact is important not only to inform Western peoples, but to help Muslims engage in the kind of severe historical, cultural, and religious self-criticism that Western civilization has engaged in, however imperfectly, with increasing momentum since the time of the Crusades. Beginning as a small trickle with the criticism of the religious motivation and the military methodology of the Crusades by persons like Roger Bacon, Raymond Lull, and Francis of Assisi, this broadly cultural self-criticism from the West has not yet found a comparable public parallel in historic Muslim lands.14

Islam arose in Arabia in the early seventh century of our common era as a religious movement with a distinct, although not totally exclusive, self-identity and a “definite thought and behavior pattern” relatively well established by the time of the death of Muhammad on June 8, 632 C.E. The Arabian peninsula, however, was a largely barren land of rocky desert and sand. Compared to other parts of the Middle East and the Mediterranean littoral, it was culturally backward. Muhammad himself may or may not have been illiterate in the strict sense of the term, but he and the other Arabic-speaking inhabitants of even the towns of the Arabian peninsula south of the Fertile Crescent could not begin to compare in formal education or cultural sophistication with the educated classes of the citizens of the Greek-speaking Byzantine Empire to the north, the Persian-speaking Sassanid Empire to the east, or the Latin-speaking peoples to the west.

No one could therefore have foreseen what has been called the “lightning-like” appearance of Islam in the years immediately after the death of Muhammad. This emergence of Islam, first on the edges, then in the very heartlands, of these ancient and highly developed civilizations, primarily through military operation, impelled by the force of a political religion and lust for booty, has been called one of the most astonishing events in world history.15 Within 20 years, the victorious Muslim armies were able to conquer and, by the most skillful methods of military occupation, to rule permanently the greater part of the Middle East and North Africa. This almost unimpeded series of military marches resulted in the destruction of the Zoroastrian Empire of the Persians and the reduction to half its former size of the Christian Byzantine Empire. Within two to three generations, the momentum of this extraordinary outburst of physical and psychic energy, which also included elements of more authentic spiritual dynamism, expanded into a vast area extending from the borders of India and Western China across the whole of North Africa and Spain to the Pyrenees Mountains, with incursions into southern and central France. And unlike the periodic explosions of the later “Mongol hordes” from the steppes of Asia, Islam was there to stay.

It would be out of place for us to enter into an in-depth inquiry into possible reasons for this extraordinary series of events. But a few observations are in order to account for this expansion of Islam, by means of relatively small military forces, to rule peoples largely of higher culture and monotheistic faith, whether Christian, Zoroastrian, or Sabaean (Yemenite). Indeed, the whole series of events outside Arabia proper seems almost “just to have happened,” without prior purpose or plan. The Muslim conquest of pagan Arabia was evidently by religious principle and developing plan, but there is no clear evidence that Muhammad himself envisaged any further geographical expansion of the structures of his faith community, military or religious. His brushes with the Byzantine Empire seem to have been motivated primarily by fear of invasion by them.

These “brushes” with the Byzantine Empire, which we shall consider again in connection with the life of Muhammad, occurred only toward the end of the Prophet’s life. But however brief and limited the experiences of his generals and troops had been with the larger world of the Middle East up to this time, they may have been sufficient for them to gain a sense of some of the possibilities that lay before them. Their appearance on the borders of the Byzantine Empire and then of the Persian occurred at a time when both these great civilizations had exhausted much of their energy and resources in a long series of wars against each other. North Africa had been under the political and military control of either Byzantium or Rome for centuries, but was no longer.

Furthermore, the Semitic and Coptic-speaking Christian subjects of the Byzantine Empire were becoming increasingly restive under the cultural discrimination, oppressive taxation, and specifically religious persecution of Monophysite and Nestorian Christian churches by their Greek-speaking Christian rulers of Eastern Orthodox persuasion. Resentment of Sassanid imperial rule and Zoroastrian state-church alliance and clerical dominance seems to have been comparably strong in the Persian Empire. In this context, the Muslim forces were apparently viewed by many in these lands as representing a new monotheistic movement no more alien to Semitic and Coptic-speaking Christians than was the Greek Orthodoxy of their Byzantine masters. The result was that, in many instances, Muslim troops were welcomed as liberators from hated oppressors. It seems highly unlikely that at least the initial stages of Muslim expansion outside the Arabian peninsula could have been achieved so easily and quickly without these favorable circumstances.

Yet circumstances alone cannot account for the extraordinary energy and staying power of the outward movement of Islam as military empire or as religion. Muslims tend to regard it as the result of divine guidance and help; Christians look at it as the product of forces of imperial and colonial expansion. What we in the West cannot deny is that, beyond the motives outlined here, there was indeed a spiritual dynamism at the core of the entire activity that derived from authentic religious faith. Certainly, many Muslims see it that way.

The point of the present discussion, however, is to identify the fact that the expansion itself was first and foremost a military expansion. The winning of converts to Islamic faith was a long process, taking many centuries, and was much more peaceful and gradual. This point of military expansion, however, has been highlighted by a witness perhaps more impartial than most in Christian-Muslim interrelationships, the distinguished English-speaking novelist and historian V. S. Naipaul. Born in 1932 in Trinidad, where his grandfather had emigrated from India, Naipaul received his higher education in England (at Oxford); indeed, he has lived most of his life in London. But his Indian ethnic background and his relative religio-cultural independence from both Christianity and Islam give his experiences and observations unusual credibility in the contemporary world.16

Beginning in August 1979, V. S. Naipaul made a six-month live-in investigative tour of four Muslim countries then in the process of a heady Islamicization: Iran, Pakistan, Malaysia, and Indonesia. He concluded that in these countries where Islam is proclaimed to be “a complete way of life,” the past is being selectively forgotten and history has come to serve the needs of theology (a development admittedly not without precedent in other societies). Somewhat earlier, Naipaul had written comparably about the land of his ancestors, after a year spent in India. He writes: “When men cannot observe, they don’t have ideas; they have obsessions. When people lead instinctive lives, something like a collective amnesia steadily blurs the past.”17

Regarding the early thrust of the Muslim armies to the east, Naipaul quotes from an English translation of the Chachnama, a Persian writing from the twelfth century that, in turn, depended on a much earlier Arabic manuscript preserved by the family of the Muslim conqueror of Sind, Bin Qasim. The Hindu-Buddhist territory of Sind was roughly the equivalent of present-day southern Pakistan and southern Afghanistan. The Arabic conquest of Sind began some time between 634 and 644. This means that provisional planning for movement that far eastward may have begun within two years of Muhammad’s death. The Arabs had to fight hard, making ten attempts over 60 or 70 years before final conquest was achieved.

Naipaul summarizes the motivation for this activity as follows: “The aim of the final invasion, as the Chachnama makes clear, was not the propagation of the faith. The invasion was a commercial-imperial enterprise; it had to show a profit. Revenge was a subsidiary motive, but what was required from the conquered people was not conversion to Islam, but tribute and taxes, treasure, slaves, and women.” It is not necessary to give details of the frightful final slaughter of the warrior class of Sind “and the enslaving of their dependents,” with killings of wider ranges of both military and civilian populations in earlier invasions. Naipaul would, however, inform us that “there are resemblances to the Spanish conquest of Mexico and Peru, and they are not accidental. The Arab conquest of Spain, occurring at the same time as the conquest of Sind, marked [the whole history of] Spain. Eight hundred years later, in the New World, the Spanish conquistadors were like Arabs in their faith, fanaticism, toughness, poverty, and greed.”18

The main purpose in Naipaul’s treatment of this segment of Islamic and Asian history is not to dwell on the gruesome details of ancient genocide. His primary goal is to set forth what he clearly considers a widespread flaw in contemporary Islamic thinking. Naipaul writes that the Chachnama, with its frank and full depiction of a series of Arab military invasions, “might be said to be an account of the Islamic beginnings of the state [of Pakistan]. But it is a bloody story, and the parts that get into the schoolbooks are the fairy tales.” Naipaul goes on to delineate a number of instances in which Pakistani schoolbooks and other official or government-sponsored publications falsify history, ancient and later, to an egregious degree.

Naipaul is, of course, aware that the distortion of national or ethnic history in favor of groups currently in control of a nation is widespread in human history, East and West, North and South. But he evidently believes that, in historic Islam, the development of a process—whereby “history has to serve theology”—has gone well beyond the usual. Naipaul sees the Arabs of the seventh century, for all their cupidity and cruelty, “as a people stimulated and enlightened and disciplined by Islam, developing fast, picking up learning and new ways and new weapons (catapults, Greek fire) from the people they conquer, intelligently curious about the people they intend to conquer.” But as a result of a centuries-long process of ever less ability to engage in self-criticism, Naipaul contends that “Islam, which made the seventh-century Arabs world conquerors, now clouds the minds of their successors or pretended successors.” He holds that “history as selective as this leads quickly to unreality … the faith begins to nullify or overlay the real world.”19

Two wrongs do not make a right. Nevertheless, the contemporary widespread Muslim self-image of the Islamic world as primarily historical victim of Western imperial expansion and colonialism needs considerable qualification.20 Between historic Islam and historic Christendom, over long centuries, the latter has been more often the victim than the victor. The Middle Eastern lands of predominantly Christian faith—Palestine, Syria, the heartland of Eastern Orthodox Christianity, Asia Minor (modern Turkey)—Egypt, and the littoral of North Africa were conquered by Muslim armies and most inhabitants gradually became Muslim believers. They remain such to the present day. We must also remember that Spain remained totally and then partially under Muslim rule for nearly eight centuries. The Mediterranean Sea was, for about seven centuries, a “Muslim lake,” whereon European Christians could venture only on Muslim sufferance.

Again, two or more wrongs do not make a right. But contemporary Christian-Muslim relations can be brought to new levels of reconciliation and cooperation only as both sides back off from shrill denunciations based on either ignorance of history or deliberate falsification. A fresh mutual religious and cultural modesty, even repentance, will be the key to bringing down walls of separation and opening doors to authentic interpersonal relationships.

Another perspective, as realistic as focus on military invasions and brutal greed, enables us to see another side. There is a great deal of quiet goodness in the world, among all peoples in all periods of history. This conviction is born partly of faith, partly of long observation and experience. This quiet goodness works in the midst of, and in spite of, the horrors of human mistreatment of others. It acts in slow but healing contravention of these horrors and puts the lie to theological doctrines of “total depravity.” If such were not the case, I believe that our societies would explode en masse. I believe, in particular, that there is very much “quiet goodness” in the world of Islam, past and present, even as I make my appeals to both “them” and “us” for more honest and rigorous corporate and individual self-criticism.21

My concern in this study of Islam is not denunciation but reconciliation, with as much mutual forgiveness and mutual respect as is humanly possible, even to the end of possible cooperation in the higher goals, both human and divine, that include and transcend political, social, and cultural activities.

This task is not easy, at least in part because I want to be utterly honest in this inquiry and neither gloss over nor overstate the difficulties involved. I began this discussion with a brief quotation from Leighton Ford that highlights the common origin in the historical Abraham of the three great monotheistic faiths of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. A French scholar, however, made the same point in the context of what he calls “one preliminary fact: although the three great religions of the monotheist faith came from the same roots, they developed separately from each other. They have not supplemented but rather opposed each other in a perpetual conflict.”22

I shall return to these issues of interrelationship in a later chapter. For now, it is necessary to lay the groundwork by considering the primarily significant facts of the life and public career of the Prophet Muhammad and the theological and ethical content of the Holy Book of Islam, the Koran. Without knowledge and sensitive evaluation of these basic data, no intelligent dialogue with Islam, or with individual Muslims, is possible.


II

THE LIFE OF MUHANNAD, A SKETH

The first matter to be clarified is the authenticity of sources. The primary source for the emergence of Islam is the Koran, and here we are on relatively sure ground. A large part of the Koran had already been written down before the death of Muhammad in 632 C.E. The Prophet himself apparently did not write anything,1 but surahs (chapters) or parts thereof are said to have been written by the believers on palm leaves, white stones, the breastbones of humans or animals, leather, and some bits of papyrus: that is, on any material available where paper was not known until the eighth century (K 80:13). New surahs were continually added to the corpus as long as Muhammad was alive. It is said that he employed secretaries for the writing, but in the early or Meccan period of his prophethood the ordinary believers must have done this writing themselves, for we read in the Koran that the Book is read or recited to the Meccans (K 29:51). Much, too, was evidently committed to memory in those days when most literature was transmitted by word of mouth.

According to the traditional Muslim view, the first caliph (khalifah) or successor, Abu Bakr, in the year after Muhammad’s death ordered the scattered portions of the Koran to be collected. The immediate occasion was the death in battle of a large number of those who knew much or all of it by heart. Modern scholars, however, doubt whether this work was completed under either Abu Bakr or his successor, Umar. Variations of readings were found in the copies in use, perhaps largely due to the inadequate Kufic script. We are also told that some collections contained more and some less than what came to be the authorized version.2 The third caliph Uthman (644–656 C.E.) was responsible for establishing this authorized text and he apparently ordered the destruction of the rival copies. Only the Muslims of Kufa (north and east of Medina) refused to accept Uthman’s version, and their text is reported to have been extant as late as 1000 C.E. Muhammad’s secretary, Zayd ibn-Thabit of Medina (Madinah), had evidently been active in preliminary work under Abu Bakr and Umar, and he took a prominent part in the work of the commission to which Uthman entrusted the task of establishing the authorized version.

This work was probably completed within 20 or 25 years of the Prophet’s death, with the consequence that the Koran constitutes source material possessing a degree of textual purity rare in the history of religious literature. It furnishes us, therefore, with singularly reliable material regarding Muhammad’s life and person and the content of his proclamation teaching. But what it tells us of his life is relatively meager, and Islam has from the beginning drawn on other sources for details. In these other sources, or traditions, we meet with formidable problems of authenticity.

During his life, not only did Muhammad communicate to the believers what he believed to be the Word of God, but the Prophet also gave authoritative direction for the ordering of the community’s practical (personal, social, economic, political) and more specifically religious duties. As we shall see, the genius of Islam from the beginning of the Medinan period was that it made no distinction between religious and secular realms, between what we choose to call church and state. With the death of Muhammad, this authoritative direction came to an end. He was so esteemed that no caliph could ever be regarded as possessing authority in the same way as the Prophet.

The Koran was, of course, the final authority, but it was not possible to derive from it specific direction for all of life’s particular contingencies and it, too, required authoritative explanation. The first generation of Muslims accordingly used as their authoritative guide, apart from and subsidiary to the Koran, their memory of what Muhammad had said and done. In the first generation, especially among the community at Medina, where large numbers possessed personal memory, it evidently worked effectively and possessed a high degree of authenticity. But very soon it became clear that what the Prophet was reported to have said and done was not always the same as what in fact he had said and done. Differing reports and many obvious forgeries emerged to confound the community.3

Several relatively small collections of these traditions (hadith) were made during the Umayyad dynasty (661–750 C.E.).4 In time, the collections greatly increased in size, partly in response to the changing conditions and needs of the vastly expanded Arab Empire, and large numbers of the items were recognized by Muslim scholars as spurious. No collection of the hadith has ever been recognized as canonical, although many, like Ahmad ibn Hanbal, the founder of the conservative Hanbali school of Islamic law, have attempted to create dependable and authoritative collections.

One principle emerged by which authentic hadith were to be distinguished from spurious, the principle whereby authenticity is constituted by the proper backing or support (isnad) of a chain (sanad) of narrators. “Proper” backing is established by the inclusion of the name of each person in a chain of witnesses that must extend from an eyewitness or companion of the Prophet to the scholar who writes down the hadith. Investigating the authenticity of hadith by ascertaining whether the chain of witnesses was historically valid and by questioning the veracity of each link in the chain became one of the chief religious sciences of Islam.5

The weaknesses of this procedure are obvious. If it is possible to create spurious hadith, it is also possible to forge the names of witnesses. Both devices were frequently employed to establish rival claims to the caliphate, to condemn the positions of opposing theological schools—in short, for selfish and partisan purposes. Furthermore, investigation of the moral character and truthfulness of the witnesses is necessarily highly subjective. Also the isnad technique was developed only in the third and fourth generations, after many altered or spurious hadith had already come into general circulation. Worse, this methodology generally took precedence over consideration of the intrinsic probability of tradition in terms of its contextual fitness to the best authenticated facts of the Prophet’s life and teaching, especially as these are known from the Koran.

The result is that while the hadith constitute our primary source for almost all the early history of Islam and give much detail regarding Muhammad’s life and ethical directions, it is as yet exceedingly difficult to determine the historical authenticity of much of this material. Muslim scholars have generally not employed the kind of historical/critical criteria that Western scholars deem necessary, and the latter have not sufficiently examined the vast amount of material that must be considered. Even by the procedure of Muslim scholars, relatively few of the hadith could be authenticated as genuine and, in consequence, many Western scholars are inclined to admit even fewer.6 Nevertheless, we should not reject the hadith in toto, as some Western critics have wished to do. Even spurious material may be useful in reflecting developments in the Islamic community.7 In consideration of Muhammad’s life and activity, however, we need to remember that we must exercise great caution in accepting that which does not come from the Koran itself.8

Mention may be made of the life of the Prophet compiled by Muhammad ibn Ishaq of Medina (died ca. 768 C.E.). This work is not extant in its original form, although much of it has been reconstructed from quotations in later authors. Ibn Ishaq was accused by at least one of his prominent contemporaries of transmitting false material, but his work seems to have been the most authentic and the earliest biography of the Prophet.

The Time and the Place

The man who became the Arab Prophet par excellence and the greatest statesman of his time was born in Mecca around the year 570–571 C.E. The first entirely certain date in his life is that of the Hijrah, or migration of the small Muslim community from Mecca to Medina in 622. His prophetic activity at Mecca is known to have lasted at least ten years, but the accounts of his age at the time of his call vary from 40 to 43. His name is regularly cited in the Koran as Muhammad, except that once it appears as Ahmad (K 61:6).9 He was born of a clan of minor importance in the Quraysh tribe, the Hashim.

Both the time and the place of Muhammad’s career are of great importance in understanding the emergence of Islam as the latest of historic worldwide religions. The time of Muhammad’s prophetic activity coincided with the decline in political and cultural power of the great empires to the north, east, and west of the Arabian peninsula.

From at least six thousand years before the time of the Christ, perhaps even from ten thousand years before, all the advanced civilizations of humanity—except the Yangtze River civilization of China and the Indus Valley civilization of northern India—developed close to the borders of Arabia. Pharaonic Egypt, the Hittite, Assyrian, and Babylonian empires, and the empire of the Medes and the Persians were all off the northern or western borders of the main body of the Arabian peninsula. They were followed by the empires of Alexander the Great and his successors from 334 B.C.E. and the Roman Empire from 64 B.C.E., all of which encompassed the eastern Mediterranean littoral and much of the Middle East. The peoples of the dry hinterland of Arabia, largely of Semitic ethnic and linguistic stock, seem not to have shared in the cultural life and activity of these great empires, but they were, of course, aware of them and not untouched by their influence.

For a concatenation of circumstances and events, comparable to the time of Muhammad, we may properly look a thousand years before to Alexander the Great. Following the death of his father, Philip, in 336 B.C.E., Alexander quickly reestablished Macedonian hegemony over Greece and beyond it to the north and west. His famous march to the east began evidently with a plan to conquer the kingdom of Persia in retaliation for Persian efforts to conquer Greece from the times of the earlier Persian kings Darius I and Xerxes I more than a hundred years earlier.

Alexander’s astonishing career led him to the borders of India and beyond, and brought about an empire of vast geographical scope and cultural impact that changed history for the next thousand years. Alexander’s motives were no doubt mixed, but, steeped as he was in Greek literature and its traditions of heroic and libertarian ideals, he clearly desired to promote the diffusion of this culture and its spirit as widely as he could. It was Alexander’s policy to treat native religions and customs with respect, a spirit of tolerance that increasingly aimed at breaking down cultural and ethnic barriers between the European West and the Asian East. As Alexander advanced eastward and made increasing political and military use of national peoples, his respect for them evidently developed to a remarkable degree, even to the extent of creating some resentment and resistance among the Macedonian soldiers who had followed him faithfully from the beginning.

Upon Alexander’s death on June 13, 323 B.C.E., this vast new empire was divided among his chief generals, each of whom became the founder of a dynasty that was to last for several generations. Ptolemy secured control of Egypt and Palestine. Seleucus gained control of Babylonia and later of Syria. Neither general had the commanding boldness of Alexander’s cultural vision, nor his spiritual energy, but both, and with their successors, continued to promote the process of Hellenization.

The coming of Roman rule did not significantly alter this process of Hellenization, for the Romans conducted their imperial rule in the eastern Mediterranean and Middle East through the medium of the Greek language and under the aegis of the broader Hellenistic culture. For seven hundred years, the lands bordering the eastern Mediterranean Sea remained under Roman rule, with the eastern borders of the empire varying with the military fortunes of Rome and Parthia (the revitalized and increasingly powerful new form of the ancient Persian Empire).

More than two generations ago, the distinguished British historian of Greece, J. B. Bury, wrote that in some deep sense “the world was waiting to be transformed” by Alexander’s activity.10 I should like to suggest that a similar statement might well be made of the world just before the prophetic career of Muhammad. A similar concatenation of developments and events seems to show a world historical readiness for the acceptance of new influences and consequent political, cultural, and religious changes. The culturally creative power of Christian faith in the Roman Empire both east and west seems to have considerably played itself out with its ever-greater emphasis on minute credal uniformity and religious political unity in place of the vitalities of character-transforming power that characterized the faith in its earlier centuries.

The internal life and activity of the Roman Empire were in significant decline. Areas that had previously known populous cities, thriving industries, and international trade, where sophisticated forms of literary and other cultural life had flourished for centuries, had slipped into depopulation and dilapidation. The internal factors that led to these results were greatly augmented by external forces. Increasing inability to recruit and pay the soldiers needed to maintain the boundaries opened them to invasion in the north and east by wandering tribes of Germanic and Slavic origin. Some of these tribes had already become Christian (albeit Arian), but their cultural level made it no longer possible to maintain the former cohesive unity of the Roman Empire. Substantial areas of Britain, Gaul (France), Spain, Italy, and North Africa came under the political rule and increasing cultural dominance of these largely illiterate tribes.11

The eastern portion of the Roman Empire, with its capital in Constantinople, or Byzantium, in northern Greece (now western Turkey), was able to retain a far larger measure of its politico-military power, its cultural and specifically religions institutions. It was able to maintain its northern borders mostly if not always intact against pressures from Germanic-Gothic or Slavic tribes. The empire in the East, however, was afflicted by the almost constant warfare—for some centuries before Muhammad’s lifetime—with the Persian Empire of the Sassanid dynasty. Trade with India and Asia farther to the east had become an important part of the economic life of the Byzantine Empire, and the revitalized Persian Empire had the power to block overland trade routes. The armed conflict that resulted seems to have been an important factor in the internal weakening of both empires. In fact, a climax in intensity of this rivalry occurred during the very period of Muhammad’s public prophethood. The Persians defeated the Byzantines in battle, conquered Syria and Egypt, and entered Jerusalem in 614. But soon the situation was reversed and the Persians eventually sued for peace, leaving the Byzantine provinces they had occupied. In 630, only two years before the death of Muhammad, a symbolic conclusion to the hostility was effected by the restoration to Jerusalem of the alleged True Cross of Christ, taken by the Persians in 614.

Another factor in the weakening of the Byzantine Empire was religious. Emperor Constantine I was determined to obtain religious unity as an instrument for achieving political and social unity. An imperial church and a policy of imperial government interference in ecclesiastical affairs became the accepted norm. Deviation from official orthodoxy became civil crime and religious heresy.

Unity or conformity in human life, whether religious or political, is far more often desired than achieved, and all the forces of imperial authority were not able to prevent the development of variations in the forms and practices of Christian faith. Disputes between the theological schools of Antioch in Syria and Alexandria in Egypt in the first half of the fifth century led to the emergence of two so-called heresies, the Nestorian and the Monophysite. Nestorius, patriarch of Constantinople during the years 428 to 432, was actually closer to the position of the church of Rome than his victorious rival, Cyril of Alexandria (patriarch 412–444). Similarly, the proponents of the position known as Monophysitism followed the views of Cyril with little variation. What ensued, however, was that many of the Semitic and Coptic subjects of the Byzantine Empire combined their grievances against the cultural and political dominance of the Greek-speaking Byzantines into a heady blend of ethnic disaffection and religious resentment. Following the Council of Chalcedon in 451, Palestine, Egypt, and then Syria experienced almost revolutionary turmoil, and much of Byzantine imperial policy over the following two centuries consisted of attempts, generally unsuccessful, to lessen or modify these tensions. The later “success” of Muslim arms in these areas is owed in no small measure to this history of tensions wherein ethnicity and politics long carried as much—or more—weight as the niceties of theological doctrine. And, as we shall see, a major thrust of Muhammad’s prophetic teaching was to brush aside fine theological distinctions or theological speculation that seemed to divert believers from their primary responsibility to believe and to surrender (Islam means “surrender,” or “full commitment”) to the Lord of the Worlds.

Muhammad’s Early Life and Gall to Prophethood

Muhammad’s father, Abdullah, is said by some sources to have died before the child was born; others record that he lived until the boy was 28 months old. His mother, Aminah, died when he was about six years of age, and he was reared by his grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib and, after the latter’s death, by his paternal uncle Abu Talib.

We know very little of Muhammad’s early years. Tradition relates that when he was 12, he accompanied his uncle on a caravan journey to Syria, on which trip he met a Christian monk named Bahira who hailed him as God’s messenger.12 More reliable is the account contained in a manuscript of Muhammad’s earliest biographer Ibn Ishaq. According to this, Zayd ibn Amr ibn Nufayl, who was very likely a Hanif, one of the group of emerging monotheists in Mecca at the time of Muhammad’s youth, was remembered by the Prophet himself as reproving him for his worship of idols. “He was the first to blame me for worshipping idols and forbade me to do so.” The incident is described in some detail with the Apostle’s conclusion: “After that with that knowledge I never stroked an idol of theirs nor did I sacrifice to them until God honored me with His apostleship.”13

This account requires elaboration. At the time of Muhammad’s youth, a majority of the people of the Arabian peninsula south of Palestine and Syria were what we may perhaps best designate as polytheistic. There seems to have been some sense of a high God called Allah (the God in Arabic), but this awareness was apparently overshadowed by closer and more vivid relationships with “lesser” spirits associated with particular places, such as springs, wells, and trees. Before the emergence of Islam, many persons also evidently had small stone images of religious significance in their homes. Both Judaism and Christianity conceived of the Creator God of their faith as indeed Creator also of a heavenly host of archangels, angels, and other spirits. They were, however, generally more insistent on the supreme authority and supervising control of the Creator over all things created, whether material or spiritual. This decisive aspect of authentically monotheistic faith, a cosmically ordered worldview, seems to have been lacking in much of Arabia, but various influences emanating from the historic monotheistic faiths were strongly at work and evidently growing in force.14

As we have noted, there was no organized community of Christian or Jewish faith in Mecca at the time of Muhammad’s youth. The towns of Najran, Sana, and others to the south and east of Mecca seem to have been the only places with a substantial number of Christian believers. Some of the oases, however, in the western portion of the Arabian peninsula had groups within them who were Jewish in faith and practice. We shall see that the city of Medina, the birthplace of Muhammad’s mother, which was three hundred miles to the north of Mecca and the place where Islam was to find its first public recognition, had a culturally and economically significant minority community of Jewish believers. These were evidently in most cases ethnic Arabs, converts or the descendants of converts to Jewish faith. There must also, however, have been communication with Jewish Palestine and some passage of personnel.

In Mecca, again, the polytheistic tradition was still strong, in large part because its sanctuary of the Ka’bah was the object of religious pilgrimage for persons from all over the Arabian peninsula. Hubal, the chief deity associated with this shrine, was represented there by an image in human form. The Ka’bah itself, now famous across the world as the central focus of Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca, was a simple cube-like (hence the name) structure that served to house a black meteorite long venerated as a fetish giving spiritual power, which seems, furthermore, to have been connected with Abraham by a tradition existing from before the time of Muhammad.15

But in spite of the continuance of polytheistic faith and practices in Mecca—the pilgrimages also contributed substantially to the financial prosperity of the city—it seems clear that Allah was regarded by many in Mecca as the supreme Creator, Provider, and Helper in peril (K 6:10–23). If this were not the case, it is hard to see how the early Meccan surahs recorded in the Koran would have been intelligible to the hearers of Muhammad. Terms like prophet, scripture, revelation, prayer, and praise were used in his messages without explanation and imply a background of corresponding knowledge in the community. The name of Muhammad’s father was Abdullah (Abd Allah, the slave of Allah). We may perhaps conclude that a kind of incipient monotheism was emerging widely in the Arabian peninsula, of which in Mecca the Hanifs were particular examples.

The word hanif originally meant “those who turn away” (from idol worship) but later came to have the more general puritan sense of “upright” because persons of this group considered the right way to be that of right conduct and right belief.16 They apparently did not form an organized community but were clearly dissatisfied with the common beliefs and practices of the polytheism of the day. From the Koran, it is reasonable to infer that this group, however loosely related, believed itself to be followers of the religion of Abraham and to worship the same God as Jews and Christians. Muhammad ibn Ishaq, an early biographer of the Prophet, identifies the group with a collective noun, Hanifiya, and affirms their spiritual lineage as deriving from Abraham. The elderly Waraqa ibn Naufal, however, of whom we shall take note later in connection with the prophetic call of Muhammad, seems to have been known specifically as a Christian.17

Polytheistic Arabs evidently developed no cosmogony or mythology of a complexity to compare with that of the Babylonians. They appear to have had no faith concept of a resurrection, for instance, beyond perhaps, like the early Hebrews and Greeks, some vague notion of continued existence in an underworld after physical death. It was of another order of perception in comparison with the clarity and power of Muhammad’s early preaching.18 Increasing numbers of Arabs, however, especially among the townspeople, many of whom through their trading activities had come to acquire considerable knowledge of other peoples and cultures, came to be dissatisfied with the prevailing religious situation. There was, furthermore, a notable lack of specifically religious commitment of any force or consistency, a lack quite out of keeping with the ethical ideals of Arabic pre-Islamic poetry, denoted especially by the word muruah, a term indicative of courage, loyalty, generosity, and “protection of the weak in peace.”19 It has been said that the mercantile leaders of Mecca of the time of Muhammad had developed “intellectual faculties and moral qualities of prudence and self-restraint” of a high order for the Arabia of their time.20 There seem, therefore, to have been forces at work at deeper levels of Arab life of which prevailing religious concepts and practices were quite unable to take account of or deal with adequately.

The Hanifs in Mecca, then, seem to have been a specific religio-ethical expression of this dissatisfaction, a dissatisfaction that coexisted with aspiration for a better order of things in both individual and corporate life among those who were unaligned with Judaism or Christianity. The British translator of the Koran Mohammed M. Pickthall describes the Hanifs in Mecca as more individual seekers than persons forming a community, “each seeking truth by the light of his own inner consciousness.”21 It is, however, of the highest significance for a proper understanding of the person and the prophetic career of Muhammad to note that he was evidently one of these Hanifs.

Tradition is unanimous in affirming that Muhammad came to be employed by a wealthy widow of the Quraysh tribe, Khadijah, who was independently carrying on the trading activity of her husband after his death.22 Although she is said to have been 15 years his senior, this noble-minded lady was evidently so impressed with Muhammad’s person and competence that she proposed marriage. Muhammad was then perhaps 25 and, from this point, his life emerges into the relatively clear light of recorded history. Their married life of 26 years was evidently happy and Muhammad took no other wife until after her death. There were two sons and four daughters born of this marriage, both sons dying in infancy.23

We find in one of the early Meccan surahs unmistakable evidence of the transformation in life wrought by this marriage, which Muhammad evidently believed to be according to the will and guidance of Allah. The Lord of the Worlds tells him that his latter portion will be better than his former and reminds him that He (Allah) found him a wandering and destitute orphan. Therefore, Muhammad (and the Muslims) are not to oppress the orphan or drive the beggar away. His discourse is to be of the bounty of his Lord (K 93:4–10). This passage, reminiscent of the highest levels of Hebrew prophecy,24 also reveals that, by his marriage to Khadijah, Muhammad came to possess a new position of means and rank within the Meccan community. Tradition records that for his conduct in these years he was called al-Amin, “the trustworthy.”25 He also made use of his relative leisure to withdraw for meditation and prayer to a little cave on the hill of Hira outside Mecca.26

In this place in the month of Ramadan (610 C.E.), on what later came to be named “the Night of Power,” Muhammad received his call to prophethood. He heard a voice, which three times commanded him to recite:

Recite: In the Name of thy Lord who

created Man of a blood-clot.

Recite: And thy Lord is the Most Generous,

who taught by the Pen,

taught Man that he knew not (K 96:1–5).

This was evidently his first revelation, the first of many that were to come to him throughout his subsequent life.

From the Koran itself, it is clear that Muhammad experienced other modes of revelation, specifically visions or vivid dreams that he considered revelations from the Lord Most High, “terrible in power, very strong,” revelations sharply distinguished from “the word of an accursed Satan” (K 53:1–18; 81:15–25; cf. 8:45–46). It is not clear whether the two visions here referred to occurred before or after his call to prophethood; some scholars think that these visions, and possibly others, may have occurred before the experience of call to prophethood.27 Another mode of perception may have been simply awareness of divine meaning that Muhammad naturally and easily turned into his native Arabic. One passage in the Koran refers to God’s speaking to mortals as “from behind a veil,” a mode of divine communication seen as alternative to “revelation” or the sending of a messenger (K 42:50). Muhammad held firmly throughout his subsequent life to a conviction that he was the receiver of authentic and true revelations from the Lord of the Worlds.

Analysis of the content of the revelation involved in the call of Muhammad indicates three themes: that the Revealer is the Creator of all humanity; that the nature or character of this Creator, who is also Sovereign Lord, is generous and gracious (all surahs of the Koran but one begin with the phrase, “In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate”); and that the Lord of all Being reveals to humans that which “he knew not,” through the instrumentation of the human word.

Muhammad is called both nabi, “prophet,” and rasul, or “messenger, apostle, one who is sent,” terms that are to be understood primarily in the significance given them in the Judeo-Christian Scriptures. Among the pre-Islamic Arabs, there existed a class of shamans called shairs (knowers) who received special knowledge from a familiar spirit (jinn or shaytan). This term later came to have the meaning of “poet” because these shamans uttered their predictions or communications in a rhymed prose with a rough rhythm.28 Muhammad, however, strongly dissociated himself from the shamans, even though he was called a mad poet by some of his fellow Meccans (K 36:69; cf. 69:41–42; 37:35).29 He was the receiver of revelations from the Lord of the Worlds, although he was evidently in a kind of trance, an altered state of consciousness, when he received them. Muhammad was, it seems, able to remember with considerable precision what he heard or saw in this altered state. He apparently became chilled in this condition and regularly wrapped himself in a cloak (K 73:1; 74:1). He may also have had what we now call “out of body” experiences (K 17:1). Both Muhammad and his followers came to believe that the inspired words he received while in trance or in vision had primary revelatory significance, and his followers evidently did not confuse them with his directions, however wise and intrinsically worthy of respect, given as a consequence of normal processes of thought.

Unlike the “poets,” Muhammad emphasized the clarity of the revelations he received (K 2:93). He made a plain communication of the message given him (K 5:92).30 He was given divine revelation, he believed, as the Lord had revealed to “Noah, and the Prophets after him, and We revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the Tribes, Jesus and Job, Jonah and Aaron and Solomon, and as We gave to David Psalms, and Messengers We have already told thee of before and Messengers We have not told thee of; and unto Moses God spoke directly” (K 4:162). Muhammad insisted that he was not motivated by unwholesome curiosity toward the invisible realms; he did not claim to possess the (hidden) treasures of Allah nor to have personal knowledge of the unseen. He was no angel, he asserted, and followed only that which was revealed to him (K 81:24; 6:50, 107).31 The unseen belongs to Allah (K 10:21). Furthermore, nowhere in the Koran, to my knowledge, does Muhammad say that his reception of divine revelation was perfect or his verbal expression thereof inerrant. Like Hebrew prophecy before him, however eloquent or heart-searching, the style was rough-hewn. The process as a whole seemed also to involve the travail of the human heart in understanding, appropriating, and communicating what was perceived as divine message (K 2:92–93).

At first, however, Muhammad was evidently not at all sure that his experience was not of the same kind as that of the “poets.” According to tradition, on the same “Night of Power” after being awakened from the trance and remembering the words “as if inscribed on his heart,” he went out of the cave and heard the same terrifying voice say to him, “O Muhammad! Thou art Allah’s messenger and I am Gabriel (Jidril)” He looked up and saw the angel standing in the sky in the likeness of a man, and the voice spoke the same words again to him. He remained where he was for a long while until the vision vanished. He then returned in great disturbance of mind to his wife. It is not entirely certain that the voice was identified on this first occasion as that of Gabriel, for we read that the voices of the early revelations varied and sometimes sounded like the “reverberating of bells.”32 Khadijah, however, comforted him with her assurance that, because of his conduct, Allah would not let an evil spirit harm him or lead him astray.

On their return to Mecca, it is recorded that Khadijah took Muhammad to her cousin Waraqa ibn Naufal, a very old man “who knew the Scriptures of the Jews and Christians,” evidently another Hanif, and who gave his view that the heavenly messenger who had appeared to Muhammad was the same as the one who had long before come to Moses.33 The early biographers of the Prophet relate how it was supremely his wife who “tested the spirit” of the early revelations he received and persuaded him that they were good in content and therefore of Allah.34 Gradually, as the revelations continued, the conviction grew and was strengthened that he had indeed been chosen as the slave of Allah and the Prophet of his people.35

It is important to realize that the goodness and the power of God were prominent in what seem to be among the earliest of Muhammad’s messages to his fellow Meccans. In the context of the incipient, if vague, monotheism slowly emerging among thoughtful Arabs in and outside Mecca, Muhammad’s focus was to call the attention of hearers to the evidence for providential goodness to be seen in the processes of nature and events of human history. If the power of God is to be seen in the works of nature, his goodness may equally be seen in the generous provision he makes for the support and growth of all that lives (K 88:17–20; 80:24–32; 106:1–2). A central element of Muhammad’s message from the earliest period to the latest was the call to praise the Creator; he considered ingratitude among the most heinous of sins (K 87:1–4; 17:45–46; 80:16). Like Hebrew Prophets before him, Muhammad coupled his own experience of the goodness of God with its proper human ethical responses. And he saw the social and economic injustice perpetrated by the powerful merchant families of Mecca against the background of the goodness and the unity of God (K 89:18–21). In an early Meccan surah, we read that the Creator has made available two ways for humanity. One is the “steep,” the upward path, and this is defined as:

The freeing of a slave,

or giving food upon a day of hunger

to an orphan near of kin

or a needy man in misery;

then that he become of those who believe

and counsel each other to be steadfast,

and counsel each other to be merciful.

(K 90:10–17; cf. Deut. 30:15–20; Mic. 6:8).

These early messages in Mecca show that, in basic outline, Muhammad stood within the structures of Judeo-Christian monotheism. He followed that tradition with its concept of God as Creator and Sovereign Lord, with its belief in a final resurrection and judgment. And, as we have seen, he most assuredly believed in divine revelation. The very earliest messages manifest a belief in the Last Day, or Day of Doom, but it is clear that Muhammad also believed in a moral order operative in human history wherein human conduct—faith and works together—is rewarded or punished according to its quality of religious commitment and ethical nature (K 89:11; 91:15). Muhammad saw this moral order operative in the rise and fall of empires and in individual human experience, but he expressed this faith in proclamation rather than in niceties of quantitative assignment (K 22:44–47). The Last Day will demonstrate the perfection of divine judgment (K 99:6–8). For now, let all persons return to their Lord (K 96:8).

For perhaps the first three years after his call, Muhammad proclaimed his faith and message only to his family and close friends. Conversions were at first secretly made, but the small group’s practice of daily prayer made their new commitment known. The response of the larger community was to mock Muhammad as mad. The statements in the Koran that refer to public opinion of him in the Meccan period probably all derive from the time of his public preaching, but they reveal the intensity of hostility and contempt in the general reaction. He was called a man possessed (K 15:6; 68:2), bewitched (K 17:51), treated as a jest (K 25:43), lying sorcerer (K 38:3). Muhammad, for his part, came to realize that no messenger was sent by God but that people said he was a sorcerer or a man possessed (K 51:52). And there are indeed statements in the Koran that indicate this “acrimonious obduracy” on the part of the Meccans at times caused deep anguish and even physical wasting in Muhammad personally (K 26:3; 18:5; cf. Jer. 20:7–18).

Muhammad’s first convert was his wife, whose decision was evidently made in no small part as a result of the influence of her Hanif cousin Waraqa. His cousin Ali was perhaps second and then his servant Zayd, formerly a slave.36 His father-in-law, Abu Bakr, followed, together with some of his slaves and dependents. However, the leader of the most powerful and aristocratic Umayyad branch of the Quraysh, Abu Sufyan, remained resolutely apart.

At the end of the third year of this kind of private witness, the Prophet received what he believed to be the command to proclaim his message in public (K 74:2). From this time, converts were gradually added, although never in large numbers and mainly among the lower classes and slaves. Hostility from the leading personages of the Quraysh grew correspondingly (K 43:31).37 This hostility evidently did not derive primarily from their opposition to the content of Muhammad’s faith and proclamation per se, but from concern lest they lose their profitable position as custodians of the Ka’bah, in which was placed the black stone of Mecca that had long been the center of pilgrimage for pagan Arabs from the entire peninsula. They consequently turned from verbal ridicule to active persecution short of physical violence, measures that were in various ways particularly felt by the poorer and socially defenseless members. The nature and extent of this persecution were such that Muhammad advised those Muslims who could do so to emigrate to the Christian land of Ethiopia.38 First 11 and then 83 families emigrated to Ethiopia in 615 C.E. The Negus of that country protected the emigrants and refused to deliver them into the hands of their enemies. The Muslims were also given complete freedom to practice their religion in their own manner.39

The presence of Abu Bakr as a respected and well-to-do merchant gave the small Muslim community some substance in Mecca, and the sturdy protection of Muhammad by his uncle Abu Talib compelled the Quraysh to caution, as they did not dare to provoke an Arab blood feud. The accession of Umar ibn al-Khattab, who as the second caliph was to be a leading figure in the establishment of the Islamic state, gave even further substance to the community.40 The Quraysh became alarmed and tried to arrange a compromise, offering to make Muhammad their ruler if he would give up his attacks on idolatry and allow some qualified status for their gods. Muhammad was at first apparently willing to make some adjustment,41 but it was found impossible for both sides to be satisfied and the negotiations failed. The Quraysh tried other measures, with the result that Muhammad and his kinsmen were forced to live separately in one of the gorges leading to Mecca.42

In the midst of this highly unfavorable environment, Muhammad committed his cause to Allah (K 40:44), and revelations continued to come to him. These he faithfully proclaimed to the believers. It should be noted that he was apparently not able to control the coming of revelations, for there was a period when they ceased, a fact of no small embarrassment (K 93:3). From a reference in the Koran, we may infer that his manner of teaching was to use both public proclamation and private appeal (K 71:8).

Something of the nature and habits of Muhammad’s religious life at this time may be inferred from statements in the Koran that, sometimes alone and sometimes with a group of believers, he spent “nearly two-thirds of the night, or a half of it or a third of it,” in prayer (K 72:2–4, 20). The depth and fervency of his worship are also suggested by the lines that “those who are with Him wax not too proud to do Him service neither grow weary, glorifying Him by night and in the daytime and never failing” (K 21:19–20). His relations to the believers is revealed by a surah, which, although belonging to the late Medinan period, describes with at least equal truth the situation of the more intimate Meccan days. The messenger who had come to them, Muhammad declares, is one of them,43 full of concern and pity, gentle toward the believers, a man deeply pained when in any way they suffer (K 9:129). He is closer to the believers than their very selves (K 33:6). The nature of this relationship is also revealed by the oft reiterated statement that no fee is ever requested by Muhammad for his prophetic role, a role which clearly also comprised pastoral dimensions (K 6:92; 36:20; cf. 1 Cor. 9:12–18).

Muhammad’s language of self-designation included that of the slave of Allah. He was the messenger of God, but only a messenger, mortal, like those who had gone before (K 2:21; 3:73, 144; 17:95; 48:28–29). He was only a hearer (of God’s revelation), but a hearer of good, a man who trusts others and a mercy to believers (K 9:61). He was a messenger of the truth, the bringer of good tidings and warning, a summoner to God by His permission, and a lamp that gives light (K 2:113; 33:44–45). In the Meccan days, he was frequently asked for a portent from God to confirm his mission; he could only point to the wonders of the created world (K 6:37–38; cf. Mark 8:11–12), and to the unique wonder of his “recitation” (Koran), which was such, he contended, as could never be invented by humans unaided (K 10:38–39; 2:21). Muhammad could never “guide”; this is the prerogative of Allah (K 28:56). He was not a guardian of persons; God alone is their Protector (K 17:50–51; 42:7). Muhammad was told that he was not to be held responsible for the response of others, only for his own (K 4:83; cf. Ezek. 3:16–21).

Yet Muhammad clearly had a high view of his role as God’s messenger, as high in his mind as any of those who had come before him. Men and women should come, he declared, to that which God has revealed and to the messenger; they should ask forgiveness of God and the messenger; they should obey God and the messenger, although such is the prerogative of every messenger (by Allah’s leave) (K 4:61–64, 83).44 These concepts came to be formulated most clearly and forcefully in the Medinan period, after the “preaching became a polity”; the admonition to the believers to refer any dispute to Allah and the messenger occurs in a Medinan surah and may have been conceived first in that period (K 4:62; cf. 1 Cor. 11:1). Of the same period is the teaching that it is no more proper to question Muhammad than for the Jews to have questioned Moses (K 2:103), and that whoever opposes God and his Messenger, his punishment is the fire of Gehenna (K 9:61–64).

It should not be thought that Muhammad was an unrelieved autocrat. He was instructed not only to be lenient and to pardon, but also to consult with others in the conduct of affairs (K 3:153). His conception of prophethood was that the messenger of God, however he may be (initially) scorned and rejected, ultimately receives victory both in this world and in the hereafter (K 22:15). Yet Muhammad’s assumption of political authority was primarily for religious purposes, a fact consistently demonstrated by his manner of life at Medina. He saw his function as that of the messenger who will recite Allah’s revelations, instruct men and women in this Scripture and in wisdom, and purify their lifestyle (K 2:123). He believed himself to be a bringer of good tidings, that men and women may have a sure footing with their Lord (K 10:2). He was concerned to break down the old barriers of clan and social rank.45 It is clear that he was neither implacable nor vindictive (K 63:5; 60:7; 33:24). Muhammad’s call was to penitence before God, penitence leading to submission and obedience to the divine will, a religious posture evidently little practiced in Arabia at that time but now offered as a saving, transforming option for all persons (K 50:8, 30, 31–34). The gracious protection and guidance of Allah had been ever great toward him (K 4:113); Allah and his angels bless the Prophet (K 33:56). But he was ready to admit his own faults and proclaim publicly Allah’s corrections of his words and deeds, at Medina and at Mecca (K 33:37; 66:1; 80:1–10). Throughout the Koran, there are countless references to Muhammad’s role as a messenger and Prophet. Only once, however, does the phrase occur that has been made so much of in subsequent Muslim thought, that Muhammad is the Seal of the Prophets (K 33:40).46

The situation in Mecca did not improve. Muhammad’s loyal wife died, as did his uncle Abu Talib, his chief protector against the Quraysh.47 Muhammad tried to find support and protection from nomadic tribes that attended mercantile fairs held in Mecca. Even though there were Christian believers among them, his efforts brought no substantial results. These events, coupled with strong opposition from Abu Lahab, the new leader of the Hashim clan, evidently led Muhammad to feel that the future of the movement lay elsewhere. He then made an exploratory trip to the upland town of Sana, 40 miles to the east of Mecca. He tried negotiations with some leading men there and also proclaimed his message for several days, but met not only abuse and insult, he was so pelted with stones that he was compelled to flee, cut and bleeding. On returning to Mecca, moreover, he was not permitted to enter the city until he secured the protection of a distinguished citizen, al-Mut’im ibn Adi. This was the lowest point in the worldly fortunes of the Prophet.

At about this time (ca. 620 C.E.), six pilgrims came to Mecca from the city of Medina, as yet called Yathrib, the birthplace of Muhammad’s mother. They had come to worship at the Ka’bah, but listened to the Prophet’s message, believed it and the man, and returned to Medina, in effect, as convinced Muslims. Conditions at Medina were such as to provide fertile ground for the growth of this tiny seed. The city had been long disturbed by violence issuing from the feuds of two Arab tribes, the Aus and Khazraj, each of which was supported by different Jewish tribes. All were evidently weary of the strife and looked for a leader to mediate.

The enthusiastic commendations of the six pilgrims were successful in making possible a meeting the next year between Muhammad and a delegation of a dozen men from Medina at the neutral spot of Mina. These, too, apparently accepted the faith of Islam. The presence of strong Jewish communities in their midst had evidently predisposed the Medinans to a monotheistic faith, but not to becoming Jews.48 Then in 622 C.E., a deputation of about 75 men and women came to Mecca as pilgrims and invited Muhammad to Medina, pledging him their full physical and spiritual support.

The Meccans became aware of what was happening and pursued the returning pilgrims, of whom, however, all but one or two were able to return safely to their city. In anger, the Meccans renewed their persecution of the Muslims with such severity that Muhammad decided to order the entire community of believers to migrate to Medina, an action that had evidently been contemplated for the previous two years. More than a hundred men were able to slip away safely, with only the Prophet, Abu Bakr, and Ali remaining. Leaving the last to look after the women and children, who were able to follow later, Muhammad and Abu Bakr also eluded the Meccans and reached Medina, where on September 24, 622 C.E., they received an enthusiastic welcome. Thus was completed the Hijrah (Latin: Hegira), the formal beginning of the Muslim era and of the Muslim state.

The Preaching Becomes Polity

How was it possible for successive groups of people from a distant city to invite a man to become their religious and civil leader, when he was rejected and of so little account in his own city? The answer lies not only in the desperate state of Medina’s need, but also in the quality of the man and his message. Muhammad evoked respect and confidence from those who knew him best.

We have already noted that, in the Meccan days, Muhammad had come to be called al-Amin, the “trustworthy.” In his youth, his character and abilities were such as to make possible the unusual fact of his employer, a wealthy widow, proposing marriage. Tradition relates that Khadijah was particularly impressed by a highly favorable report given of him by an old servant who had accompanied him on a caravan trip.49 Ibn Ishaq’s account of Muhammad’s first vision and call contains the words of the latter’s wife given to comfort him after what was an emotionally shattering experience. Khadijah assured Muhammad that Allah would not deceive him for “He knows your truthfulness, your great trustworthiness, your fine character, and your kindness to your family.”50 These words hardly constitute a verbatim report, but they are evidently in harmony with authentic tradition. From the various statements in the Koran that Allah loves just dealers and from similar injunctions to fair dealing in business, it is clear that Muhammad placed a high value on economic justice and social responsibility (K 60:8). He was a keeper of agreements and a payer of obligations.51 More than this, a forgiving spirit and an element of generosity kept him open-ended in human relationships (K 60:7). He could laugh heartily.52

Muhammad was also a man of eminent common sense. He was able to make shrewd appraisals of people, and he evidently understood the significance of what was happening in the larger world of his time. He has been called the greatest statesman of the age. Not all of this was immediately known to the deputations from Medina, but enough was discernible to give them full confidence. The tact that characterized his relations with others is revealed by an incident recorded of his arrival in Medina. With no house of his own to live in, he was besieged with appeals from all sides to dwell with this family or that, each belonging to one of the factions rending the city. Muhammad refrained from making a decision by leaving it to his camel. The camel finally knelt at a home belonging to two orphans of the clan of Banu Malik ibn al-Najjar and here Muhammad stayed.53

Muhammad was now the head of a religious community that was dominant in the city and increasingly the determining element in civil and religious life. The nature of government at Mecca and Medina left considerable autonomy to the individual tribes and clans, and most community decisions were made as a result of consultation and compromise with the tribal leaders. The system had evidently worked much better at Mecca than at Medina, where the intertribal and clan feuds, exacerbated by religious differences between Jews and pagans, had been so acute as to compel calling in an outsider as mediator and leader.

Muslim tradition is clear that, in the Meccan period, the Prophet had not been given permission by Allah to fight or to shed blood; “he had simply been ordered to call men to God, endure insult, and forgive the ignorant.”54 Muhammad had followed this way with remarkable faithfulness, enduring both insult and physical abuse. From the beginning of the Medinan period, however, he had evidently come to the conviction that since no compromise with idolatry could be allowed, it would be necessary to destroy it by force. “Idolaters whose very existence was an insult to the one true God would have to accept Islam or the sword.”55 This is the principle that gave rise to the widespread notion that the later Muslim armies ruthlessly and indiscriminately compelled conversion wherever they went. The notion, however, is incorrect. With Muhammad, the principle applied only to idolaters, that is, polytheistic pagans. Monotheists, including Jews, Christians, and Sabaeans, were to be allowed to retain their own faith and religious practices; they were later compelled to pay a special tax, however, which came to denote social and religious inferiority.56 A point of great significance in this discussion is that in the expansion of the Islamic empire in the generations following Muhammad’s death, the large majority of the populations “conquered” were already of monotheistic faith and generally welcomed the Muslim troops as liberators from hated Persian, Byzantine, or Roman rule. Conversions of Christians and Jews were almost all voluntary, at least formally, and took place gradually in succeeding generations. Polytheists or pagans were few outside Arabia proper. In Muhammad’s own lifetime, Muslim activity did not go beyond the Arabian peninsula, and we shall see that, in this time and place, relatively little blood was shed. Muhammad consistently preferred negotiation to violence.

The consequence of this policy at Medina was that the whole of the pagan community became Muslim within a short time. It was puzzling and frustrating to Muhammad that the Jews did not welcome him as a brother in the faith. The Jewish tribes had once been dominant in Medina (then Yathrib), but not long before the coming of Muhammad they had been reduced to a subordinate position by the leading pagan Arab tribes of Aus and Khazraj, each Jewish tribe becoming a dependent of one of these two. They maintained, however, a unique religio-cultural ascendancy as a result of their possessing Scripture and practicing “occult” science. Pagan Arabs evidently consulted Jewish rabbis on occasion.57 The Jewish tribes of the area insisted on remaining religiously separate and, after the arrival of Muhammad and the other Muslims from Mecca, were at first allowed to retain their traditional faith and practices. In the charter for the entire community drawn up within a year or two of Muhammad’s arrival in Medina, Jews are mentioned as “a community along with the Muslims.”58 This charter, of which an abstract is extant, established the bond of faith, the brotherhood of Islam, as taking precedence over all other ties, including blood relationships.59 Muhammad now had the legal and religious basis not only for exterminating idolatry, but also for welding the feud-rent community into a harmonious unit. The position of the Jews in the charter, however, was ambiguous. They were allowed to maintain their own existence as a separate religious community, but the charter was an edict of Muhammad the Prophet, and while all disputes must be referred to Allah and to Muhammad in his capacity as political leader, for the Muslims his political authority unquestionably rested on his status as a prophet and it was so promulgated. The Jews thus had to serve a political leader who conceived of his political role as primarily subservient to religious goals that they did not fully accept.60

The Prophet’s task called for tact, firmness, and farsighted planning. The long tradition of pagan life and customs, of unhappy feuds and rivalries, was compounded by the problem of the need for peaceful integration of the Emigrants (Muhajirun) from Mecca into the community of Medinan Muslims (Ansar, “Supporters”). The former in particular suffered considerable economic distress. Muhammad also evidently believed from the beginning of his public mission that his message was at least for all Arabic-speaking peoples. Mecca, as his native city and the place of origin of the faith, remained for him the special object of concern. With the intent to compel the adherence of this important city, he began a series of moves designed to achieve this goal and to give both occupation and economic sustenance to the needy groups in Medina. These moves were small raids, the first of which was the interception of a summer caravan returning from Syria to Mecca. The small scope of these early actions is revealed by the fact that in the first instance only six Muslims and four Quraysh guards of the caravan were involved in the fray. The scope, however, gradually developed into the later battle at Badr in 624, where three hundred Muslims under the leadership of Muhammad himself attacked and put to flight over one thousand Meccans. This victory was made possible in part, it would seem, by the faith of the Muslims in God’s assistance and their consequent fervor, in part by the military skill of the Prophet. The Muslims, both of Medinan and Meccan origin, had initially been very hesitant to move against the Meccans, perhaps largely as a result of traditional Arab fear of the consequences of blood feuds. The Medinans had ties of marriage and blood with Mecca, and trade and participation in the ancient pilgrim rites. Muhammad, however, proclaimed the principle of war against idolatry as a sacred duty (jihad), and in this way he felt able to excuse the fact that the initial attack against the Meccan caravan occurred during the month of Ramadan when, by universal Arab agreement, war was banned.61

In the following year (625 C.E.) at Uhud, the Meccans under Abu Sufyan avenged their defeat,62 largely as the result of a contingent of Muslims deserting their post to seek booty, and Muhammad himself was wounded (K 3:150–153). But defeat proved to be no more than a setback. In the year 627, a force of some ten thousand men, including Bedouin and Ethiopian mercenaries, marched against Medina. Muhammad showed his customary wisdom by taking the advice of a Persian convert, Salman, and had a deep ditch dug about the town where it was open to attack. The trench rendered the enemy’s cavalry useless, and their daily showers of arrows were no more effective. The situation, however, was exceedingly serious for the Muslims, since a Jewish tribe of Medina, the Bani Qurayzah, had evidently conspired with the enemy, and their own forces were greatly outnumbered. Distrust developed between the Quraysh and their Jewish allies, but, according to Muslim tradition, the culminating factor on behalf of the Muslims was a wind that blew in from the sea for three days and nights so strongly that “not a tent could be kept standing, not a fire lighted, not a pot boiled.”63

Whether this description of the fierceness of the wind be hyperbole or not, the besieging forces felt compelled to withdraw at the end of a month, with the total loss of men on both sides, according to different estimates, no more than eight to 20. The nature of the climate and terrain of Arabia does not permit sustained sieges without the kind of logistical support of food and water that was hardly possible at that time. The Jewish tribe failed to make its promised diversionary attack, and the assembled forces returned dispirited to their several homes.

Muhammad then turned to deal with the Jews who had allegedly betrayed Medina in its time of need and had broken the terms of the charter. As noted previously, Muhammad had been singularly disappointed by the refusal of the Jews of Medina to recognize him as an authentic prophet of the God of Israel.64 There had evidently been discussions, perhaps both public and private, in which they showed no sign of openness, and they added ridicule to this spiritual injury. Ibn Ishaq states that when Muhammad proclaimed to the Jews his belief in God and “that which has been sent down on us, and sent down on Abraham and Ishmael, Isaac and Jacob, and the tribes, and in that which was given to Moses and Jesus, and the Prophets, of their Lord,” and added, “We make no division between any of them, and to Him we surrender” (K 3:78; 2:130), the leading Jews answered that “they had no belief in Jesus nor in anyone who believed in him.”65

The relative economic supremacy of the Jewish tribes of Medina must have been an additional irritant, especially to the poor Muhajirun who had emigrated from Mecca. Medina was not only on the west Arabian trade route between Syria and Yemen, it was, unlike Mecca, a well-watered oasis especially suited to the cultivation of date palms. The two main Jewish tribes, the Bani Nadir and the Bani Qurayzah, had been the principal elements in developing this agriculture and profited accordingly. From somewhat later tradition, there is reason to believe that among the Jews there were also physicians, musicians, and merchants.66 They were evidently the cultural elite of Medina. The Jews were not, however, the only opponents of the Prophet. There was also a substantial Arab element in Medina that had become formally Muslim, but resisted in various ways the leadership of Muhammad. In the Koran, these are called the Hypocrites, and allusion is frequently made to them. They evidently sympathized with the Jews and encouraged them (K 59:11).

Relations with the Jews had deteriorated after Badr (624) to the point that Muhammad felt compelled to take measures. The smaller Jewish tribe of Qaynuqah67 was besieged in its fortified towers, subdued, and forced to emigrate to Syria. After Uhud (625), the Jewish tribe of Bani Nadir received the same treatment. The Muslim Hypocrites, contrary to their promise, neither aided the Jews nor went with them into exile. The property of the exiled Jews was divided largely among the poor Muslims, especially the Muhajirun (K 59:5–9). It was about this time that Muhammad, who in prayer had hitherto turned his face toward Jerusalem in the manner of the Jews, directed his followers to pray facing Mecca. He claimed Abraham and Ishmael to have been the founders of the shrine of the Ka’bah in Mecca and thereby established Islam as the independent, although related, Arabic form of faith in the one, true God. Friday was substituted as the special day of worship in place of the Sabbath, Ramadan was made the month of fasting, the call from the minaret (adhari) was established in place of the use of trumpets and gongs.

The measures taken against the Jewish tribe of Bani Qurayzah, after the siege of Medina had been lifted, constitute what some non-Muslims have thought to be the most serious blot on Muhammad’s entire public career. The Qurayzah were attacked and forced to surrender. Their old Arab allies, the Aus, pleaded on their behalf, and Muhammad asked if they, the Aus, would accept the judgment of one of their own leaders. They agreed, and Muhammad then appointed as a judge a man who was suffering from a fatal wound received in the recent fighting with the Meccans, a person hardly in a mental condition conducive to compassion.68 The verdict was that the adult males of the Bani Qurayzah should be killed and the women and children sold as slaves. The sentence was carried out, and the Meccan Emigrants were given possession of the now ownerless date plantations of the Qurayzah. Of about eight hundred male Jews, only one renounced his religion to save his life. Muhammad’s action, to be sure, has been equaled or outdone by nominal Christians and Jews, but as Alfred Guillaume has written, it is hardly to be expected from “one who comes with a message from the Compassionate and Merciful.”69

From the spring of 628, Muhammad began a series of actions designed to encircle and subdue Mecca. After the failure of the Meccan siege of Medina, it became clear in what direction events were moving, and Bedouin tribes from the interior increasingly came on their own initiative to attach themselves to the new movement. The first action against Mecca in 628 may have been intended to be an attack, but when it became obvious en route that military action was premature, the expedition of about 1, 400 men was transformed into a religious pilgrimage. The Muslims met with Meccan negotiators at a place outside Mecca, called Hudaibiya, with the result that a ten-year truce was effected, which permitted the Muslims to perform the pilgrimage to Mecca on the following year and to remain there for three days. Muslims were also given the formal right to proselytize freely within Mecca without hindrance from the Quraysh.

The truce made it possible for increasing numbers of the Bedouin and Meccans to become Muslim, but its military incon-clusiveness evidently disappointed some of the most ardent Muslims. Perhaps to divert their complaints, Muhammad ordered an attack on the Jewish oasis of Khaybar, north of Medina. The Jews of Khaybar are said to have contributed to the Meccan campaign against Medina in 627. This action, which ended in swift victory, although the inhabitants evidently fought with remarkable bravery, was the first instance of Muslim dealings with a conquered non-Muslim people outside Medina. The Jews were forced to give up much of their personal possessions, but were spared their lives and lands. They were also compelled to pay an annual tribute of 50 percent of their produce. This principle, with some modifications, would be adopted for the vast territories that the Muslim armies were to occupy in the succeeding century. Jewish colonies in other places surrendered on the same terms and, in consequence, the Muslim conquerors, including the formerly indigent Emigrants from Mecca, came to be wealthy owners of lands, camels, horses, and weapons (K 33:26–27).

In the following year (629), Muhammad and about two hundred Medinans went on a pilgrimage to Mecca. As a consequence of the truce and the growing power and prestige of the movement, converts had been won in Mecca itself, including some men of position and substance.70 In January of 630, however, the Meccans attacked a tribe that was in alliance with the Muslims71 and, in retaliation for this violation of the truce, Muhammad marched against Mecca with a large-scale expedition of some ten thousand men. The city was taken almost without bloodshed. Muhammad entered the sanctuary of the Ka’bah and with his troops smashed its 360 idols, allegedly declaring, “The truth has come, and falsehood has vanished away” (K 17:83). The inhabitants of Mecca, however, he treated with special magnanimity, although we learn from tradition that the “house” of Abu Sufyan was proscribed—perhaps temporarily. The result was that the whole city accepted him as the Prophet of God and, within a few weeks, a large number of Meccans were fighting in the “cause of Allah” alongside the Medinans.

Islam, which had begun as the movement of a despised minority, had now come into possession of the major centers of the Arabian peninsula. It was in the interests of everyone to conform to it (K 49:17).72 The year 630–631 is called the Year of Deputations (Sanat al-Wufud) because during it delegations flocked from all parts of Arabia to offer allegiance to the Prophet.

The allegiance offered was primarily political and was evidently so understood by Muhammad. The relationships thus created, however, offered opportunity for religious teaching, and Muhammad sent missionaries and political agents to all these places during the last two years of his life.73 Muhammad’s final goal of authentic religious conversion was by no means altogether achieved throughout Arabia, but at least in a formal way idolatry was largely brought to an end in the peninsula. The so-called Declaration of Immunity of 630, which limited pilgrimage to Mecca to Muslims, with the exception of pagans with whom there were treaties in force—and these were not to be renewed—marks a decisive point in the process.

There is no need to consider the minor military campaigns of Muhammad during the Medinan period; in all there were 27, in nine of which there was serious fighting. Brief mention, however, should be made of the military movements against Byzantium. In 629, on hearing that the Byzantine emperor was mustering a force to attack the new Islamic power, the Prophet sent a force of three thousand men to Syria. Tradition records that the Muslims encountered a Byzantine force of 100, 000 and, in spite of their reckless courage, were worsted and compelled to retreat, their three chief leaders killed.74 The next year saw a similar Muslim mobilization and march to Syria on the assumption that the Byzantines were again gathering an army for action. On arriving at Tabuk, on the borders of Syria, the Muslims learned that no such army had gathered, and they returned without engaging the enemy in battle.

The British historian H. A. R. Gibb suggests that Muhammad was contemplating further action against the Byzantine empire before his death. The sending of the expeditions against Syria by the caliph Abu Bakr almost immediately after the Prophet’s death can hardly be explained otherwise.75 About this time, Muhammad came to modify his hitherto relatively friendly and appreciative attitude toward Christianity (K 9:29–34). This change may possibly be, at least in considerable part, the consequence of fear of military action from the Greeks and their Christian Arab allies. A very unfortunate result of the change was that the term mushrik came to be applied for the first time to Jews, Christians, and pagans.76

Muhammad was frequently absent from Medina because of these campaigns, but strong evidence shows that religious goals remained his primary concern. “The center of all his preoccupations was the training, educating and disciplining of his community,”77 first at Medina and, as he was able, in ever-widening circles. After the conquest of Mecca he gave particular attention to sharing with his former opponents something of his own exalted faith and moral seriousness to equip Medina for becoming a responsible center of Muslim influence after his death. He preached frequently at the mosque in Medina and continued to give religious teaching and instructions on the moral and civic issues that increasingly came to occupy his attention as civic ruler. Central to the new codes being developed was the institution of fixed hours of prayer, an alms tax, and fasting.78

As noted, the community at Medina was primarily religious in its formal orientation. Indeed, it was the first instance in Arabian history of the establishment of a social organization that had religion, rather than blood, as its basis. The new community was the Ummah or “People of Allah.” The organization of this community, out of which the later Islamic state developed, showed the cautious, diplomatic character of the Prophet. It retained many tribal structures and customs, especially those pertaining to outsiders, but within the Ummah full brotherhood and equality were to prevail. By the primacy of the bond of faith, blood feuds were eliminated, at least in principle, and replaced by the methodology of arbitration. A new basis of ruling authority was also created, out of which, under less charismatic leaders, later Islamic autocracy developed. Instead of the provisional authority by consensus, “grudgingly granted and always revocable,” that the Arab tribes had known, Muhammad as the Messenger of Allah became Shaikh of the Ummah with the full authority of God’s vice-regent on earth.79 The government was, therefore, a form of theocracy.

Unlike later Islamic rulers, Muhammad exercised this authority, even in his highest years of pan-Arabian power and glory, with remarkable restraint and simplicity of life. He lived in a modest clay house of a few rooms that opened on an inner courtyard. He was often seen mending his own garments. The small property he left at his death he regarded as belonging to the state. He was apparently always accessible to the community for advice and the arbitration of disputes (K 4:68, 106).80 In fact, rules had to be formulated to protect the private life of the Prophet, as that believers should not enter his house for a meal without permission being granted beforehand nor call to him when he was in his private rooms (K 33:53; 49:4). He had to ask them not to shout above his own voice (K 49:2). Al-Bukhari, a later biographer, records an incident when Muhammad’s wife, A’isha, marveled at his cheerful and kindly reception of a man of whom he disapproved. He answered her, “Why, A’isha, when have you ever seen me act grossly with people? Verily, the worst place on the resurrection day in the sight of God will be that of the man whom people avoided fearing his mischief.”81

The Muslim community, with its focus on the Prophet, had “no priesthood, no hierarchy, no central see. Its mosque was its public forum and military drill ground and its place of common worship.”82 The leader of the community in prayer, the imam, was properly the one to command its armies.83 Under the moral leadership of Muhammad, an earnest, almost puritanical atmosphere came to prevail. Wine, which was at first permitted in moderation, was abolished, as was gambling (K 5:92). Singing came to be frowned upon; the call to prayer and the recitation of Scripture were preferred. Truthfulness and purity of speech were enjoined. Pagan practices such as the burying alive of female babies were abolished, and certain legal rights of women were established.84 Even more strongly than the Koran, tradition records the Prophet as being exceedingly severe in his condemnation of adultery, fornication, and homosexuality (K 7:78–79).85

The intense seriousness of this moral tone, however, was not to remain at the same level after the Prophet’s death; with the rise of the Umayyad dynasty, it largely ceased among Islamic political rulers. But what Muhammad initiated greatly elevated the level of moral life throughout the Arabian peninsula. And under his personal leadership, this moral seriousness on the whole was not harsh; it was profoundly qualified by the Prophet’s kindliness and generally compassionate character. He was apparently somewhat shy (K 33:53).86

Muhammad had lived for 26 years with Khadijah as his sole wife. After her death toward the end of the Meccan period, he married a widow called Sauda and was betrothed to and later married A’isha, the daughter of Abu Bakr, his oldest friend, at the latter’s request. In all, he took about a dozen wives, all of whom, except A’isha, were widows. Western writers have frequently commented acidly on the many wives of the Prophet. A Muslim apologist like M. M. Pickthall, however, stresses the fact that, with one exception, all Muhammad’s later marriages were with widows whose husbands had been killed in war or for other reasons were in some condition of physical need.87 Two marriages, perhaps three, were primarily political. Muslims were limited to four wives, although they were permitted sexual access to their female slaves (K 70:29–30).88 Muhammad alone was allowed a larger number of legitimate wives presumably because as head of state he was in a position to be responsible for a larger number of those in need. This practice could perhaps be justified in the context of contemporary Arab customs, but it left a most unfortunate legacy, which developed into the harems of later Islamic caliphs and sultans, where the personal needs of women were hardly of primary concern. But Muhammad himself never ordained the veiling or segregation of all women. He segregated his own wives because of his special status as the Messenger of God. It was unfortunate—and not his intent—that Muslims came to take his practice in this matter as precedent for their own.89

It must be emphasized that the teaching and practice of Muhammad himself represented a notable advance over that of pagan Arabia.90 He was “extremely kind” to his wives.91 They enjoyed considerable personal freedom, even to the extent of presumption. He was keenly sensitive to the outward proprieties and strongly forbade any lewdness of conduct (K 24:30–31; 4:23). His concept of the sexual relationship between men and women was that it is a gift of God, to whom glory should be ascribed therefore (K 36:36). According to tradition, he asserted that each time one performs the conjugal act it is an alms before God.92 He considered the married state the normal one and refused to allow one of his followers to take a vow of chastity.93 His view was clearly that of sexual relationships within the strictest limits of social and economic responsibility, as he understood such responsibility. He considered love and mercy between husbands and wives to be the ordinance of God (K 30:20); indeed, he is reported to have said that no one has tasted the sweetness of faith who does not love fellow humans for no advantage other than God’s sake.94

In the last year of his life, Muhammad entered Mecca again at the head of the annual pilgrimage. After his return to Medina, he was busy with arrangements apparently for another expedition to the borders of Syria. He suddenly became ill and lay sick with a fever for several days. He rose from bed to attend prayers at the mosque and, possibly as a result of this overexertion, died the same day, June 8, 632. Thus passed from the scene of human history the greatest man Arabia has produced.


III

THE TEACHING OF THE KORAN

The text of the Koran is considered by Western scholars to be one of the most reliable of sacred texts in the entire history of religions. The present text, the so-called authorized version, was brought into its present form in the 20 years after the Prophet’s death, and the content had been in the process of collection throughout Muhammad’s prophetic ministry and over the following 20 years.

The order of surahs in the present version is not primarily temporal. Apart from the very first surah, the longer chapters are placed first, and the chapters that are believed by both Muslim and Western scholars to be the earliest in origin tend to be the shortest and are placed toward the end of the book. In general, we are able to distinguish between the materials given in the ministry at Mecca and those given at Medina.

This writer, as a Western scholar, considers himself under obligation to employ the historical-critical methodology common among Western scholars in the history of religions, including the comparison of religions. This procedure brings us, of course, to considerations of interpretation of content, as distinguished from the issue of textual reliability. Western scholars believe themselves obligated to use a wide array of rational critical tools in the investigation of religious data, including, of course, the sacred texts of religious traditions. The methodology implies an impartial, fair-minded approach to source materials, as if the subject matter were not as emotion-laden as religious studies can become. It does not mean, of course, absence of a particular personal focus of faith on the part of the critical scholar.

The application of this kind of historical-critical methodology to religious texts emerged at least in part as a result of the work of seventeenth-century rational philosophers in Europe from Rene Descartes (1596–1650) to Thomas Hobbes, Baruch Spinoza, and John Locke. The procedure was applied and developed by a succession of German scholars, especially Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744–1803) and Friedrich Ernst Schleiermacher (1768–1834), who were significantly influenced by the philosophical currents of their day. The nineteenth and twentieth centuries witnessed an ever wider use of these critical methods, albeit with extremes of rationalistic skepticism in some cases, into Great Britain, North America, and the rest of the world. Probably a substantial majority of the scholars using this methodology have done so responsibly and with due moderation.

I apply this historical-critical methodology to the data of historic Islam, as I do to the data of my own faith, its Sacred Scriptures, its tradition(s), quite without apology. I do so because, as a Christian believer, I am quite as open as the most devout of Muslim believers—I so affirm!—to the fact of God and the possibility of revelation (self-communication) from God to humans on this earth. In the application of historical-critical methodology, however, I believe that I—in collaboration with and under correction from my peers of both faith and scholarship—am doing no more than using my freedom and right as a human being to “think about” the matters under consideration. This I propose to do responsibly, with due modesty and caution, and, above all, respectfully. For I recognize that the ground on which I walk is holy ground. And, as I am accustomed to do, I have already taken off my shoes!

Evaluating religious texts with historical-critical methods presents a major problem for some because the process, when honestly and fairly used, seems almost always to issue in some discrimination of the moral and spiritual quality of materials. Historically, the Christian Church has generally distinguished between inspiration, which is individual (yet respected), and revelation, which is corporate, because tested by time and the approval of the community of faith. Both the Bible and the Koran as Sacred Scriptures have become canons of faith for their respective religious communities. But when the Christian Church employs historical-critical methodology, it finds reason, at times, in some tension with revelation. It finds also that the selective process that it is called upon to make at a deeper spiritual level the “discernment of spirits” (1 Cor. 12:10) combines with reason to make certain distinctions as it works with the materials alleged to be revelatory. These are not only distinctions between truth and falsehood—as of historical truth or the facts of natural science—but also, and more significantly, between data that are more or less clearly of higher spiritual and moral value and those that are lower.

Such distinctions cannot properly be made merely on the basis of criteria that can appear extraneous to the material, such as the reasoning process of interpreters. They may well be made on the basis of criteria that emerge clearly from the sacred texts being investigated, such as the person, words, and deeds of a “supreme” personality. Such a person may be regarded by his followers in a tradition of faith as the One Focus of divine revelation they have come to accept as uniquely true, authoritative, and therefore normative as a channel of divine revelation for them. They may accept and warmly appreciate other foci of divine revelation as authentic, such as the Old Testament for Christians or the Judeo-Christian prophetic stream for Muslims. But their One Focus alone is supreme and normative, the set of criteria by which all else in human life is evaluated, whether true or false, whether good or bad, or somewhere in between in truth and value.

For Protestant Christians, Jesus Christ is their one supreme and normative Focus of divine revelation. For Roman Catholic Christians, the normative Focus is the evangelical truth of Jesus Christ and Scripture and Tradition as mediated and interpreted by the magisterium (the bishops of the Roman Catholic Church, in council with and subject to the approval of the bishop of Rome, the pope). For Eastern Orthodox Christians, the normative Focus is the totality of the ecumenical creeds of the first six centuries of the history of the Church, the first seven ecumenical creeds, in working or reciprocal relationship with the Sacred Scriptures as these were accepted by the early Church.

Some Protestants, from the very beginnings of the Reformation, have accepted the Bible as a whole as their normative Focus, their criterion of all truth and value. But from John Calvin on, an important segment of Protestant theological thought has seen Jesus Christ as indeed the supreme Focus on earth, but one mediated to humans in a reciprocal process—both revelatory and corrective—through the Bible (objective), the guidance of the Holy Spirit (subjective), and the tradition(s) of the fellowship of the people of God (social). Martin Luther’s more existential approach to and acceptance of the normative centrality of Jesus Christ were essentially no different.

For Muslims historically, the one supreme Focus of divine revelation is not Muhammad, most revered though he is as the Messenger of God and the Seal of the Prophets (K 33:40), but the Koran itself, the Book, “the finality of prophecy per se.” Muhammad and all Muslims have acknowledged with appreciation and gratitude the fact of previous prophethood, especially the Prophets of the Judeo-Christian Scriptures, culminating in Jesus the Messiah, son of Mary, referred to also as the Word of God and one strengthened by the Spirit of God. They acknowledge the authenticity of other Prophets; indeed, Prophets are sent to every people (K 10:48; 116:38). “Every age (ajal) has its book” (K 13:38).1 It should be added, however, that while not a few learned Muslims read the canonical Scriptures of other religions, the great majority of Muslims derive their knowledge of the roles and messages of other prophets from the Koran alone. I should also note in this context that the great literary Prophets of the Old Testament—Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel—are not mentioned in the Koran.

God’s relevance to humanity, British Islamic scholar Bishop Kenneth Cragg reminds us, consists in prophecy. It is a relevance that is essentially educational and religious in the broadest sense of those terms. At its deepest level, prophecy establishes or restores personal relationships—between humanity and its Maker, among humans, between humans and the whole of creation. But it foretells the Word of God, even as it may say something of the future or the past. In so doing, it tells us much about the nature of God, of his mercy as of his will. His will is that which sets the structures and, in some measure, directs the course of human history. As Kenneth Cragg puts it—with Islamic faith-understanding particularly in mind—“prophecy is an education which enlightens, informs, guides, exhorts, warns, disciplines, prohibits, enjoins. Its gist is law, its pattern habituation, its goal obedience. All the world’s a school.”2

Islam has historically understood the prophecy that comes to climax and focus in the Koran as the perfection and possible correction of all that has gone before. There is therefore nothing more to be looked for in the sense of further Prophets or ongoing revelation. In historic Islam, there is no doctrine of the Holy Spirit in the sense of personal divine guidance and continuing divine revelation to be expected apart from the one Book. In this time frame of the education of humanity, the one supreme Guidance is the Koran. It is possible, however, that in much of his prophetic ministry Muhammad thought of divine guidance of believers as extending beyond what he was able to tell them.

This all means that to apply historical-critical methodology to the understanding and interpretation of the Koran is for most Muslims past or present tantamount to blasphemy. Scholars and laypersons in the West have normally found sacred texts to be something other than a “seamless robe” of unvarying truth and quality in terms of either historical fact or religious and moral value. Indeed, they have found—not necessarily to a profoundly disturbing degree—varying levels of truth and quality in the sacred texts, and have often not hesitated to make their conclusions publicly known. Most Muslims, however, find it impossible to employ a process that may result in distinguishing among parts of the Koran and assigning a “lower” value, in truth and authority, to some parts than to others.

This posture toward the Koran on the part of Muslims, reminiscent of some communities of faith within the Judeo-Christian tradition, is often called “fundamentalist,” a term that came to be used in theological controversies within North American Protestantism in the early part of the twentieth century. In contemporary Christian-Muslim discussion, however, the term has tended to denote Muslim calls to return to and restore in large measure the practice of the Shariah, or the Koranic and extra-Koranic forms of Islamic law as they developed in the early centuries after the death of the Prophet. Hence we can largely dispense with the use of the term “fundamentalist” in our present discussion. There are similarities, however, between modes of understanding among these “restorative” Muslims and those of Christians who view the Bible as inerrant.

As a Western Christian scholar, thinking from a background of many years’ study of Judeo-Christian prophetic figures and of the Koran, I respectfully suggest that Muhammad as Prophet was in fact a more open-ended and pragmatic religious figure than later Islam has generally been willing to admit. Indeed, in my judgment, Muhammad was primarily a charismatic leader, not a theologian, and the Koran primarily a religious book, not a theological treatise. As we have seen, Muhammad came to believe that he was indeed an authentic Prophet, a Messenger of God in the historic mold of the Judeo-Christian scriptural tradition. He believed that he was truly receiving authentic revelation from the Lord of the Worlds, from God Most High, the Creator of all, the Merciful, the Compassionate, even as that Supreme Object of faith is portrayed in the Judeo-Christian Bible.

But the issue for Muhammad was primarily, it would seem, one of religious authenticity and essential truth rather than inerrancy or literal infallibility. William Ralph Inge, dean of Saint Paul’s Cathedral in London from 1911 to 1934, made a significant observation with regard to this kind of evaluative issue. Christians in the early Church spoke often of inspiration, never of inerrancy, often of authority, never of infallibility. The church fathers often quoted the Bible in a somewhat free fashion, even as they revered it. As I have written elsewhere, “Muhammad was a religious figure remarkably free from fanaticism or institutionalism,” and “the Koran is not merely a book which reveals law; it also reveals God, whose hands are spread wide in bounty [K 5:59]. Islam, at its best, is not a bargaining religion; it creates free and responsible men [and women] who love God and want to do his will. The ethics of the Koran is at bottom an ethics of the heart.”3 My intent with historical-critical methodology is therefore not to “nitpick” but to focus on the “heart” of the matter.

To be sure, Islamic orthodoxy came to believe that the whole of the Koran, totally and without qualification, is the literal Word of God. Indeed, a view that later prevailed widely was that the Koran is uncreated, coexistent with God from all eternity. Kenneth Cragg has asked us to try to understand this attitude “with a lively sympathy. It has parallels in other faiths.” This we shall try to do. But Cragg also contends that “revealed solutions are of necessity entrusted to cooperative minds … For the Eternal relates to our temporal allegiance not in a passive acceptance but in an active obedience.”4 I am convinced that Muhammad himself manifested precisely this kind of “active obedience.” Both he and the Book affirm human freedom and human responsibility, even though some verses in the Koran, like some verses in the Bible (e. g., Exod. 7:3 ff.), seem to ascribe some or even all activity in human history to God as determinative cause. But then, again, very many verses clearly assume both human freedom and responsibility, and call for willing, active human response.

This latter dilemma of “inconsistency” in textual content, as distinguished from issues of textual reliability, is one with which historical-critical methodology is accustomed to dealing. As we come now to consideration of the teaching of the Koran, I wish readers to note again that this is the way I also interpret and evaluate the Scriptures of my own faith. May we all be responsible and fair, honest in our quest for the truth—and the goodness—of the God whom we worship in common.

A final brief word in this context may be that, here and now, historical-critical methodology is appropriate with reference to the Koran only in a limited way. That is, the niceties of this discipline, especially as they have been developed in the West over the twentieth century, are neither fully applicable nor feasible. I refer to methods such as form criticism, literary criticism, structural analysis, and the like. In the case of the Koran, we have only one textual tradition and only limited materials from tradition as to the time and place of the chapters or the parts thereof. The longer chapters clearly contain materials delivered on more than one occasion. It is possible to discern some development in the content of faith and thought of Muhammad over the years of his public ministry, especially in comparing the years in Mecca and those in Medina. But on the whole, the most that can be said is that there are some changes in emphasis and then, more especially, focus on the new and different needs of the communities addressed in the two cities.

We have a collection of materials that a prophetic, charismatic person believed had been communicated to him interiorly by the Creator and Lord of the Worlds, either directly or through the mediation of an angel of this God, most particularly the angel Gabriel. As we have seen, the bulk, indeed the great majority, of the inhabitants of Mecca during Muhammad’s public ministry were not willing to accept him as an authentic Prophet nor receive his message as true and authoritative. Not a few may have wondered whether he was “for real,” but with the opposition of the leaders of the community almost entirely unyielding, it was not possible for any but the bravest to come forward in approval. We may say therefore that public evaluation of the man and his message was—either in Mecca or in Medina—colored from beginning to end by the political, economic, and social contingencies of the situation. It was not conducted in the context of free, calm, and rational inquiry. Quite to the contrary, commitment to the cause in Mecca was a matter of life and death. In Medina, however, failure or hesitancy to believe and commit oneself fully was in the context of strong and ever-increasing sociopolitical pressures to believe and follow.

This leads me to say that I focus in this chapter on communicating the content of the message of the Koran in its main lines and emphases. Of necessity, this leaves the fine points of historical criticism as a later task. I should say, however, that—from my point of view—it is possible and legitimate to use the Judeo-Christian Scriptures as criteria for the analysis and evaluation of the content of the Koran. Muhammad himself accepted the essential authenticity of these Scriptures, even as he ventured to criticize the faithfulness of their transmission and offered some corrections of their content.

God (Allah)

God is One.5 Surah 112, named “The Unity” (Al-Tauhid), often cited as giving the essence of the message of the Koran, says “He is God, One, God, the Everlasting Refuge, who has not begotten, and has not been begotten, and equal to Him is not anyone” (cf. Mark 12:29).6 The unqualified unity of God is central to Muhammad’s perception, and the point that he “has not begotten” is made to emphasize that any notion of his having a child or a consort is an abridgement of his unity and is derogatory of his character and of his transcendent majesty (K 4:168–170; 5:77; 6:100–102). In the Medinan period especially, Muhammad denies that God has a son. Whatever is in the heavens and on earth is his, including the Messiah, Mary’s son. All are subservient to him (K 19:31–36, 91–94). (I discuss later the larger range of the Koranic views of the person and role of Jesus, the Messiah, but note at this point that the Koran has a high theological view of Jesus the son of Mary, as Messiah, as the Word of God.)

As the Koran itself reveals, central to Islamic faith is the word Islam, which denotes the condition by which good is opened to humans—and other beings. Islam means “surrender,” with commitment implied, and those who have surrendered are termed Muslim (plural Muslimun), regardless of their external or institutional religious affiliation. The surrender is to God, the Lord of the Worlds. Whoever submits his will to God, his reward is with his Lord (K 2:106). The issue is primarily between true worship and idolatry, between surrender and commitment to the Creator of all (who is ultimately “Other” and independent of all his creation) and worship of what is ultimately dependent (K 3:92; 29:5). A practical and a theological distinction is made between the permanency of “what is with God,” and the transitoriness of what humans believe they have (K 16:98; 17:19; cf. Matt. 6:19–21).

It is said that God does not forgive the sin of ascribing associates to God. This is “a mighty sin” (K 4:52). This language, we should note, is to be taken seriously but, as with many Koranic statements, we must place it in its larger context; in this case the larger context is the mercy and compassion of God, who does forgive the sins of all who seek his forgiveness (K 110:3; 4:110).

God is affirmed again and again as the Creator (K 2:26–27; 55:3, 13). He says “‘Be,’ and it is”; his sovereign will and word are sufficient to create (K 16:42; 2:111). God created neither the heaven and the earth in play, nor aught between them (K 21:16); nothing was created in vain (K 38:27), but all purposefully, to establish truth, unto a structured end (K 30:7). He created humans that he might have mercy on them (K 11:121).7 There is no imperfection in the creation of the All-merciful (K 67:3) and the creation of all that is, is said to be for the sake of humans (K 2:27).

The Koran proclaims the sovereignty of God in many ways and with wondrously eloquent language. To him belongs the kingly rule of the heavens and the earth, “whithersoever you turn, there is the Face of God” (K 2:101, 109; 3:186). God is “the Living, the Everlasting;” he is the Eternal, overcome by neither slumber nor sleep, the true King (K 2:256; 20:110, 113; cf. Ps. 121:3–4). He only is the Hearer, the Knower of all things, the All-wise, the All-aware (K 2:123, 30; 6:18). God knows what is hidden, the secrets of human hearts (K 2:72, 236; 3:4; 4:66). “With Him are the keys of the Unseen … not a leaf falls, but He knows it” (K 6:58–59; 4:88; cf. Matt. 10:29).

The power of God is frequently stressed in the Koran. He is the Giver of all (K 3:7), the All-mighty (K 69:34; 2:18), particularly over his servants who believe (K 6:18). This power of God is often set in the context of Muhammad’s proclamation of the final Day of Judgment, a theme that played an important role in his early preaching in Mecca and continued to be expressed in the Medinan years (K 1:4; 2:6). Muhammad’s language is strong and graphic; he does not hesitate to describe in some detail what could be called primitive aspects of disbelievers’ experience of Gehenna. God is said to be “vengeful” and All-mighty (in A. J. Arberry’s translation; M. M. Pickthall prefers to speak of Allah’s being able to exact a “heavy doom”). This is in the context of God’s ability to requite the wrong that individuals have done (K 3:3). As Master of the “Day of Doom,” God will raise up the dead; they will be returned to him for judgment (K 6:36). God is severe in punishment (Arberry—“terrible in chastisement” [K 2:161]), but fair. Each person shall be paid in full only what he or she has earned (K 3:155; cf. Luke 12:5).

Equal to God’s creative and majestic sovereignty, however, is his mercy. When we consider the sovereignty of God in the Koran in more detail, we shall note some problems that arise as a result of apparent logical inconsistencies between Koranic affirmations of God’s sovereignty and his mercy. Whatever the problems of formal logic, however, both aspects of the divine were equally affirmed. Surah 1, sometimes called the Lord’s Prayer of Muslims, without whose recitation no serious transaction in Muslim society is complete, begins “In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.” He responds to those who seek his forgiveness (K 110:3). Muhammad rejects the claim that “none shall enter Paradise except they be Jews or Christians,” and insists that whoever in the world submits his will to God and does good shall receive proper reward. “No fear shall be on them, neither shall they sorrow” (K 2:105–106, 129; cf. Acts 10:34–35).

The Koran frequently states that God will forgive whom he will, statements intended perhaps as much to check human presumption as to affirm the sovereignty of God (K 2:284; 3:124). The Koran frequently affirms that those who do wrong, but then “remember God and pray forgiveness for their sins” will receive forgiveness—provided they do not continue in their wrongdoing (K 3:129–130). God’s generosity to all peoples is stressed, even though most are not thankful (K 2:244). (To Muhammad, ingratitude was one of the most detestable of human sins.)

The passage just quoted (K 3:129–130) promises forgiveness even to those who commit sin knowingly. Another passage states that God shall turn in mercy only toward those who do evil in ignorance, but the context reproves those who postpone change of lifestyle until their deathbed. Muhammad affirms chastisement for them, even as for those who die disbelieving (K 4:21–22).8 But far more frequent are the promises that whoever does evil—or wrongs himself—shall find God responsive to his prayer for forgiveness (K 4:110). God pardons evil deeds, but expects repentance in believing, with amends, and a life of righteous deeds (K 42:24–25; 4:145).

For Muhammad, God’s nature is thoroughly and clearly good. The call of God is to good (K 3:100; cf. Mark 10:18, Matt. 19:19). Whatever blessings humans enjoy come from God (K 16:55). God tells the truth (K 6:57; 4:89); he is the manifest Truth (K 24:25), although he may also speak to humanity through similitudes (K 24:36). The call of God is to receive pardon, guidance along a straight path, and a glorious end in Paradise (K 2:221; 24:45). A repeated Koranic affirmation is that Prophets have been sent to every people in history (K 10:48; 16:38; cf. Acts 14:17). In particular, Muhammad’s own experience has been of the ever great and generous bounty of God. He speaks of receiving the Book [Koran] and the Wisdom [of God], of being taught that which he had not known. He speaks of this bounty of God in providential terms, reaching into the ordinary needs and troubles of daily life (K 4:112–113).

God’s summons is to a final Abode of Peace, but in the present he gives warning and guidance along a straight path, which is the service of God, and mercy and healing of the inner pain of those who believe (K 10:26, 58; 36:60). His word of welcome to believers is peace (K 36:58). Even as there is no God but he, he upholds justice on earth; his prophets call, and have always called, humans to justice (K 3:16, 20). Indeed, God does not desire injustice to be experienced by any being (K 3:104; cf. Gen. 9:8 ff). God does not wrong humans in any way; they wrong themselves (K 10:45; 11:119). God himself does not wrong his creation “so much as the weight of ant”; his way is rather to be generous in his repayment of all human good (K 4:44). Muhammad clearly expected all humans to understand the ways of God in the world in this manner. In the Koran is no such thing as “original sin,” no statement of any genetic transmission of evil in human life. “Whosoever earns a sin, earns it against himself alone.” He does not receive it from God nor inherit it from ancestors (K 4:110; cf. Jer. 2:9; 31:29–30; Ezek. 18:1–32). In the context, however, of discussion of divine prescriptions for marriage and the right ordering of human sexuality, the Koran states that humans were created “weak” (K 4:32). This seems to be the one area of human being and activity wherein some natural inadequacy is acknowledged. At the same time, stress is laid on God’s compassion. He desires to turn toward humans in mercy, even “to lighten things for you” (K 4:25–33; cf. Matt. 11:29–30).

The Koranic view of God emerges clearly in the affirmation that God always warns before he punishes. He has never destroyed a city unless its inhabitants were evildoers and Messengers of warning had been sent to them (K 26:209; 6:42). And the Lord God would never destroy cities if their people were in the process of “putting things right” (K 11:119). The Koran combines the perception of divine punishment within history with an emphasis on the Last Day’s far weightier chastisement of evildoers and disbelievers (two aspects of rebellious humans that are distinguished but never separated in the Koran).

Muhammad could point to specific instances of divine punitive action, all evidently known to his hearers in Mecca (K 69:1–10). At the same time, he affirmed a divine self-restraint, in that divine punishment within history is not yet proportioned to the enormity of human deserts. A respite, even an “enjoyment of days for many years,” is given persons as a time to heed the warnings. But Muhammad’s style affirms this fact of respite with language surprisingly slighting in tone. It is as if, for example, the time of freedom were given only that unbelievers “may increase in sin,” or even that God is intentionally deceiving them as to the truth of his ways (K 3:172; 7:181; 13:32; 26:205).

A central theme of Muhammad’s preaching in his Meccan ministry was God’s favor to the oppressed. We read in the context of the experiences of the people of Israel in Egypt that God desired to be gracious to those who “were abased in the land,” even to make them leaders among humanity and the heirs of great good. He answers the cry of those who are wronged and takes away the evil that they have experienced (K 28:4–5; 27:63). Muhammad is told to proclaim good news to the humble, whose hearts tremble when the name of God is mentioned. They endure patiently, whatever their experience in life, are faithful in prayer, and give of their means for others (K 22:36). Muhammad does not work these affirmations into a carefully crafted doctrine of divine providence at work in the world. His primary concern is to proclaim the availability of divine help in every situation of human need and to point to the victory, or “success,” that lies ahead in this world, and the next, for those who believe and do good. In the meantime, the community of faith must “feed the beggar and the suppliant” (K 22:37).

A certain polarity-in-tension appears in Muhammad’s teaching that is more than mere paradox. On the one hand, the blessing and mercy of God were given to the children of Israel; they were even—for a time and for covenantal purposes in which others might share—preferred “above all beings.” In a lengthy passage in the longest chapter of the Koran, we read of God’s repeated pardonings of the Israelites, to the end that they should be thankful. We may note that in the Koran a thankful person or people is one of the clearest signs of God’s saving power at work. But God’s mercy is also as unlimited as it is particularized. In Medina, Muhammad proclaimed that Jews, Christians, and Sabaeans, whoever “believes in God and the Last Day, and works righteousness,” will receive God’s reward. For now they shall experience neither fear nor sorrow (K 2:38ff.). The intent appears to include as fully acceptable to God every form of monotheistic faith—if it is accompanied by right living.

Muhammad came to stress the particularities of divine mercy and blessing experienced by those who have surrendered and believe and do good. This teaching was focused on the emerging and growing community of Muslims in Medina. God is their protector and helper, the best of helpers (K 2:101; 3:61, 144). He is their guide and refuge (K 39:37; 41:36). But these assurances of divine favor, mercy, and compassion are almost invariably given with various warnings to believers not to presume or to separate belief from practice. In language reminiscent of the Apostle Paul, but perhaps more frequently than he, Muhammad sets his assurances of divine mercy and aid alongside words of warning (cf. 1 Cor. 10:12; Gal. 6:7). God is gentle toward his servants; indeed, if they “slip” in their obedience after entering the peace of faith, they may know that the power and wisdom of God are manifest in his mercy. Yet God is “terrible in retribution” (K 2:204–207). The tension, even the uncertainty, of this polarity that was designed to create a God-fearing community of faith and obedience permeates every part of the Koran and was clearly a central element of Muhammad’s preaching from the beginning of his prophetic ministry to the end. His preaching never loses sight of this theme.

Then, again, we note the appeal to believers not to despair of God’s mercy, “surely God forgives sins altogether.” But such words are applicable only until “the chastisement comes upon you, then you will not be helped” (K 39:54–55). Thus, once again, there is warning and consequent tension. God helps and defends believers, but in a covenantal relationship of mutual responsibility. God helps those who help Him (K 22:39–42). This last statement, we may note, was evidently made in the context of Muhammad’s appeal to the Muslims in Medina to give of their substance and to fight for the cause of Allah. Sanction to fight is now given to those believers who have been wronged. We find the statement elsewhere, however, that the goal of such activity is that disbelievers become believers and that there be love between the Muslims and those with whom they are at enmity (K 60:7). The believers are reminded that their present community of cooperative faith is the result of God’s blessing on them when they were still enemies, one to the other. His blessing was to the end that their hearts be brought together and they become brothers (and sisters). Muslims are reminded that they themselves had been “on the brink of a pit of fire” and that God had delivered them from their peril. Hence all are to hold fast to God’s binding rope that binds believers to God and to one another (K 3:96–99). God works to perfect his light among all humanity (K 61:8).

The relationship between God and believers is intended to be open and unreserved, even intimate. The awesome solemnity and sublime majesty of the Koranic portrait of God are often spoken of, but the dimension of intimacy is never lacking. God in his awareness is near to all (K 4:134; 50:15; 34:49). The statement that “God stands between a man and his own heart” follows an appeal to believers to respond to God and his Messenger when God calls them into what will give them life. It immediately precedes a warning that, ultimately, all persons will be “mustered” to give final account before God. Again it is said that “God is terrible in retribution” (K 8:24–25).

It is generally recognized that the longer chapters of the Koran are collections of preaching or teaching given on more than one occasion. We are not certain therefore that one passage that immediately follows another in our present text necessarily comes from the same original context. Yet it is not without meaning that, following the promise and warning, a number of statements are made reminding believers of the concrete help, generous bounty, and forgiving mercy of God (K 8:26–29; cf. 8:33). It would seem that the words at the end of the seventh surah, which Muhammad believed were given by God with special significance for himself, show us the kind of believer that Muhammad envisaged for the community of the committed (Muslims):

Remember thy Lord

in thy soul, humbly and fearfully,

not loud of voice,

at morn and eventide. Be thou not

among the heedless.

Surely those who are with thy Lord

wax not too proud

to serve Him; they chant His praise,

and to Him they bow (K 7:204–205).

God is indeed God, but concretely this means that he is sufficient for all human need, most generous in his bounty (K 4:83; 3:146, 167–168). And in his providence, God will provide a “way out” of dilemmas for every person who fears God. There is the further suggestion that God is able to “bring something new to pass” in the course of human events (K 65:2–4; cf. 1 Cor. 10:13). We are hereby given insight into a distinct open-endedness in Muhammad’s view of God, the world, and human life. Thus Muhammad affirms that God does not compel faith, although no one can believe except by his permission (K 10:99–100). Indeed, in the second surah, the longest of all, the statement is flatly made that there is no compulsion in religion (K 2:258). The implication is that such is Muhammad’s intent even as it is God’s way. We have seen, however, that in Medina, Muhammad came to believe that he had divine authorization to create a favorable climate for authentic monotheistic faith by eliminating the outer forms and practices of Arabic polytheism, even if necessary by military force.

In this context, we may properly consider the meaning of the Arabic term hubb in the Koran, usually translated in English as the word “love.” The Arabic word does not mean precisely what is commonly intended by the English term. Christian understanding of the mind of God, influenced by biblical teaching of the unconditioned love of God for all creation, has tended toward an all-inclusive, even undiscriminating, prior favor toward all (cf. John 3:16; 17:23; Rom. 8:32; 1 John 4:10). The Koran, as we have seen, says that God is good and guides persons to their gain (K 10:108); he has concern for the welfare of all; he sends his Messengers to every people. But in the Koran, the term hubb is not used to express this inclusive concern, but instead denotes God’s approval of those who do his will.9 Thus God cannot be described as “loving” evildoers, however much he and his Messengers strive to call them to their eternal—and temporal—welfare.

Thus we read that God loves those who put their trust in him (K 3:153). God loves those who do good (K 5:17, 94), the just (K 5:46; 60:8). He loves those who fight in his cause in (military) ranks (K 61:4). He loves the god-fearing (K 3:70). In another passage, Muhammad is told to proclaim to believers: “If you love God, follow me, and God will love you, and forgive your sins” (K 3:29). The primary meaning of human love of God would seem to be their recognition that he is good and worthy of all worship, while God’s love (hubb) of persons is conditioned upon their response of obedient faith. This same verse, we may note, repeats the admonition to obey God and the Messenger, and the verse concludes with the warning that “God loves not the unbelievers.”

Therefore we read, after some strong injunctions against the practice of usury, that God does not love any “guilty ingrate” (K 2:277). God does not love the doers of evil. (Muhammad seems to consider evildoers synonymous with unbelievers.) He does not guide them (in their wrongdoing [K 3:50; 2:255, 260]). God does not love the guilty traitor, nor the workers of corruption nor boasters (K 4:108; 5:69; 28:76). There are statements that God does not love transgressors of his commandments, specifically in the context of repeated warnings against corruption, primarily political and economic injustice (K 7:53–57). Muhammad insists that it is not right for a Prophet of God to be fraudulent in any of his dealings (K 3:155). Nor again does God love the wasteful (K 6:143).

Therefore the term hubb expresses ethical evaluation and, accordingly, we note that there are degrees of approbation and reprobation before God. This perception seems to emerge particularly as Muhammad had to deal with those believers in Medina who gave lip service to the faith but found excuses not to follow Muhammad on his military forays. Believers who sit at home are not to be considered equal to those who fight in the way of God with their persons and their possessions (K 3:156–162; 4:97–98). At this time and place, those who went out to fight generally provided their own weapons, food—very simple and light, perhaps only dates—and means of transportation, that is, horses or camels.

No passage in the Koran reveals more clearly Muhammad’s concept of God and the nature of his relationship with God than the words recited as if spoken by Abraham:

They are an enemy to me, except the

Lord of all Being,

who created me, and Himself guides me,

and Himself gives me to eat and drink,

and, whenever I am sick, He heals me,

who makes me to die, then gives me life,

and who, I am eager, shall forgive me

my offence on the Day of Doom (K 26:76–83).

Muhammad concludes that whatever is in the heavens and the earth praises God, who is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The birds who spread their wings in flight do so in praise of God—and God knows the prayer and praise of each (K 24:35, 41–42).10 (Any others who may be called in prayer possess “not so much as the skin of a date-stone” [K 35:14].)

A brief word to conclude this section. What was the personal and larger effect of this faith-understanding?

We must recall that we are dealing with a background series of events that Muhammad believed to be divine-human encounters, encounters that were allegedly not only personal encounters between a human being and his Maker, but also the means by which an increasingly large body of specific theological and ethical instruction; practical guidance; and ordinances for the ordering of ordinary life, public and private, came to be given. One is reminded of the visionary experiences of the Roman Catholic nuns Anna Katerina Emmerich (1774–1824) and Therese Neumann (1898–1962), of the British poet Thomas Traherne (1636–1674), or of the American clairvoyant Edgar Cayce (1887–1945). Especially in the cases of Sr. Emmerich and Edgar Cayce we have instances of relatively large quantities of material of religio-ethical content reaching into the widest ranges of theological, even cosmic, thought.

The effect of these experiences on Muhammad’s religious faith and worldview was formidable. The effect was also formidable in the experience of others, beginning with his wife Khadijah, who came to believe that Muhammad was indeed an authentic Prophet and Messenger of God. Muhammad’s religious associations and practices in youth and early adult life made more or less comprehensible to him the revelatory experiences that began with the “Night of Power” when he was about 40 years of age. But clearly a central effect of these latter experiences was to create a profound sense of awe before the reality of God, the Creator of all, who had deigned to call him to be his Messenger to the Arabic-speaking people of his time. This awe issued from a heightened sense of the ethical judgments of God at work in the world and supremely on the day of final judgment. This sense of impending doom cannot be accounted for on the basis of Muhammad’s experiences with the content of Jewish or Christian faiths. It must have been significantly rooted in his own visionary experiences. But this profound awe was completely impregnated with an equally profound gratitude for the mercy and compassion that this same God wished to manifest, Muhammad believed, to the whole of his creation.

This mercy and compassion of God were for the good of all. But God’s call, especially to his human creatures, was to return to their Maker, to repent and change their lifestyle into one of faith and obedience. This involved changes in every segment of human life, public and private, personal and corporate. It was intended to create new and better interhuman relationships, in political and economic life and in family and personal living.

God’s call, however, was supremely to worship. And this, according to the ordinances developed by Muhammad, first meant worship three times a day and later five times a day. The mode of worship included prostration of the forehead to the ground, a symbolism denoting the awe and submission proper before the sovereign majesty of God. It meant a new and all-encompassing role for religion in the lives of believers. It meant that religion came to have a supremely forceful, dominating role in the lives of believers that the Arabic-speaking peoples (except those who had directly participated in the Judeo-Christian tradition) had never known.

The Sovereignty and Providence of God

Graphic portrayals abound in the Koran of God as Creator of all, Maker of the heavens and the earth and of all within them, Lord of the Worlds. God is cited as all-hearing, all-seeing, all-knowing, all-powerful, all-encompassing. God provides to all beings their life and physical sustenance. To humans, he provides their spiritual opportunities—in varying degrees, as he wills. The all-encompassing nature of this divine power and provision looms large in these portrayals. Indeed, it often appears from the descriptions of this boundless activity of God as if there were no space left for free human action. And not a few Muslims, perhaps the majority over the centuries, have taken their theological tradition to mean that everything that happens in the world, especially as external events, happens according to God’s will and specific ordering. This is kismet, the Turkish word from the original Arabic qismah, a word often heard in the Western world a generation or two ago, the belief that all events are completely fated.

We must remind ourselves, however, that the Koran is a collection of oracular, charismatic statements made at different times and places in the public career of the Prophet Muhammad. It is not a carefully reasoned, logically sustained theological treatise. To be sure, not a few statements in the Koran in their ejaculatory form suggest a totally determinist worldview. But their larger context almost always makes it clear that Muhammad himself consistently implied the presence of human freedom—and responsibility—under the overarching sovereignty of God. As noted, there was a kind of open-ended and pragmatic element in Muhammad’s style. He was a religious reformer, calling for radical changes in religious faith and in personal and corporate, private and public, inner self and outer lifestyle.

In a Meccan surah, Muhammad proclaims that God chooses for relationship with himself whomever he wills. Immediately following this, however, we read that God guides to himself whoever turns to him in penitence—which is clearly a free human act. Humans are given knowledge from on high and opportunities for inner response and outer turning (K 42:6–12; 2:165). In affliction, believers are to think first that such may issue from their own doing, then remember that “surely God is powerful over everything” (K 3:159).

All power originates with God, and to him belongs the rule of the heavens and the earth. Thus Muhammad affirmed that physical phenomena are of God’s ordering: clouds, rain, hail, lightning, the revolutions of day and night and of the seasons (K 24:43–44). Many of these passages, often reminiscent of kindred verses in the biblical book of Job, are powerfully evocative, drawing the imagination of hearers to soar upward, compelling awe (K 25:47–51; 35:13–14; 2:157–159; cf. Job 38–41). But Muhammad proclaims also that these physical phenomena are expressions of divine favor; made serviceable to human needs. As things external, they are linked with blessings internal and—since the term “subjected” is used—are subject to a certain measure of human control (K 22:63; 31:18; cf. Gen. 1:28). The worldview sees an ordered structure in the cosmos, within which humans are granted a certain measure of interior and exterior freedom of action. This combination of gracious divine giving and human reception, with human accountability for use of the gifts, we may call “stewardship.” The context is affirmation of the goodness of God, of his creation, of his favor toward humans (K 2:19–20; cf. Acts 14:17). There is no metaphysical dualism of matter and the spirit in the Koran. God does not scorn matter and assign higher value to spirit. To the contrary, the throne of God includes the heavens and the earth; it is no burden to God’s spirit to preserve them, both the seen and the unseen (K 2:256–257; 22:60–64).

But we note that the Koran states that the true destiny of humans is in the Hereafter, particularly after “the Day of Doom.” The context is often the preaching given to persons in Medina who were afraid to fight and possibly die in the cause of God. Muhammad insists that the enjoyment of the things of this world is slight. “The world to come is better for him who fears God” (K 4:76, 79). In this context of faith and thought, the life of this world is nothing but fleeting vanity, as N. J. Dawood has translated the verse (K 3:182). To Meccan disbelievers who contended that there is nothing more than our present life in this world, Muhammad proclaimed that, in comparison, life here is nothing but “a sport and a diversion.” The Last Abode is better for those who fear God (K 6:29–32; 47:38).

We read that all events happen only by God’s permission. But, as we have seen, God also grants to humans some freedom of movement, and all is ethically purposeful. Thus, on the one hand, no affliction occurs except by divine permission; indeed, it is “in a Book” before God brings it into being (K 64:11; 57:22). Some statements indeed move beyond affirmation of divine permission into positive divine decrees. Believers are to say that nothing, untoward or not, will happen to them unless God has prescribed it (K 9:51). No one shares in his divine government; God gives royal power on earth to whom he wishes, as to Saul and David (K 18:26; 2:247, 253). No human being may die but by God’s permission, and that is at a time appointed (K 3:139, 150). Every nation has its term in human history, and none can alter its timing “by a single hour” (K 7:33). We read frequently in the Koran that God leads astray whomever he wills and sets on a straight path whom he will; he will forgive whom he will, and punish whom he will (K 6:39; 2:284).

These statements are properly understood, however, as proclamations of religious potentiality rather than descriptions of literal fact. Once again, the Koran is not a collection of theological affirmations that can be analyzed as if they were literally and totally true in themselves apart from context and emotive intent. Especially, one needs to try to perceive the emotive intent. If the language itself at particular points is “logic-abusive,” one needs to read on. Almost invariably, Muhammad himself comes to modify or qualify extremities of speech that appear, by themselves, to take the hearers or readers beyond what Muhammad intended. Something of this mode of speech, with its attendant problems, can be found in the literary Prophets recorded in the Hebrew Bible. But this style is “dangerous,” and difficult, both for religious understanding and for application in life. At bottom, the Koran reveals a God who is not arbitrary, but of ethical responsibility, supremely of constructively purposeful action.11

A few specific references make this conclusion clearer. The Koran frequently admonishes hearers to travel in the land (Arabia) and see the workings of God’s judgments on towns and peoples. The destruction of towns was not only because the people rejected God’s Messengers, but because they “cried lies” and did evil and wrought injustice (K 3:131; 6:11; 21:11; 27:71). God never punishes unless he has sent a Messenger to each particular societal group, for—Muhammad insists—God has never done wrong (K 17:16–17; 26:209; 28:59). Every arrogant tyrant will ultimately fail of his goal (K 14:19; cf. Luke 1:51–52). This process, this testing of nations and persons with good and evil things is to the end that they may return to their God, that they may be humble (K 7:167; 6:42). The sending of Messengers, such as the Hebrew patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, or Jacob, such as the kings David and Solomon, is that humans may rightly worship and do good deeds—with especial concern for the poor (K 21:71). And we find repeated assurance that God never lays responsibility on any individual except according to his or her capacity (K 2:286; 7:40; 23:63; cf. 1 Cor. 10:13). If, for example, “the peoples of the cities” had believed and become god-fearing, God would have poured out upon them blessings from heaven and earth (K 7:93). But even in the case of those who disbelieve, if they cease from their disbelief and persecution of believers, that which is past will be forgiven them (K 8:38). Thus, at the heart of Muhammad’s perception of the nature and workings of God is a distinct open-endedness in the mind and will of God, one which, as we shall see, extends to (and possibly beyond) the Day of Judgment.

The problem of justifying the ways of God in the world evidently gave Muhammad much concern. In the materials that we have in the Koran, he approaches the problem from several different aspects and, like other religious teachers, never reaches a logically satisfactory conclusion. He works at it, however, by continuing to affirm both the sovereignty and the goodness of God. Thus, in the same passage, Muhammad affirms that everything is from God and yet that whatever good humans experience is of God, whatever evil is of themselves, not of God (K 4:81–82). One verse in the Koran seems to say specifically that humans are given a measure of free rein to sin (K 3:172); another, as we have seen, proclaims that whoever sins reaps its consequences “against himself only.” If in the process such a person hurts the innocent, the consequences on self are heightened (K 4:110–111).

Throughout the Koran, Muhammad emphasizes the visitation of divine judgments on human wrongdoing. There will be a like recompense for each evil deed (K 10:27). Yet the process is not merely a rigorous karmic law of consequences. There is an unexpected generosity in God’s dealings with humanity. Those who do evil will be requited only for what they did. Those who believe and do good will be forgiven their evil deeds and then be recompensed according to “the best of what they were doing” (K 29:6). It would seem that God looks upon the intent of the human heart and judges accordingly, but acts generously. If the recompense of goodness is goodness, God will repay it double, even tenfold (K 55:60; 6:161; 4:44). As with other statements, Muhammad’s arithmetic is more poetic than literal.

Another dimension of the problem of human evil, divine forgiveness, and generous treatment of the repentant is that of the “cosmic disposal” of evil. As in the Buddhist classic the Dhammapada (173), Muhammad affirms that, with prayer, the good deeds people do will surely “drive away the evil deeds” (K 11:116). Secret giving of alms for the poor is said to acquit people of their evil deeds (K 2:273). But Muhammad nowhere claims that such human doing takes care of everything. There is in the Koran as a whole a certain doubt or ambiguity about the completion of the process of disposal of human wrongdoing. But the possibility that the consequences of such wrongdoing are not yet completely disposed of does not lead Muhammad to conclude that God is not merciful or does not fully forgive. The mystery of some ambiguity is perhaps intended to teach believers that they should not presume. Before such ambiguity and awareness that each human soul “earns” specific consequences for what it does, the final prayer of Muhammad is:

Our Lord

take us not to task

if we forget, or make mistake …

pardon us,

and forgive us

and have mercy on us (K 2:287; cf. 1 Cor. 10:12).

There is in the Koran no doctrine of atonement, no specific concept of theologically significant vicarious suffering. No soul can bear the load of another, only what it earns on its own account (K 6:164; 17:16; 35:18; cf. Jer. 31:29–30; Ezek. 18:20; Gal. 6:2). Muhammad rejected the enticements of unbelievers (Christians?—the surah is allegedly of the late Meccan period) when they say, “Follow our path, and let us carry your offenses.” His answer was that these persons “carry” their own offenses, but will be responsible on the Day of Resurrection for their own loads—“and other loads” (K 29:11–12). The teaching of the Koran is that only God can forgive; he loves those who when they do wrong pray for forgiveness—and “do not persevere in the things they did” (K 3:129). God is sufficient for whoever puts his trust in him, and he will provide a way out of all dilemmas, provision from a source humanly unexpected, for those who fear him (K 3:167; 65:3; cf. 1 Cor. 10:13). And yet intercessory prayer may avail as God permits; he graciously hears prayer (K 34:22; 21:84). How this is all cosmically possible lies for Muhammad in the mystery of God’s sovereign will and work.

We have noted the Koranic emphasis on the blessings promised, especially in the Hereafter, to those who believe and obey their Maker. An additional emphasis in the Koran points to victory and prosperity in this world and forgiveness and an immense reward in the Hereafter (K 5:61; 48:29). One aspect of this assertion is the statement that Muhammad had been sent as the Messenger of God with the guidance of God “and the religion of truth, that He may uplift it above every religion” (K 48:28). This, to my knowledge, is the only statement in the entire Koran that seems to promise the historical success of Islam in this world, vis-a-vis other religions, whatever their measure of truth.12 But there are frequent promises of worldly success—victory in battle, prosperity in material things—to those who repent, believe, and do good. Likewise, disbelievers do not prosper (K 28:67, 82; 3:140–144). Yet both these affirmations are qualified.

Just as the word “haply” (i. e., possibly) is deftly but frequently inserted into promises of prosperity to believers, so disbelievers may be permitted to enjoy for a time, even for a long time, the pleasures of this world. They will, however, be appropriately charged on the Day of Resurrection (K 28:66, 62). Especially in the context of affirmation of the need to fight in the cause of God, Muslims are told to expect affliction and hardship before they enter Paradise. Indeed, this has been God’s way with believers from ancient times. But God’s help is always near (K 2:208–212). And it is a mistake, Muhammad insists, to consider persecution received from fellow humans as chastisement from God (K 29:9). Both believers and disbelievers experience hurts in this world; these serve to prove the believers and blight the others (K 3:140–144). God is the protector of believers, the best of helpers, an affirmation never to be forgotten when trials are experienced that do not fall exclusively upon those who are evildoers (K 8:25; cf. Luke 13:1–5). This warning against assigning guilt precisely according to the degree of external misfortune led Muhammad also to insist that there is “no fault in the blind, and there is no fault in the lame, and there is no fault in the sick” (K 48:17; cf. John 9:1–3).

The reward of God, which (to anticipate) is an integral part of true faith, is thus not to be fully evaluated on the basis of present experiences or appearances in this world. The Last Abode is the final goal, the ultimate reward. In this world, the bounty of God may be thankfully received, but believers should not presume or exult therein. It is God’s prerogative to give them more or less here on earth (K 28:76–84). Yet in the midst of whatever fear or hunger or loss of goods the committed ones experience, the final Koranic word is “good news.” Even those who were slain in pursuit of God’s way are not to be called dead; “rather they are living,” even though that fact be beyond the awareness of those left on earth. They are living with their Lord, “joyful … because no fear shall be on them, neither shall they sorrow” (K 2:149; 3:164; cf. Rev. 21:1–4). We are told that God does not allow the work of any person, male or female, who labors in the cause of God to be wasted (K 3:165, 193). We note also that in this specific inclusion of women as equally recipient of God’s just, nay generous, providence, Muhammad adds, “the one of you is as the other.” These workers shall never be (cosmically) wronged, even to the extent of the hair upon a date (K 4:79).

The concept of election in the Koran is also qualified. If a people called do not “go forth” (with military service possibly included) in the cause of God, he will choose another people in their place (K 9:39). Similarly, in the case of individuals, if any Muslim turns from his religion, God will bring others in their place, persons whom he loves and who love him. The ideal Muslims are humble toward fellow believers, stern toward unbelievers (M. M. Pickthall’s translation), persons “who struggle in the path of God, not fearing the reproach of any reproacher” (K 5:59; 4:132; back again to A. J. Arberry’s translation). The Koran teaches the original solidarity of all humanity. They were in the beginning “only one nation” (K 10:20). The implication is that subsequent divisions are the result of human sin and caprice. The Koran aims at the creation of a new community of faith that transcends all human divisions, but nowhere do we find assertion that this community will encompass all humanity before the Last Day.

The promise of divine protection of believers is an important theme in the Koran. God is often proclaimed as the protector of believers, but such affirmation is qualified by various other statements. To God belong all things on earth and above, his is dominion over all, “protecting and Himself unprotected” (K 9:51; 23:86, 90). But security in life is assured specifically to believers who do not distort their belief with wrongdoing (K 6:82). Satan has no authority over, and therefore no authority to harm in any integral way, those who believe and trust in their Lord (K 16:100). The overall worldview recognizes the existence of evil and, at the same time, proclaims the all-encompassing sovereignty of the Creator. That is, whatever happens, happens only by God’s decree, or by his permission within the limits of freedom allowed humans—and Satan. Yet Muhammad insists that God’s servants experience liberation “from the shadows of land and sea”; God delivers his servants (slaves) “from every distress” (K 6:63–64). The promise is sure that believers who are faithful to their commitment and do good will somehow make it to the end with faith and inner self essentially unscathed. (This promise is never made in the Koran, however, apart from admonitions that believers are to remain alert, never to presume.)

It is important to recall that Muhammad includes within the category of “believers” those who are true and consistent believers in the Torah and/or the Gospel. Indeed, included also are all those who have responded with faith and obedience to the Messengers whom God has sent to every people over the course of human history. Thus, if Muhammad states that “those who are with him are hard against the unbelievers, merciful one to another” (a verse of ominous portent if taken out of context!), the statement must be seen as more open-ended than it may sound at first hearing (K 48:29).

The same principle of interpretation needs to be applied, we may briefly repeat, to those relatively numerous passages in the Koran that, taken in isolation, seem to imply an absolute divine determinism in human life and affairs (K 2:6, 9, 137; 6:25, 39; 4:90, 142; cf. Isa. 6:9–10; Matt. 13:14–15). If one hears or reads on, we find that statements that “God leads astray whom he wills” are because of what such persons have earned. It was never God’s way to lead a people astray unless he makes clear to them his faith and ethical demands and gives them his guidance. “He leads none astray save the ungodly” (K 9:116; 2:24). Those who do evil are not guided by God in their wrongdoing, nor are disbelievers in their disbelief (K 2:260, 266). If it is said that “God singles out for His mercy whom He will,” the statement is immediately followed by assurance that “God is of bounty abounding” (K 2:99). The sovereignty of God is affirmed in principle in the statement that God could have brought all humans into submission to his guidance if he had willed (K 6:35). But he did not, for, Muhammad proclaims, there is no compulsion in religion (K 2:257). (Muhammad, however, did not follow this principle himself in his policy toward fellow Arabs of polytheistic faith, nor did his successors in leadership in satisfactory measure over wider areas and many peoples. Like the history of Christian practices, the Muslim story is mixed.)

But Muhammad seems to see a continuing open-ended possibility for humans to return to their Maker with a decision for submission in faith and obedience. Whether in the context of the people of Israel vis-a-vis their Prophets in ancient times or in the situation of contemporary Arabia, the warnings of God’s Messengers are to the end that hearers may respond and escape their due chastisement (K 7:164). Nothing prevents humans from believing—or disbelieving—when the guidance of God comes to them (K 18:53, 28). We have opportunity to repent, believe, and do good perhaps to the very Day of Resurrection—though the price of sin must be paid in the meantime, and doubled on that Day. If people repent, God will change their evil deeds into good deeds—a Koranic mode of divine rectification of human sin and evil in the world! “God is ever All-forgiving, All-compassionate” (K 25:69–71). Specifically, Muhammad does not allow notions of divine determinism to excuse humans from their responsibility to spend of the means that God has given them to feed the poor. Unbelievers are in error to ask why they should feed those whom God, if he willed, would feed (K 36:47). For Muhammad, human choplogic that is but an excuse for moral irresponsibility does not deserve the dignity of a reasoned reply.

The Koranic conception of the sovereignty of God is therefore one of sovereignty sole in principle, open-ended and flexible in practice. The sole sovereignty of God does not constitute a sole working of the divine will, but allows human freedom—with responsibility. Regardless of what later Muslim theology and practice did with the concept, the Koran itself proclaims an open-hearted God and an open-ended universe.

The Last Day

Central to the teaching of the Koran, as evidently to the faith experience of Muhammad himself, is a vivid and powerfully expressed concept of the Last Day, one of the terms used in the Koran for its vision of the end of human history and of the present forms of the earth. It is also the Day of Resurrection, a dreadful day for those who disbelieve and do evil, a day of entrance into the joy of their reward for those who believe in God and the Last Day, and do right. Indeed, for Muhammad one definition of authentic religious faith—whether Muslim, Jewish, Christian, or Sabaean—is to believe in God and the Last Day, and to do right (K 2:59).

The awe that so distinctly characterizes Muhammad’s sense of God would seem to derive in considerable part from his convictions regarding the judgments of God to be manifested on that Day. And the existential force and clarity of the language with which these convictions are expressed suggest that the origin of these convictions lies, at least in part, in Muhammad’s personal inner experiences. This is not the mode of speech of a reflective scholar or rationalistic philosopher.

We may note again that, in the Koran, the judgments of God are seen as working in the personal lives of humans as in the larger corporate forms of society. This process, while ever at work, may be in part deferred—by the permission of God—until the Last Day. In other words, we do not now see the whole picture. This process may appear awesome as it is manifested in human history, but, for Muhammad, the Last Day is supremely “aweful.”13 Statements are repeated of Muhammad’s fear of “the chastisement of a dreadful day” if he should rebel against his Lord (K 6:15; 39:15). Indeed, we read that a primary characteristic of all Muslims, as of all who fulfill God’s covenant, is to “fear their Lord and dread the evil reckoning” (K 13:19–21; 14:18–20; 39:40; 79:34–40).

This eschatological aspect of religious faith is a central element in Muhammad’s preaching, and the fire of his certainty is most graphically seen in his earliest proclamations in Mecca (K 96:7–8, 15–18; 101:1–8; 104:1–4). The fearful aspects of the Last Day loom large in these depictions: painful will be the chastisement of those who disbelieve and scorn the needs of others (K 107:1–6; 101:1–8; 84:20–24). Yet one must not lose sight of the balance that the Koran consistently maintains. Against the horror of the retribution to be visited upon those who have rejected the Almighty and his Messengers is set the bliss of those who have believed and obeyed: “Gardens of Eden, underneath which rivers flow”; God “has procured them radiance and gladness” (K 98:8; 76:11). And if the goal of the divine purpose toward humanity is to bring them all together on the Day of Resurrection, this proclamation is prefaced by the statement that God has prescribed mercy as his preferred way of dealing with humans (K 6:12). No one is among the “inhabitants of the Blaze” unless a Warner has come to them (K 67:6–9). The very surah that begins with reference to Muhammad’s vision of a “Night Journey” (out-of-body experience?) to the temple in Jerusalem—denoted in the text as “the Further Mosque”—emphasizes that God never punishes, in this world or the next, unless a Messenger has been sent beforehand to those he then punishes (K 17:16–17).

The primary orientation of faith in the Koran is therefore eschatological. One central aspect of disbelief is to prefer “the present life over the world to come” (K 16:109). It is the essence of true belief to desire the world to come and to strive for it with all the effort necessary (K 17:20). The Last Abode is truly Life, if persons did but know it (K 29:64).

On that Day, the Lord will come with angels, rank upon rank (K 89:21). There are two references in the Koran to Gog and Magog, the mysterious figures who appear in the Revelation of John, in the New Testament, as personifications of the armies of Satan gathered together to make final assault upon the powers of God and his Christ before their total defeat (Rev. 20:8; cf. Ezek. 38–39). In the Koran, the naming of Gog and Magog similarly seems to suggest a period of heightened evil on earth shortly before the End. There is also reference to God bringing forth a beast of the earth to tell humanity of their failure to believe the divine revelations or signs given them (K 21:96–97; 18:92–99; 27:84–85; cf. Rev. 17:1–14). Otherwise, the emphasis in the Koran is entirely upon the Day itself. The Lord God alone knows the Hour (K 7:187; 33:63; 79:43–44), but it will come upon humanity suddenly, “when they are not aware” (K 7:187; 29:53). It would seem that the time is appointed, and Muhammad evidently believed the time to be near (K 29:4; 53:58). In an early Meccan surah, he proclaimed that “Nearer to thee and nearer” is the Day of Reckoning (K 75:34–35). But then in a later surah from the Medinan period, we note that the qualifying word “haply” (possibly) is attached to a statement that “the Hour is nigh” (K 33:63).

Especially in early Meccan surahs, we find highly metaphorical depictions of large-scale cosmic cataclysms that will occur on the Last Day. On that Day, when “the Terror shall come to pass, and heaven shall be split,” we read that the Trumpet is blown with a single blast “and the earth and the mountains are lifted up with a single blow” (K 69:14–15; cf. 1 Thess. 4:16). Heaven will be as molten copper, and the mountains as mobile as tufts of plucked wool (K 70:8–9). The earth and the mountains will quake and the latter become “a slipping heap of sand,” a day that will turn grey even children’s hair (K 73:14, 17). The moon will be eclipsed and the sun and moon brought together (K 75:8–9).

This is not to be understood as a picture of total destruction, however. The heavens and the earth are seen as abiding, as the Lord wills (K 11:108, 111). Even now God “revives the earth after it was dead” (K 57:17). But the earth and the heavens will be changed into a new relationship with “God, the One, the Omnipotent” (K 14:48–49). On that Day, God is said to roll up heaven as a scroll of writings is rolled up. Just as he made the first creation, he will restore it. At this point, Muhammad quotes the Hebrew Psalms in Arabic form to say that “The earth shall be the inheritance of My righteous servants” (K 21:104–105; cf. Ps. 37:9, 11, 22).

On the Day of Resurrection, God will raise up the dead, they will be returned unto him (K 6:36). In the Koran, the term “life” is used in at least two senses. God first gives life to humans at their birth, but special emphasis is given to the affirmation that God gives (spiritual) life on earth to those who are spiritually dead. He will make people die a physical death and then will give life again, on the Last Day (K 2:26; 6:122). Muhammad emphasizes that “every soul shall taste of [physical] death,” even as everyone shall be paid their wages in full on that Day (K 3:182; 39:32; 50:20). We may note that prior to the Last Day, Muhammad imagines that a person at death’s door may ask God to return him to this earth that he may right his wrongs, but this is impossible (K 23:101–102). Likewise, on the Last Day, every nation will be summoned to answer for what is written of its conduct in “its Book” (K 45:28). It would seem that detailed cosmic records are kept of the conduct and being of every person and of every nation (K 10:62–63; 17:14; 83:7–8). The actions of creatures on earth or of birds in the sky are similarly known and recorded (K 6:38; 11:58–59). There is not a thing in heaven and earth but what is known and recorded—even what human hearts would conceal (K 27:76–77; 69:18–29; cf. Matt. 6:6, 10:26; 1 Cor. 4:5).

On the Day of Resurrection—a “hard day” for those who have cried lies to the Messengers of God and followed their own willful ways—all who have died will come forth from their graves, “running with outstretched necks to the Caller.” They have been called forth from their state of sleep (K 54:1–9; 36:51–52). We have already noted that God takes into his keeping the souls of humans at the time of their (physical) death during the present order of cosmic time. They are said to be sleeping. But Muhammad seems to suggest that human souls return to God in some mode during their hours of normal sleep even before their physical death (K 39:43). Another passage states that the angels of God receive human souls into their care at the time of physical death, to restore them to God “their Protector, the True” for judgment on that Day (K 6:60–62). We have also noted that believers who were slain while fighting in the cause of God are not to be counted dead but as “rather living with their Lord,” well provided for, apparently sufficiently aware to rejoice “in the bounty that God has given them” (K 3:163–165).

Muhammad, however, was not a theological prisoner of his practical or partisan needs. On the Day of Judgment, God will “pluck forth from every party” (or sect) those most hardened in rejection to the All-merciful (K 19:70). In an early Meccan surah, “alive with the confrontation between Muhammad and the lords of the city,” as Kenneth Cragg puts it,14 the primary issue of human life is depicted as a choice between two highways. One is the path of steep ascent, the path of belief that humans have been created by One over them in power, the path of ethical responsibility and strenuous effort thereon. This path leads to acceptance as companions of the Right Hand of God. It involves moral specifics, such as the “freeing of a slave, or giving food upon a day of hunger to an orphan near of kin or a needy man in misery.” It is the path of mutual help and moral encouragement. The path that ends in placement as companions of the Left Hand of God, covered by fire, is the way of both disbelief and failure to show mercy (K 90:1–20; cf. Deut. 30:15–20; Matt. 25:31–46). All are given opportunities to choose.

In the longest surah of the Koran, the second in order, we find repeated twice in identical language the statement that on that Day “no soul for another shall give satisfaction, and no intercession shall be accepted from it, nor any counterpoise be taken, neither shall they be helped” (K 2:45, 116).15 Humans will be judged individually, separately. Neither kindred nor children shall avail on that Day; God shall distinguish one from another (K 60:3). Appeals to God will not help any on that Day (K 23:67, 110). The tidings of God’s Messengers formerly heard will be dimmed for the guilty on that Day (K 28:65). No confession of sin will then avail, no friend will help, no intercessor will be heeded (K 40:11–12, 19; 39:55). Upon those who disbelieve and die disbelieving “shall rest the curse of God and the angels” and of other humans. “Never shall they issue from the Fire” (K 2:156, 161–163).

But the dominant flavor of the Koran is adequately savored only if one notes that, immediately following the strong language just cited, Muhammad again proclaims that “Your God is One God; there is no god but He, the All-merciful, the All-Compassionate” (K 2:157). Mercy is God’s preferred way of dealing with humans. Muhammad would warn his fellow Arabs of the consequences of human perversity in disbelief and evil conduct, insisting in language that we could call excessive—“God is terrible in chastisement” (K 2:161). He warns repeatedly against following the steps of Satan, who commands persons only toward evil and indecency (K 2:164).

It is of historical and theological significance that Muhammad understood Christian (and Jewish?) teaching to affirm that for some persons there may be only a limited period of stay in the Fire. We do not know the extent of Muhammad’s knowledge of this element of Judeo-Christian faith; to my knowledge, nowhere in the Koran does he identify or distinguish by name between Gehenna and Purgatory. But Muhammad’s response was clearly and repeatedly that the “inhabitants of the Fire” shall dwell there forever (K 2:73–75; 2:37). And those who believe, and do deeds of righteousness, the inhabitants of Paradise, shall dwell there forever (K 2:76). In Gehenna, persons will neither die nor live (K 20:77).

One passage of the Koran suggests, however, that the period of abiding in Gehenna has a possible termination, as the Lord wills (K 11:109–111). Non-Koranic tradition records that the Prophet once said that “a time will come when hell will be empty, and the cool breezes of God’s mercy will blow through it.”16 A contemporary Muslim religious liberal, Zafrulla Khan, derives from Koranic statements of the divine purpose—that God created humans to have mercy on them, to the end that they might serve him (K 11:120–121; 51:56)—the conclusion that all humanity will ultimately accept and participate in the gracious mercy of God, for the divine purpose cannot but be fulfilled in respect of all.17 The Koran itself, however, is by no means so explicitly hopeful (cf. K 39:55, 59; 42:44–46).

The Koran is graphic, as we have noted, in its descriptions of the Hereafter, of the evil homecoming of the Fire and of the bliss of a great Kingdom (K 2:121; 76:20). The fire is the recompense of God’s enemies, who denied the signs that God sent them (K 41:28). Garments of fire shall be cut out for them “and there shall be poured over their heads boiling water whereby whatsoever is in their bellies and their skins shall be melted” (K 22:20–21). They shall be given boiling water to drink such as “tears their bowels asunder” (K 47:17). As often as their skins are consumed in the fire, God will give them fresh skins so that they may continue to experience their chastisement (K 4:59). Angels will take the unbelievers and beat their faces and backs, telling them all the while that the burning is only the consequence of their own doing and that God is never unjust (K 8:53). (Students of the history of religions know of course that language of this kind is to be found among popular evangelists of all the major religions of the world.)

Koranic language concerning Paradise is similarly graphic in its depictions of peace, bliss, and delight. Much is said about the gardens under which rivers flow—language particularly appealing to desert peoples. Believers will be provided with fruits in perfect condition from the gardens, and “purified spouses” (K 2:23). Believers and their wives will in joy be served from platters and cups of gold whatever their souls desire and their eyes delight in (K 43:70–71). Muhammad acknowledges that he is using the language of similitude when he describes the eternal Paradise promised believers. He speaks of gardens abundant with waters that go not stale, rivers of milk, whose flavor never changes. There are also rivers of wine—“a delight to the drinkers”—and rivers of purified honey (K 47:16–17; 77:41–42).18

In an early Meccan surah, we read that believers are promised recompense for their patience: a garden and silk garments. They shall experience neither hot sun nor bitter cold, neither weariness nor fatigue (K 35:31). They shall recline upon couches in the shade when they wish; clusters of grapes will be in reach for their plucking. In this passage, the vessels are said to be of silver and the goblets of crystal. Believers will be served by immortal youths, in appearance like “scattered pearls.” Believers will be adorned with bracelets of silver. Their silk and brocade garments will be green in color, like the green of garden and pasture, a color subsequently revered in Muslim tradition and found in many of the national flags of predominantly Muslim lands (K 76:11–23).

In the gardens of green, with green pastures and gushing fountains, with palm trees and pomegranates, there will also be houris available for believers. These are maidens, cloistered in cool pavilions, “untouched before them by any man or jinn.” They are always spoken of as good and comely, as modestly restraining their glances (an ancient ideal, we may note, throughout Asia) (K 55:56, 64–76). And God will wed these “wide-eyed houris” to believers (K 52:20; 2:23). It would seem that polygamy will prevail in Paradise as on earth, apparently without limitation to the earthly permitted number of four spouses.

One cannot deny the sensuous aspect of these images, nor that, apart from segments of the Sufi movement, they have been understood as somehow literally true by most Muslims in subsequent Islamic history. In the Koran, however, the whole complex of such imagery is carefully set in the context of ethical goodness, sexual purity, and responsibility. For Muhammad, polygamy always entailed the moral, social, and economic responsibility of husbands for their plural wives, even though divorce was a simpler procedure for males to initiate than was the case in most centuries in predominantly Christian lands. The Koranic imagery of paradisiacal sexuality is of wedded bliss. Not only are the houris themselves pure, restraining their glances “as if they were hidden pearls,” and good (K 37:46–47), but believers themselves are no longer what they were. To be sure, the goodness seen as the inherent quality of Paradise is the reward of goodness (K 55:60). As we have repeatedly noted, believers are persons who do good and believe the Truth. Yet believers are never claimed to be perfect—nor did Muhammad ever claim total moral perfection for himself. Therefore when such believers are welcomed into the gardens and fountains “in peace and security,” a further work of God is that God will strip away “all rancor that is in their breasts” (K 15:45–46). Such language would seem to imply a thoroughgoing divine work of interior purification of believers on the Day of Resurrection.19

In Paradise, believers will not hear even a whisper of the sighing in Gehenna. A wall shall be set up between the two, with a door on the inward side of which is written mercy and on the outer side chastisement (K 21:100–101; 57:13–14).20 There is one reference, however, to a believer concerned over the fate of a disbelieving comrade being given permission to look down and see him in the midst of Hell (K 37:50–54; cf. Luke 16:19–31). Muhammad’s perception in an early Meccan surah is that of the two parties of humanity, one in Paradise, one in the Blaze. The numbers in the Gardens of Delight will contain many from ancient times, “how few of the later folk” (K 42:6; 56:14). Perhaps Muhammad changed this view somewhat, as the formal ranges of Islam expanded in the last years of his public life, but we have, to my knowledge, no specific correction thereof in the Koran.

It seems proper to append some further consideration of the teaching on God’s judgments, rewards, and punishment in this world. One primary characteristic cited of disbelievers is their loss of the guidance that God would give to obedient believers. God lets them wander blindly in their insolence and error. Koranic anthropology emerges in large measure in passages like this. Humans are seen as originally or natively possessing light, but God takes away their light as the consequence of their purchase of error. Yet, again, we read that fitful flashes of light are given them; they still retain their hearing and sight (K 2:12–18; 28:60–61). They may even be given enjoyment for a while (K 2:121).

In his strenuous efforts to find and hold together the emerging community of faith in Medina, Muhammad emphasizes that those who break covenant with God “after its solemn binding” shall be called losers. He notes also that such persons are those who work corruptly in the land (K 2:24–25). Muhammad draws on his knowledge of Old Testament accounts of how the Hebrew people experienced the burden of God’s anger because they did not believe the revealing signs of God and wrongfully slew his Prophets. They experienced both social abasement and material poverty. But Muhammad immediately follows these words with strong affirmation that those who believe in God and the Last Day and do right—whether Jews, Christians, or Sabaeans—shall receive their appropriate reward. “No fear shall be on them, neither shall they sorrow” (K 2:57–59).

In this second surah, the longest in the Koran, we note again and again statements of Muhammad’s perception of the tension in the history of Israel between the faithful and the unfaithful, the obedient and the disobedient. Muhammad recognizes unhesitatingly the full religious authenticity of Israel’s historic experience of God’s “signs,” including specifically its Prophets and their messages, most notably Jesus, son of Mary, to whom God gave “the clear signs”—God “confirmed him with the Holy Spirit” (K 2:45, 81, 116). At the same time Muhammad speaks sharply of what he perceives as contemporary Jewish and Christian narrowness, their grudging attitudes toward the possibility that God would share his generosity beyond the boundaries of their own communities of faith (K 2:84, 114).

Indeed, throughout the Koran, Muhammad’s faith vision consistently includes a larger range of concern. God never does wrong (K 26:209). His concern, like his judgments, ranges across the whole of humankind (K 17:57, 62).

God’s intent was that all whom he created should be god-fearing and serve their Lord with deeds good, just, and merciful. For them, the earth was meant to be a resting place, the sky a canopy, with water and fruits abundant for their sustenance and enjoyment (K 2:19–20). Believers thus already have their reward in significant measure. They—we read in one passage—received life from God when they were dead (K 2:26; cf. Eph. 2:1–2). They may expect security even if they be slain in God’s cause. That is, they may expect “the reward of this world and the fairest reward of the world to come” (K 2:120; 3:142; 10:65; cf. Mark 10:29–30). Muhammad repeatedly affirms that the reward of the world to come is the greater reward, but at the same time he deftly works in assurances that God protects and provides for believers, including believing communities, in this world as well (K 16:43). Believers may have to experience various afflictions in life like disbelievers, but throughout the Koran the dominant note is believers’ victory in history and in the cosmos. The prevailing pattern is that of divine providence and just judgments at work in this world aimed at the worldly blessing and eternal reward of those who respond with true faith, surrender their self-will, and give obedience to the good will of God. Most significant, amid the working of processes of divine judgment and just judgments, the mercy and forgiveness of God—the generous provision to humanity of opportunities to repent—are seen as making God’s universe open-ended. Human history is replete with fresh opportunities (K 3:130–135). The early centuries of Muslim cultural openness were clearly in accord with this spirit of their Prophet. To return finally to the theme of this section, the Last Day, we may say that, apart from the brief mention of Gog, Magog, and the beast, with possible indication of a period of heightened evil shortly before the end, and the suggestion that the time is near, the Koran does not teach a “salvation history.” The Day will come when no one knows, and before it all human distinctions or concepts of history pale. The awesomeness of that Day is in keeping with the awesome majesty of God.

Revelation and Prophecy

This section considers the teaching of the Koran concerning what may be called “salvation history,” the whole range of the work of God to reveal himself to humans and to bring them to their appointed destiny, as Muhammad phrases it. Related to this concern is the role of human Prophets or Messengers of God in this work. It has been said that the two central presuppositions of the Judeo-Christian Bible, which are assumed as needing no justification, are the existence of God and the fact of revelation.21 Precisely the same can be said of the Koran. And central to the methodology of divine revelation to humanity is the use of Messengers or Prophets chosen to communicate his message. The focus of the content of the message in the Koran is more the will of God than his person or nature—although, as we have seen, Muhammad is insistent that God is good and his will is good for all his creation.22

An noted previously, in the Koran, two words are used to denote these chosen ones: nabi, Prophet, and rasul (one who is sent), Apostle or Messenger. Basic to Muhammad’s understanding of his own prophethood is his conviction that he is but one of many Messengers whom God has chosen, all worthy of respect and reverence. Muhammad is the Messenger of God to the Arabic-speaking people of his own generation. It is not clear whether he thought of his religious role as extending beyond this people. Muhammad’s rigorous opposition to idolatry must not be understood to obscure his frequently repeated affirmations of the authenticity and validity of the many Prophets and Messengers whom God has sent in other times and to other peoples. In a notable passage, Muhammad informed both Christians and Jews (People of the Book) that “We believe in what has been sent down to us, and what has been sent down to you; our God and your God is One, and to Him we have surrendered” (K 29:45). As we shall note, while each people had Messengers sent to them over the course of their history, the term “Prophet” is used in the Koran only for those sent to the “People of the Book” (Ahl al-Kitab), that is, Jews, Christians, and Muslims.23 Jesus is called Prophet once in the Koran apart from reference to others in this tradition, but he is frequently mentioned as Prophet in connection with these others (K 19:30–31). Muhammad also identifies himself as Prophet of his people, but more often his self-designation is as Messenger, even as Jesus is frequently so named (K 7:156, 158).

Humans are said to be originally one nation, one community, and God sent to them his Messengers with both good tidings and warning. God sent down with these Prophets “the Book with the Truth,” the Book that gives his criterion of judgment and is intended to be the means for the healing of differences among persons (K 2:209; 4:106). Muhammad evidently thought of Scripture as in some mode preexistent in heaven and perfect “in truthfulness and justice” (K 6:115). Differences in human perception thereof he tended to ascribe to human perversity and insolence. But God guides, and has guided, those who believe to the truth, which is also a straight path of right conduct. All is to the end that humans may “uphold justice” on earth. Significantly, this mode of revelation is linked in one passage with God’s revelation of the uses of iron for the welfare of humanity (K 57:25). The reverent possession of Scripture was clearly for Muhammad one essential mark distinguishing authentic monotheistic religion from the polytheism of the recent past of his people. This perception accounts in part for Muhammad’s concern to establish his reception of revelation as true Scripture, and to distinguish sharply, at least in theory, between the Koran as Scripture and all else in the Islamic tradition.

In the Koran, the process of divine revelation begins with Adam, who is identified as the Viceroy (khalifah) of God on earth. God teaches Adam the names of his creatures, and Adam in turn teaches the names to the angels of God, who, we learn, had demurred at the placement on earth of such a Viceroy. We are told that they were precognitively aware of the corruption and bloodshed that Adam and his descendants would bring to the world. According to the relatively long account in the second surah of the Koran, God determined to proceed with his intent. Not only does he give Adam the names first, but he requires of the angels that they bow to Adam.24 This the angels did, all except Iblis, who is described as proud, becoming one of the unbelievers after his refusal to obey the divine command. We may note from this incident that belief, for Muhammad, is not primarily cognitive knowledge but submissive obedience. Iblis is identified as Satan and in the text is cited as “causing” Adam and his wife (Eve is not mentioned by name in the Koran) to “slip” from obeying God (K 2:28–38).

Language of this last kind has led some Western interpreters to conclude that the Koran has a relatively trivial view of sin and evil. Other passages belie such interpretation. We note elsewhere both Adam and his wife confessing their wrongdoing and Adam’s role therein as specifically involving both disobedience and error (K 7:9–24; 20:114–124). Satan is said to lead the primal couple through delusion, but the wrong is done with conscious human complicity and, in consequence, enmity is set between Satan and humanity to continue until the Last Day (cf. Gen. 3:15).

A central theme, however, that runs through all the Koranic passages that touch on the creation of humanity and describe their fall is the high dignity accorded humans in the cosmos. This dignity is particularly indicated by their being given divine revelation. And we note that God is said to choose Adam again after his disobedience and error. God “turned again unto him and He guided him” (K 20:119–120). Here is proclamation of compassionate divine initiative toward the restoration of personal relationships and the granting of practical guidance for everyday living. All the pertinent passages communicate this message of divine revelation that becomes practical divine guidance.

Muhammad identifies by name many of those of the People of the Book to whom God gave “the Book, the Judgment, the Prophethood.” Abraham is cited as being given God’s “argument” (God’s ways of thinking, his will) over Abraham’s people. Among those divinely raised up to be Prophets and rightly guided are further cited as Isaac and Jacob, Noah beforehand, then “David and Solomon, Job and Joseph, Moses and Aaron.” Lest hearers tend to think that such divine election is dissociated from the response of right ethical conduct, the following are specifically cited as doers of good, as of the righteous: Zachariah and John, Jesus and Elias (Elijah), Ishmael and Elisha, Jonah and Lot, and Moses. Muhammad, as is his wont, does not go into the details of the lives of these persons as given in the Bible. His style can be called a sermonically effective broad sweep to emphasize the fact of divine election and the enablement of Prophets before him (K 6:83–93).

Muhammad also cites the names of certain Arabic Prophets who had appeared before him. Little is known of them from other sources than the Koran, but they were evidently names known to his hearers: Hood, Salih, Shuaib. They are said to have delivered their messages in a “clear, Arabic tongue”—messages, Muhammad avers, essentially one in content with that of the Prophets of the biblical tradition. He depicts this content with simple, broad strokes. Muhammad is not a theologian given to fastidious distinctions; he prefers simple, uncluttered, straightforward modes of speech. He identifies the content of the prophetic message as simply a call to turn from the many to the One, to serve the Lord of all Being—and obey his Messenger—unto purity of life, kindness to others, social and economic justice (K 7:63, 71; 11:52–70, 85–98; 26:176–198; 23:51–55; 26:105–109, 125, 131, 144, 150, 162, 179). Historic divisions of peoples into contentious religious sects Muhammad sees as the fault of the hearers of the various Messengers. Muhammad appears to see it his duty to address Arabic-speaking persons and to leave others “in their perplexity for a time” (K 23:56, 65). This last point is in accord with Muhammad’s preference for avoiding religious disputes with monotheists, especially with Jews and Christians, since God is the same Lord of all. All have their origin in the creed and conduct of Abraham, a man of pure faith, no idolater (K 2:129–133; 22:66–67).

As we have noted, every nation is given its Messenger in the providence of God to the end that their peoples should serve him and give up the worship of idols (K 10:48; 16:38). Muhammad sees God as sending a succession of Messengers to humanity (K 23:46, 32; 25:40; 28:45–46) and, in every case, the people cried “lies” to the Messengers of God. The expression “cried lies” occurs frequently in this context to denote popular rejection of divinely sent Prophets both within and without the Judeo-Christian tradition and very likely reveals Muhammad’s personal experience, especially at Mecca. Muhammad believed, we should note, that no other Warner had been sent in his own generation to the people of Mecca (K 32:3; 28:46).

Muhammad declares that it is God’s self-imposed duty to deliver or liberate both his Messengers and believers in their situations of existential need in this world (K 10:103; 11:61, 69, 97). As we have seen, this promise is not absolute; persons may die suddenly in pursuing the cause of God, especially in battle. But Muhammad’s primary religious intent, it would seem, is to direct believers toward a lively hope and expectation. This is always to look for help from God, with the sure knowledge that if all does not work out as hoped for now, there will be perfect compensation in the Hereafter. The Prophets of God experience persecution, but God again and again delivers them and fellow believers. The persecutors will meet an evil end both in this world and in the Hereafter (K 26:119, 138, 158, 170–172, 185–189). These concepts were held already in the Meccan period, but in Medina the conviction emerged with new focus that God will give Muhammad—and believers—victory in this world and in the Hereafter (K 22:15). We may note that this conviction is aligned, in the present text, with warning against those, probably in Medina, who profess to worship the one God and yet stand on the edge of full faith and commitment. When blessed with good fortune, they are content, but when trial befalls them, they turn away. They lose both “this world and the world to come” (K 22:11–13).

By far, the greater number of references in the Koran are to the Prophets who appear in the Judeo-Christian Scriptures, which, we learn, God revealed in the form of Torah (Taurai) and Gospel (Injil) as moral and spiritual guidance for the people (K 3:2–4).25 Muhammad repeatedly states that God made a covenant with the people of Israel—and later with those who call themselves Christians. The call to covenant relationship was so that the Children of Israel should serve only the one God, they should “be good to parents, and the near kinsman, and to orphans, and to the needy; and speak good to men [the scope is universal], and perform the prayer, and pay the alms” (K 2:60, 77–78; 5:15–19). We note that continuance of covenant relationship is always conditioned; the covenant of God does not extend to evildoers (K 2:117). It is clear from these and other passages that Muhammad’s perception of the content of the divine revelation given to the Children of Israel, to Noah, Abraham, Moses, and the later Prophets, is essentially the same as his own perception of divine revelation. That is to say, we find the content essentially the same as his own message, drawn with the same broad but incisive strokes. Muhammad’s primary concern is not to repeat historic texts, which he probably did not know in their original form, but to affirm that he himself shares the same call, the same covenant and message. His is a theological affirmation: God is one, his character and his revelation are the same in every age, to every people. The Messengers of God are expected to proclaim essentially the same message. Muhammad was not interested in theological niceties beyond the unity of God and his call to goodness, with remembrance of the Last Day.

A few more things must be said at this point, for the references to the Children of Israel in the Koran are many and important. The affirmation is that God gave them many a clear sign; indeed, God preferred Israel above all beings (K 2:207, 44, 116; 44:30). In this preference, they were provided with many good things: “the Book, the Judgment and the Prophethood” (K 45:15). Muhammad quotes Moses as saying to his people how God had given to them “such as He had not given to any being” (K 5:24). We note several references to the liberation of the Children of Israel from the people and Pharaoh of Egypt, God’s repeated pardoning and reviving of Israel under the leadership of Moses, feeding them with manna and quails (K 2:44–54). This divine preference for Israel, however, while not discussed theologically in the Koran, is clearly set in the context not only of conditioned election and covenant, but also of “preference for a time” in the economy of divine providence. As we shall see, there are also sharply critical statements made in the Koran of Jews and Christians both for their historical disobedience and present spiritual arrogance (K 5:21, 2:76).

With reference to Muhammad’s self-identification with the Judeo-Christian prophetic stream, we note a significant reference to Noah in two Meccan surahs. The faith, message, and prophetic experiences of Noah are described in terms similar to Muhammad’s own. Noah was among the Messengers of God, one who had put his trust in God, one of those who had surrendered to him (K 10:71–74). The political council of Noah’s people complain of his pretensions to prophethood, saying that he is only a mortal like themselves, that only the most abject and unreflecting in their community follow him. Noah has therefore no right to claim superiority over them. Noah’s response is that he has been given a clear sign from his Lord, and mercy. If the leaders refuse his message, he asks, how could he compel them to accept it. Noah pleads with them, saying he asks for no material compensation from them. He looks only to God for reward, and he [Noah] “will not drive away those who believe.” His motivation to speak is his awareness that an ignorant people will have to meet their Lord, a motivation that is a compulsion, his responsibility before God. Noah calls on the people to “remember,” language indicative of Muhammad’s perceptions. Basic to authentic religious conversion is for humans to remember—reflect upon—what they are: The creation of the Lord of the Worlds, blessed in innumerable ways and in generous measure from the time of their birth. They are called to surrender, but not to Noah. For Noah disclaims unusual knowledge of the Unseen; he does not possess the treasuries of God. He is no angel. This is all in all a portrayal of Muhammad in Mecca, as of Noah in his supposed time and place (K 11:28–51).

Abraham, however, is much more a figure of primary significance for Muhammad. The religion of Abraham is portrayed in the Koran as the foundation of all subsequent monotheism, and in a special way for the People of the Book, both Jews and Christians. A straight line leads to Islam, as well. Muhammad affirms connections of Abraham and his son Ishmael by the Egyptian maid Hagar with the city of Mecca (cf. Gen. 16:1–16). Abraham and Ishmael are said to have built the Ka’bah in Mecca, which under Muhammad’s leadership is to be “a place of visitation for the people, and a sanctuary.” The prayer of Abraham and Ishmael to the All-hearing, the All-knowing, the All-compassionate, the All-mighty, the All-wise God is that they themselves be submissive, they and the nation of their seed (K 2:117–124). It is stated that some descendants of Abraham have lived on in Mecca to the present time. Perhaps Muhammad thought of the Hanifs as having their origins in this physical posterity of Abraham (K 14:40–41). Throughout the long surah of “The Cow,” which contains all the essential elements of Koranic teaching and has been described as the Koran in miniature, assertion is frequently made that the religion of Abraham is the only true religion. This religion consists in belief that God is one—Abraham “was no idolater”—and in the surrender of human will and purpose unto obedience thereto (K 2:125–129).

To Jews and Christians, who call others to become part of their institutions as if such were a condition for receiving true divine guidance, Muhammad is instructed to say that Muslims adhere to the religion of Abraham, “a man of pure faith.” This declaration of institutional and cultural—although not spiritual—independence from the historic monotheistic traditions that preceded Muhammad is immediately followed by affirmation that Muslims believe in the same God as Jews and Christians, even as they believe in what has been revealed to themselves [in the Koran]. But Muslims also believe in that which was revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the Tribes, and that which was given to Moses, Jesus, and the Prophets of their Lord; “we make no division between any of them, and to Him we surrender” (K 2:130–134; cf. 2:285–186). I note later, however, that elsewhere Muhammad does make distinctions of consequence among some of the Prophets before him, supremely in the case of Jesus the Messiah (K 2:253–254). Muhammad further asks his hearers whether the modern sectarian names of Jews or Christians with their divisive rivalries can be appropriately applied to the ancient worthies to whom all monotheists look for their human sources or intermediaries. The Muslims, Muhammad avers, are “a midmost nation,” persons to serve as mediating, reconciling witnesses to their own [Arabic-speaking] people, even as he himself is the Messenger of God and a witness to them (K 2:137).

Muhammad also assigns a very high place to Moses. The word of God to him is said to be: “Moses, I have chosen thee above all men for My Messages and My Utterance.” God himself is alleged to have written on the Tablets of the Law all the admonitions and distinctions of right and wrong needed by the Children of Israel, a veritable light and reminder (K 7:141–142; 2:50; 21:48–49; cf. Deut. 34:10–12). Muhammad insists that nothing has been revealed to him except what was said to the Messengers before him (K 41:41–43; cf. 28:49). They all draw from the same “Book Sublime.” Hence God is alleged to appeal to the Children of Israel—whom God had preferred above all beings—to believe in that which is now being “sent down” through Muhammad, for it confirms “that which is with you.” The Jews of Medina are asked to bow their heads in worship with the Muslims who bow with like faith and intent. They are asked to join in the giving of alms to the needy, and the needs of the emerging state. Indeed, there is a hint in the passage that the Jews in Medina are not as zealous in their practical piety as the Muslims (K 2:38–44, 81–83, 116; 87:17). Muhammad is evidently aware, at least in outline, of the Jewish scriptural accounts of the long history of the people’s disobedience, as of the recent history of Jew fighting Jew as allies of feuding Arab tribes in Medina (K 2:85; 5:74, 82; cf. Acts 7:51–53). Such is the context for Muhammad’s asking Jewish hearers how is it that they invite others to worship and right living while they do not truly practice the same (K 2:41–42; cf. Rom. 2:21–23).

In a lengthy passage in the fifth surah, entitled “The Table,” Muhammad appeals to the People of the Book to perform, to practice, the Torah and the Gospel, indeed, all that has been revealed to them, or suffer untoward consequences both in this world and on the Last Day (K 5:45–90; cf. 62:5). Muhammad’s teaching is consistently that there is not true religion without righteous and compassionate conduct. Those of humanity who stand closest to Abraham are those who have followed him in their conduct as in faith. Such are the ones whom God protects, and among such, Muhammad insists, are himself and his people, the Muslims (K 3:60 ff).

God sent a train of Messengers to follow Moses, persons who received revelations from God, Messengers bearing good tidings and warning (K 2:81; 4:161–163). The story of the human responses, whether Jewish or Christian, is often cited as a history of hardened hearts, rebelliousness, and disobedience. And yet Muhammad is directed to “pardon them and forgive.” Both the Children of Israel and Christians are told that “they have forgotten a portion of that they were reminded of,” that there are many things that they have been concealing of the Book, “and effacing many things.” This is precisely the point at which Muhammad proclaims to the People of the Book that an authentic Messenger from God has come to them, as to the Arabs, now in their own time, namely in his own person. He is one who is “making clear” many things that Jews and Christians have been concealing or effacing, or have forgotten. Muhammad is bold enough to assert that he has brought a light from God (K 5:17–18; 14:1; cf. Acts 26:18; Col. 1:13).

Views of Scripture

A final word in this chapter may be in order with regard to the teaching of the Koran on the theme of Scripture. This necessarily brief account, however, may not adequately convey the frequency with which the term “Scripture” is used in the Koran nor the importance which the concept had in the faith and thought of Muhammad. Part of the profound respect that Muhammad had for Scripture may be due to the general respect for the written word in the relatively unlettered state of Arabia of his time. More significant, however, was his perception that the monotheistic religions whose origins he believed to lie in authentic Messengers of God particularly revered and boasted of their Scripture. He evidently felt that authentic religion must be primarily based on Scripture.

The perceptions that Muhammad received, in what evidently was for him a recognizably altered mode of consciousness, he came to identify—with the help, as we have seen, of the evaluations of his wife, Khadijah, and certain others of the Hanif—as authentic revelations from the One God, Creator, and Lord of the Worlds. He distinguished these revelations from thoughts or judgments that he believed to originate in his own mind, and came to consider them authentic Scripture, “a sending down from the Lord of all Being” (K 56:79). In an early Meccan surah, Muhammad speaks of God’s sovereign role in putting together on the plane of human experience Scripture that is already composed in the heavens (K 75:16–19). That is, these revelations given in divinely guided process over the whole course of Muhammad’s prophetic ministry are claimed to be God’s recitations and explanations to Muhammad of a Book already fully written, “a hidden Book.” This is evidently the noble Book hidden in the mind of God that “none but the purified may touch, a sending down from the Lord of all Being” (K 56:76–79). In one of the earliest of Meccan surahs, we read that this is a “glorious” Koran, “in a guarded tablet” (K 85:21).26 The term al-Koran means recitation of the Speech of God that is already written in the heavens.

Muhammad believed that this Book had been given in an authentic way to both Jews and Christians, and to Jesus were also given “clear signs” from God. He was convinced, however, that a party of their tradition had knowingly tampered with the Scripture sent down through Moses and subsequent Messengers. Some of the common people do not know the content of Scripture and share with each other “only fancies and mere conjectures.” Muhammad strongly criticized those who themselves write and sell what they call Scripture, saying, “This is from God.” Not all that is purported to be Scripture is actually so. His major complaint against Jews, however, was that they did not obey the divine injunctions given them. Against both Jews and Christians, his complaint was that they do not believe the Book from God that he is sending them through Muhammad. For this Koran confirms—so Muhammad insists—what Jews and Christians already have in hand (K 2:70–86).

The Book is affirmed to be guidance for the god-fearing. Divine guidance, practical guidance in the affairs of daily life, is a major theme in the faith and teaching of Muhammad. Even the jinn say they believe in the Koran that they have heard, a wonderful Book that is a guide to right living (K 2:2; 46:28–29; 72:3). Muhammad states that God’s revelations began with his words to Adam, and the language in this passage and elsewhere implies that God gives revelation and guidance in some measure to all persons (K 2:35–36). Muhammad’s claim, amidst disbelief and rejections from pagans in Mecca and Jews in Medina, was that the people of Israel had rejected Moses’ words as sorcery, and continue to do so (K 28:48–49). Perhaps this charge of Jewish unfaithfulness refers primarily to their rejection of Muhammad’s Message, for he continues to insist that his Word confirms that which was before it, a “guiding to the truth and to a straight path” (K 46:12, 29).

I have already discussed in some detail Muhammad’s initial experience of what he came to perceive as divine revelation. This is the clear Book sent down “in a blessed night” upon the heart of Muhammad by the angel Gabriel—by the leave of God. Such revelations, however, are to continue; we read in a Meccan surah that God is ever sending, ever warning, as a mercy and good tidings from the Lord (K 44:2–5; 2:92). The Koran was therefore revealed through a process of divine division, at proper intervals, that the Prophet might recite it to his fellow Arabs at intervals. Muhammad was told not to try to hasten the process until the whole had been completed (K 20:113; 17:7–8). As noted previously, the Jews in Medina evidently asked Muhammad at one time as a portent to bring down from heaven an actual Book in parchment form. His reply was that if they had been able to touch such with their hands, they would consider it no more than “manifest sorcery.” When these “unbelievers” further asked why God had not sent down an angel to give authority to the person and Message of Muhammad, Muhammad’s reply was that such an overwhelming presence would determine the matter, allowing no room for free human response. Such divine determinism in the cosmos would also leave no respite for humans, no freedom to believe, turn, repent, obey, and be in their Lord’s care until the Day of Judgment and beyond. In short, Muhammad is saying that God’s use of human Messengers, however frail or unimpressive they may appear, is the best way for the sake of humans themselves (K 4:1:152; 6:7–8).

As noted, Muhammad did not himself write down the revelations given him. Believers did this, and the final collection(s) was made after his death. He believed that writing these down himself would create occasion for doubt. For Muhammad, the process was primarily from Heart to heart, from Mind to mind (K 29:47–48; 80:11–15). Yet the writing down, the creating of Scripture, was of very great importance to him.

This interplay between personal revelation and written Scripture, whereby the first cannot but lead to the second, is one of the primary characteristics of Muhammad’s prophetic ministry. All is from God, or by God’s leave, but the written Scripture that is in process of emerging looms ever larger in religious importance as the years pass. Muhammad has a strong conviction—as a Word from God—of the uniqueness of the Koran. He asks his critics to bring something like it from their side. It is not something that could be created apart from God (K 2:21; 10:38–39). This is Scripture indeed, sublime, wise, a decisive word, no joke (K 43:3; 86:11–14). This Word is somehow also “Remembrance” for those who hear it; there is that in every person’s soul that resonates, in some kind of recall, to the content of this Message.

Muhammad insists in the face of disbelief that this Book sublime is without falsehood, no different in content from what had been revealed to the Messengers who had preceded him, a guidance and a healing for those who believe, the fairest discourse (K 41:41–44; 39:23–24).27 This is the blessed Book that persons who think may ponder and thus recollect their Maker and his ways (K 38:28; 39:13). It is clear testimony from the Lord, “guidance and mercy for a people of believers,” healing to believers, evidently a loss to unbelievers (K 7:203; 17:84). This is Scripture “wherein is no doubt” (K 2:2). There is nothing external that prevents persons from believing when divine guidance comes to them, nothing really except that such unbelief has been common among humanity from ancient times (K 18:53).

One final point may be mentioned again in this context. The principle of the abrogation of divine revelations has been applied historically in Islam generally to the abrogation of one verse of the Koran by another, to commands rather than narratives.28 The key passage is found in the lengthy surah of “The Cow”: “And for whatever verse We [God] abrogate or cast into oblivion, we bring a better or the like of it; knowest thou not that God is powerful over everything?” (K 2:100). Another passage states, after affirmation that every period of human history has a Book from God, “God blots out, and He establishes whatsoever He will; and with Him is the Essence of the Book” (K 13:39).

This principle of the abrogation of divine revelations—seen as a revelatory procedure initiated by God himself—suggests a certain freedom on Muhammad’s part from legalistic or overly rigid fixation with verbal precision or even accuracy. This is particularly the case as we note association of the principle with awareness of “the Essence” of Divine Communication, as may be distinguished from details. The presence of this principle, I believe, gives further credence to what I have contended is a characteristic of Muhammad’s style in the Koran: open-endedness and flexibility.

Jesus the Messiah, the Son of Mary

I noted in the previous section that Muhammad proclaimed on one occasion that there is no distinction to be made among the many Messengers of God sent to the various peoples of the world over the course of human history (K 4:149–150). The statement would seem to refer primarily to the authenticity of their role as mediators of God’s revelations and to the essential content of their messages. Elsewhere, however, we read that God has “preferred” some above others. Moses, for instance, is said to have been chosen above all humanity as the Spokesman of God’s Messages and Utterance (K 17:57; 9:141). But the language of divine preference in the Koran is especially reserved for Jesus, who is most often identified as the Messiah—a term not precisely defined—and as the son of Mary.

In “The Cow” surah, we find a clear focus of Muhammad’s understanding of this theme of divine preference. After affirming the particularity of God’s providential care and instruction in the case of David, Muhammad goes on to insist that God is “bounteous to all beings.” Then there is further identification of the fact of God raising some Messengers above others in rank. Muhammad proclaims Jesus, son of Mary, as the one to whom God gave “the clear signs” and confirmed with the Holy Spirit (K 2:81, 252–254). In another passage, Jesus is said to be a Spirit from God—language not used in the Koran of any other Messenger of God (K 4:168–169).

In the angelic annunciation to Mary, which we find also reported in the Koran, she is told that Jesus, “whose name is Messiah,” is indeed a Word from God himself. He shall be high honored in this world and the next, “near stationed to God,” a reference to Jesus’ living presence with God in heaven in this period before the Last Day (cf. Acts 7:55).

This is also one of the passages wherein it seems that Muhammad accepts as authentic certain stories about Jesus found only in apocryphal New Testament gospels. In this case, the reference is to what has come to be called the “Arabic Infancy Gospel.” An older English translation is as follows: “The following accounts we found in the book of Joseph the high-priest, called by some Caiaphas: He relates, that Jesus spoke even when he was in the cradle, and said to his mother: Mary, I am Jesus the Son of God, that word which thou didst bring forth according to the declaration of the angel Gabriel to thee, and my father hath sent me for the salvation of the world.”29 Muhammad’s statement is that in the annunciation to Mary the angels further say of Jesus, “He shall speak to men in the cradle, and of age, and righteous he shall be” (K 3:40–44; 5:109–111; 19:30–31).

In the same Koranic passage, Muhammad cites as a revelation from God an incident found in the apocryphal “Infancy Story of Thomas,” wherein Jesus as a five-year-old boy makes some soft clay and forms 12 sparrows from the clay. He claps his hands and cries to the birds to fly off. This they do, chirping as they fly.30 Of greater historical and theological significance is the fact that Muhammad here fully acknowledges Jesus being given by God the power to “heal the blind and the leper, and bring to life the dead.” The significance of this acknowledgment is heightened by the fact that Muhammad himself never claimed the power to perform such miracles. His role—in itself a wondrous miracle—was to communicate the Book Sublime that “could not have been forged apart from God” (K 2:21:10:38–39).

The fact that Muhammad appears to have drawn—briefly and, as it were, incidentally—from so-called New Testament Apocrypha does not alter the fact that his chief sources on the human level would seem to be oral versions of the canonical Jewish and Christian Scriptures that circulated in the Arabian peninsula in varying length and degrees of faithfulness from before his time.31 The point to be stressed is the high religious, indeed theological, view of Jesus the Messiah that Muhammad gives in the various proclamations contained in the Koran.

The angels proclaim to Mary that God has chosen and purified her and has indeed chosen her “above all women.” She was a just woman (K 3:38; 5:79). The Koran forthrightly affirms the virgin birth of Jesus and, in a Meccan surah, states that God “breathed into her of Our Spirit,” at least in part as a consequence of her guarding her virginity. Mary became “one of the obedient” (K 3:42; 66:12; 19:16–20; 21:92). The birth of the child in her is said to be by divine creation and decree. The birth of the Messiah is described as occurring beside the trunk of a date-palm tree, by whose dates “fresh and ripe she was nourished” (K 19:23–26). Muhammad strongly rejects traditional Jewish criticisms of Mary’s and of early Christian claims of her virginity in the event of Jesus’ birth. He speaks of these criticisms as “a mighty calumny” (K 4:155; 19:29).

The angelic proclamations to Mary regarding her son to be born are thus that he shall be highly honored in this world and the next, and shall be close to God and righteous. He will be taught by God himself, taught “the Book, the Wisdom, the Torah, the Gospel,” to become a Messenger to the Children of Israel.32 He will confirm the truth of the Torah that preceded him, and yet will make lawful certain things previously forbidden. Muhammad hereby shows his awareness that Jesus identified and emphasized the best of his own Hebrew tradition, bypassing or rejecting what is not worthy of that best (cf. Matt. 5:21–48; Mark 12:28–34).

The Koranic passage then seems to move into a changed setting, wherein Jesus is depicted as an adult addressing his fellow Jews and, in particular, his own disciples. He asks them to fear God and also obey himself. Such appeal, we may recall, was also a part of Muhammad’s call to his own hearers, especially in Medina. Muhammad’s meaning may perhaps be best discerned from language used in the latter part of this passage, where Jesus’ appeal is for persons to become his “helpers unto God.” The Apostles are cited as responding, “we will be helpers of God” (K 3:40–46).

Both Mary and her son are said to have been divinely appointed as a sign for all beings (K 21:92). Jesus is specifically identified in another Meccan surah as a sign appointed by God for all humanity, even as he constitutes an act of mercy from God (K 19:21). He is a pattern, an example, for the Children of Israel (K 43:59). Jesus is described in another (apparently Medinan) surah as being the climactic figure in the series of Messengers sent by God to humanity out of which will emerge on the plane of human history the divinely appointed Prophecy and Book. Muhammad comments in the passage, almost incidentally, that among the Jews “some of them are guided, and many of them are ungodly.” Jesus is the one to whom God gives the Gospel. At this point, Muhammad gives one of the strongest statements in appreciation of Christians to be found in the entire Koran. He cites God himself as affirming that he “set in the hearts of those who followed him [Jesus] tenderness and mercy” (K 57:26–27).

In this same passage, however, we find Muhammad insisting that monasticism is a Christian invention not prescribed by God. He acknowledges that the real intent of Christian believers in the institution of monasticism was to seek the pleasure of God, but their mode of observance of the institution was “not as it should be observed,” probably an objection to their practice of celibacy. And in spite of the praise of Christians cited in the previous paragraph—perhaps emphasis is to be placed more on the gifting acts of God than on the responses of the receivers—Muhammad observes, again almost incidentally, that “many [Christians] are ungodly.” In the concluding section, Muhammad turns to his own hearers and appeals to them to fear God and believe in his present Messenger to them: They will be given light to walk aright and forgiveness. After this proclamation of God’s open door before the peoples of Arabia—God is All-forgiving, All-compassionate—Muhammad asserts in no uncertain terms that the People of the Book (Jews or Christians) are not in control of the bounty of God. The boundaries of his generosity remain in his hands (K 57:25–29). As to the prophetic authenticity of Muhammad, we note in another passage that Jesus himself is cited as giving good tidings of a Messenger who will come after him, “whose name shall be Ahmad” (K61:6–7).33

We turn now to consider specific criticisms that we find in the Koran of what had become the mainstream of orthodox Christian Christology. Muhammad emphasizes that Jesus, even as the Messiah, the Word of God committed to Mary and a Spirit from God, was only the Messenger of God. “The Messiah will not disdain to be a servant of God,” even as the angels stationed near to God do not disdain to be considered his servants. The Arabic word for servant here (abd) specifically means “slave,” and the context was that of a slave-holding society. But from the passage, the meaning of the term is clearly that of subordination both obedient and dignified. The contrast is with rejection of the call to service of God, waxing proud before the Creator of all (K 4:168–171; 5:76–79). We are not to forget the common Muslim understanding of being in bondage to God as that which liberates from all other servitudes.34

Muhammad specifically emphasizes that the heart of his message is that God is One and not “the Third of Three.” The word God is also not to be assigned to the Messiah, Mary’s son. “It is not for God to take a son”; “God is only One God” (K 19:36; 4:168). In the lengthy passage in surah 5 that begins with God directly addressing Jesus, son of Mary, God asks Jesus when did he (Jesus) say to his contemporaries that they should take him and his mother to be gods, apart from God.35 Jesus’ response to God is given as “To Thee be glory! It is not mine to say what I have not right to. If I indeed said it, Thou knowest it, knowing what is within my soul, and I know not what is within Thy soul; Thou knowest the things unseen. I only said to them what Thou didst command me: ‘Serve God, my Lord and your Lord’” (K 5:116–117; cf. John 5:30; 7:16; 8:28; 20:17). Muhammad then asserts that the association of aught else in the universe with God specifically warrants the punishment of God. “They are unbelievers who say, ‘God is the Third of Three.’ No God is there but One.” Muhammad appeals to such persons to “turn to God and pray His forgiveness” for “God is All forgiving, All compassionate.” Muhammad believes that he is divinely directed to say to the People of the Book that they “go not beyond the bounds in your religion” (K 5:77–79; 4:168).36 It appears from a number of statements in the Koran that Muhammad thought both Jews and Christians were presumptuous in some of their religious claims, in particular their setting of boundaries regarding the ultimate salvation of persons in advance of the Last Day.

Perhaps the most controversial passage in the Koran regarding the person and life of Jesus is Muhammad’s rejection in the fourth surah of the truth of the Jewish claim—the language implies a “claim”—that they “slew the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, the Messenger of God.” Muhammad’s immediate retort to this “claim” is “yet they did not slay him, neither crucified him, only a likeness of that was shown to them … and they slew him not, of a certainty—no indeed; God raised him up to Him; God is All-mighty, All-wise.” Muhammad goes on to insist that not a single Christian (here designated as the People of the Book) will disbelieve in Jesus according to this interpretation before he himself (the Christian believer) dies. And such persons will be witnesses against the Jewish claim in the Resurrection Day (K 4:155–157).

This passage has led many—including probably the great majority of Muslim interpreters—to believe that Muhammad is denying the physical reality of the crucifixion and affirming a mode of ascension (by the help of God) in place of the resurrection.37 Many Western interpreters have surmised that Muhammad drew on Docetic or other Gnostic Christian teachings to come to this conclusion. It is not clear to what extent such variations of Christian faith were known in Arabia at the time of Muhammad, although his awareness of certain elements of apocryphal New Testament writings suggests that Muhammad was aware of a wide range of Christian views. Nevertheless, the passage does not really say that Jesus did not die on the cross. In fact, other passages in the Koran seem to indicate Muhammad’s belief that Jesus indeed did die, including a specific affirmation allegedly made by Jesus to “the day I die, and the day I am raised up alive” (K 19:34). Another statement is as from God himself, speaking to Jesus of the event to come: “Jesus, I will take thee to Me, and will raise thee to Me, and I will purify thee of those who believe not” (K 3:48).

A modern Muslim scholar, Abd al-Tafuhum, interprets the whole range of these Koranic verses as affirming the death of Jesus upon the cross.38 We must recall that the traditional Muslim understanding has been that Jesus, as the righteous servant of God, could not experience the defeat at human hands implied by such an ignominious death. But in the Koranic passages we have no denial of Jesus’ physical death, but only a denial of the “claim” of Jews that they did it. The Koranic affirmation is rather that only God can kill the Messiah, in accord with “his mysterious purposes”; humans do not have the power (K 5:19–20). Elsewhere, after the victory of the Medinans at the battle of Badr in 624, Muhammad reminds his followers that it was in the deepest sense not their victory but God’s. “You did not slay them, but God slew them” (K 8:17). This affirmation of the divine role at work behind human activity—a doctrine that was to become a highly significant element of historic Islamic faith—is evidently the key to proper understanding of the passage that we are considering (K 4:155–157). The Koran does not deny that the Jews desired to kill Jesus (although it was Roman soldiery who carried out the deed). Indeed, several passages in the Koran refer to historical Jewish mistreatment and even killing of their own Prophets (K 3:180; 4:154; cf. Matt. 23:37). But the Koranic affirmation is that God was behind and in sovereign control of the human event, even though not in such a way as to remove the human hand and will in the process.

This would seem to lead to the further conclusion that rather than ascension, a resurrection of Jesus by divine power is affirmed. We have noted several passages in the Koran that use precisely this language of God raising Jesus to himself (K 3:48; 4:156; 19:34). Thus even though the mainstream of Islamic tradition has believed that Jesus was carried away by God to heaven in his body of flesh, there to remain with God until the Day of Resurrection, the Koran does not precisely say this. To be sure, Muhammad, like the first Christian martyr Stephen or John Calvin (cf. Acts 7:55), believed that Jesus is now alive with God in heaven, as we learn from traditional accounts recorded in Ibn Ishaq’s The Life of Muhammad.39

Some readers may object to this as too thin a basis for overturning centuries of Islamic interpretation. But the basis in the Koran for the traditional view is even thinner, and the interpretation here suggested has the merit of drawing the two great streams of Christian and Muslim prophetic understanding into closer harmony. Such theological and practical cooperation was certainly the devout desire of Muhammad’s heart (cf. K 3:56). Whether we understand the Koranic affirmation to be of the ascension of Jesus or of his resurrection by the will and power of God, the intent of Muhammad’s message is clearly to proclaim divine action at work in his Messenger Jesus the Messiah.

The Koranic views of Jesus the Messiah are thus exalted, but they never ascribe to Jesus the status of deity. There is never a tendency to displace God with Jesus as the Supreme Object of religious devotion. We have already noted the insistence that God knows what is in the soul of the Messiah, and not vice versa. It is God who knows the things unseen; the Messiah speaks only what he has been commanded (K 5:116–117; cf. Mark 13:32; John 7:16, 8:28). Yet there is guidance and light in the Gospel that God has given Jesus, son of Mary, and an admonition to the god-fearing. Muhammad asks the People of the Gospel to judge according to what God has “sent down” to them in the form of the Gospel (K 5:50–51).40 “The likeness of Jesus, in God’s sight, is as Adam’s likeness.” Like Adam, we are told, Jesus was created of dust. God simply said “‘Be,’ and he was” (K 3:52). Jesus the Messiah is thus affirmed to be of the created order, like other humans, or angels. But the God who raises Jesus to himself also sets his followers “above the unbelievers till the Resurrection Day” (K 3:48). The Koran says, in effect, that the spread of Christianity in the world is the result of God’s strengthening of Jewish believers. We may recall that the Apostles of Jesus are cited, as those who respond to Jesus’ call to be his helpers unto God. Their actual response is “We will be helpers of God.” The enemy is presumably Jews who did not believe in Jesus as sent by God (K 61:14).

A credible item from tradition reports that when Muhammad entered the city of Mecca in triumph in the year 630, a fresco of Jesus and Mary was among others visible on the walls of the Ka’bah. He ordered all the paintings to be expunged except this one. This painting, it is said, was seen by an eyewitness as late as 683 C.E., when much of the Ka’bah was destroyed by fire and with it the painting.41

Most of what has been quoted from the Koran thus far comes from the Medinan period when Muhammad apparently for the first time came into contact with substantial and organized Jewish tribes or communities. Until the last years of his life, he had little or no comparable contact with Christians in organized community, and these were in relatively distant locations. This may be an important reason for the relatively more friendly attitude toward Christians than toward Jews generally found in the Koran. The people most hostile toward believers (Muslims) are said to be Jews and the idolaters, while “the nearest of them in love to the believers are those who say, ‘We are Christians.’” This is because “they wax not proud,” and “some of them are priests and monks” (K 5:85–86).42 One primary concern of Muhammad in Medina, however, was the relationship of his own prophetic status, and the whole movement of which he was leader, to the historic Peoples of the Book. In Medina, these peoples were primarily represented by Jews, and it was evidently a surprise to Muhammad that most of these Jews refused to accept him as an authentic Prophet of God. Only a few Jews are said to have believed in Muhammad in this sense (K 4:49). Muhammad’s assertion of Jesus as Messiah, as we have seen, only further alienated most Jews in Medina.

Muhammad’s surprise, it seems, came because he fully acknowledges the divine validity of the historic monotheistic faiths that preceded him, although primarily in other parts of the world. Had God willed, we read in the Koran, he could have made one nation of all humanity, but God has allowed the present situation to try persons. And rather than dispute with one another, all should vie with one another in good works. (I may properly add that our contemporary world needs to hear and heed this advice for interreligious relationships.) All persons and peoples shall return to God, and he will tell all on That Day of the points at which they were at variance on earth. It has been God’s way to appoint “a right way and an open road” for all humans, as to hearers in Arabia now. God chooses to bring to himself “whomsoever He will,” but this process in its working is that “God guides to Himself whoever turns, penitent.” God “accepts repentance from His servants and pardons evil deeds.” Whereas the Jews have allegedly said, “God’s hand is fettered” (again referring to what Muhammad sees as Jewish and Christian tendencies to limit the range of God’s compassion to themselves and those who follow them in their institutions), Muhammad forthrightly asserts, “Nay, but His hands are outspread; He expends as He will” (K 5:52–54, 59, 72–73; 42:6, 11–12). Muhammad proclaims that “Surely they that believe, and those of Jewry, and the Sabaeans, and those Christians, whoever believes in God and the Last Day, and works righteousness—no fear shall be on them, neither shall they sorrow” (K 5:73). Muhammad’s repeated appeal to the Peoples of the Book is that they “perform the Torah and the Gospel,” and do the works of righteousness without which faith is not valid (K 5:70–73; 42:11; cf. James 2:17, 26).

Muhammad’s word to the Peoples of the Book is that he has come also to them as a bearer of good news and a warning, as an authentic Messenger of God, one come after “an interval between the Messengers.” This statement is made, in the Koranic passage, immediately after Muhammad’s reproof of both Jews and Christians for claims (apparently understood by Muhammad as implying personal superiority and a favored status with God) that they are “the sons of God, and His beloved ones.” Muhammad’s response is first that their own history shows flawed action and God’s chastisement. They are reminded of their common mortality, and that to God belongs all that is in the kingdom of the heavens and of the earth. The promised return of all to God on That Day implies, the text seems to suggest, that all in the created order share a basic commonality (K 5:15–23).43

Muhammad insists, using words allegedly from God, that his is no new message. It is no different from what came to their fathers of old. He himself is no “innovation” among the Messengers of God (K 23:70; 46:8). Therefore Muhammad makes his appeal to all: “Come now to what God has sent down, and the Messenger” (K 4:64). He evidently found it difficult to understand or justify the failure to respond on the part of those who from their background of faith and worship should have been the first to acknowledge the authenticity of his prophethood. Those to whom God had given revelations in the past should recognize this revelation given to Muhammad as they recognize their own sons (K 6:20).

As Westerners at the present stage of our historical development, we may wish to say that Muhammad was sociologically and psychologically naive to expect openness and warm acceptance from the Jewish tribes in Medina. From his own point of view, he is a charismatic Prophet like the Prophets of Israel’s past, open-ended and pragmatic but simple in his language as he describes the essence of the tradition, not hesitating to give reproof and warning and promises of God’s mercy and forgiveness. He tells Jews and Christians that they have broken the covenants that God made with them and that “they have forgotten a portion of that they were reminded of.” He claims to make clear many things that Jews and Christians have presumably been concealing out of the Book. On the other hand, Muhammad asserts that through him a light from God has come, “and a Book Manifest whereby God guides whosoever follows His good pleasure in the ways of peace, and brings them forth from the shadows into the light by His leave; and He guides them to a straight path” (K 5:15–19).

Such language of sharp reproof, such claims of being the channel of direct revelation from God, even to the extent of correcting the Jewish (and Christian) tradition as generally known and publicly acknowledged, must have seemed to the Jews of Medina spiritually presumptuous to the highest degree. To be sure, Muhammad’s message was not far different from the style and tone of their own Prophets in their time and setting. But the Jews of Medina did not live in that time and setting. All seemed to acknowledge that there had been an “interval between the Messengers.” They were not, therefore, accustomed to be addressed by such persons. They depended upon the written Scriptures, of which the Jews in Medina must have possessed copies. Charles Le Gai Eaton, a contemporary Muslim of European background, informs us that Semitic peoples tend to be “legalistic by nature, and a certain literal-mindedness is characteristic of the Muslim.”44 Most Semites of the time of Muhammad evidently did not have a mentality open to revisions of the sacred text. But then, given our own long histories of at times slavish cleavage to the written word and related traditions, it would seem that neither Jew, nor Christian, nor Muslim has the right unduly to fault the Jews of Medina for their apparently excessive adherence to their own text, theology, and ways of worship.

Muhammad was, to repeat, a charismatic Prophet whose faith and religious experience gave him, he believed, the freedom and authority to function in the open-ended and pragmatic way characteristic of Hebrew Prophets vis-a-vis the religious, political, and cultural Establishment of their times. This way, we may suggest, is not entirely different in principle from modern historical criticism by devout believers. But to the Jews of Medina, Muhammad was not one of their own, and they were not accustomed to receiving Messengers of God critical of their tradition from one of any background, their own or others’.

In Mecca, Muhammad had had long experience of rejection of his message, but from polytheistic idolaters. He saw no rosy path for the Prophets of God. Indeed, he believed that every Prophet had a divinely appointed adversary—“Satans of men and jinn” (K 6:112). He recognized that Messengers of God before him were charged as liars and persecuted even as he, and had patiently endured these hurts until the help of God came to them (K 6:33). In Medina, the People of the Book, almost all of Jewish faith, like the Meccans, apparently asked Muhammad to produce miracles confirming his authenticity, such as bringing down a Book from heaven (K 4:152). His reply is actually multifaceted. For one thing, he reminds the Jews that their ancestors had asked Moses for a greater sign and were punished for their presumption (and later pardoned) (K 4:152–153). Muhammad repeatedly places the whole issue in the providence of God, affirming that had God willed, he could bring all to faith and send down whatever sign he wished. Muhammad is instructed, however, to give serious reply only to those who are open to hear (K 6:35–39). But the essence of Muhammad’s reply is that the Koran itself—the divine revelation given through Muhammad—is a wondrous miracle, the like of which is surely not to be produced otherwise in his time. It is “a healing and a mercy to the believers” (K 2:21; 17:84; 21:107).

When no appreciable response was forthcoming from the Jews in Medina, Muhammad began to think along other lines. In a late Medinan surah, possibly the eighth or ninth year after the migration (Hijrah) to Medina, Muhammad reminds Muslim believers that the people of the Book have no power or control over the limits of God’s bounty. It is in his hands; he gives it to whomever he wills. “And God is of bounty abounding” (K 57:29). Muhammad asks if these people of the Book are jealous of others in the wider ranges of humanity “for the bounty that God has given them.” He becomes clearly angry when he perceives that the Jewish community in Medina seems to approve of the religious position of pagan “unbelievers” (and presumably also to support their partisan political stance) in preference to Muslims. Muhammad contends, rightly or wrongly, that the Jews, to whom God had given “a share of the Book,” themselves believe in demons and idols (K 4:47–57).45 And in this context of assertion that while some Jews are believers, “the most of them are ungodly,” Muhammad begins to see the Muslims as the best community ever raised up by God in human history (K 3:106). Furthermore, he now affirms the divine victory of Islam on earth. He proclaims that God and his Messengers will assuredly be victorious, that the people who believe are the prosperous ones (K 58:21–24). God has sent his Messenger “with the guidance and the religion of truth” to the end that he [Muhammad] “may uplift it [Islam] above every religion” (K 61:9).

This atmosphere of partisan contention had, of course, both political and theological consequences. As we have seen in our consideration of the life of Muhammad, the political process ended in the complete victory of the Muslims and the total ousting of the Jews from the area. Theologically, the consequence was sharp criticism of alleged Jewish affirmations that Ezra is the Son of God and of Christian statements that the Messiah is the Son of God. Muhammad considers such confessions the perversion of proper faith in the One God and prays that God himself fight against them. He also claims that Jews and Christians have regarded their rabbis and monks as Lords without due subservience to God. Once again, Muhammad proclaims that there is no God but One, and all are “commanded to serve but One God” (K 9:30–31). And yet, in spite of all this acrimony, there is in the Koran not a single word critical of Jesus himself, of Jesus the Messiah, the son of Mary, the Word of God, the Bearer of God’s Spirit.

I should add at this point that, while Muhammad was clearly aware of the major activities and events of the public ministry of Jesus, he was apparently unaware of the richness and depth of the detailed teaching of Jesus as recorded in the Four Gospels of the New Testament. Muhammad, however, evidently believed that the content of Jesus’ teaching (so far as he knew it) was both noble and true and that it was not only like his own message, but really the same.

A further item needs to be mentioned: Muhammad’s understanding that God may abrogate, or cause to be superseded, previous revelations, and bring “a better or the like of it.” Readers may recall the turmoil caused by the publication in 1989 (in the United States by Viking Press) of Salman Rushdie’s book The Satanic Verses with reference to these passages. For Muhammad, such alteration lies within the prerogative of God’s free and universal sovereignty (K 2:100–102; 16:102–104). Such divine freedom, to be sure, has occasioned not a little difficulty for Muslim interpreters over the centuries. This was especially so in the context of emerging belief in the Koran as the inerrantly inspired Word of God. In particular, the celebrated Verse of the Sword: “slay the idolaters wherever you find them” (K 9:5) is said to have canceled 124 verses that enjoined toleration and patience.

If, however, one is not bound by a doctrine of literal inspiration, this last statement, which is qualified in its immediate context by the direction to let “the idolaters” go if they repent, comes to be seen as less harsh in its particular historical situation. The time is probably the year 630 C.E., and the verse indicates an ultimate sanction against polytheistic idolaters in Arabia. The larger context is the emerging end of idolatry in all Arabia, and the message, or parts thereof, was evidently intended to be brought to Mecca and read to the people in public. This surah is the only one in the entire Koran that does not begin with the words “In the name of God (Allah), the Merciful, the Compassionate.” Such omission may have seemed appropriate given the severe commandments against idolaters contained in this surah. But the time and situation suggest that such commandments had probably no need to be carried out.46

A final word at this point. Mahmoud Mustafa Ayoub, a Muslim professor of Islamic studies resident in the United States, has pointed out an important distinction in terms used in the original Arabic of the Koran. This has to do with Muhammad’s objections to Christians calling Jesus the Son of God. There are two words in the Arabic of the Koran that are used to signify a filial relationship: ibn and walad. “Ibn (‘son’), which is used only once in the Koran in relation to Jesus, may be understood metaphorically to mean son through a relationship of love or adoption (K 9:30). The term walad, on the other hand, means ‘offspring’ and thus primarily signifies physical generation and sonship.” Professor Ayoub contends that the Koran “does not use the term walad to refer to Jesus. That is to say, the Koran nowhere accuses Christians of calling Jesus the walad offspring of God.” If Ayoub is correct, it may be possible to conclude that Muhammad objected to Christian usage of the term Son of God primarily because it could too easily be misunderstood as implying the kind of sexual intercourse that he had heard of among pagan deities.47

It thus appears that Muhammad, and many later Muslim commentators, had the spiritual discernment and intellectual sophistication to perceive that the term “Son of God” was generally understood by Christians metaphorically as a relationship quite other than that produced by physical generation. But even in the allegedly single passage in the Koran where the Arabic ibn is used to denote Christian belief in Jesus’ divine sonship, Muhammad—the text does not say that God (Allah) so proclaims!—is sharply critical. Muhammad was a radical monotheist.

Koranic Views of Humanity

The Koranic views of the nature, existence, and destiny of humanity are rooted in the conviction that God first created humans as bearers of a special dignity. The Koranic word is that “Surely We created man of a clay of mud moulded,” whereas the jinn were created earlier “of fire flaming.” Yet into the mud, once shaped, God breathed his Spirit, and God commanded the angels to bow before this human being. The angels in fact did so, all except Satan (Iblis), who is thereupon banished from the presence of God, but with a certain respite or conditioned freedom to work his will in the cosmos until the Last Day (K 15:26–42).

In what is perhaps the earliest surah in the entire Koran, the proclamation is that God “created Man of a blood-clot” (K 96:1–2).48 In a later Meccan surah, the statement is made that God subsequently gave humanity “hearing, and sight, and hearts,” all in the context of affirmation that the All-mighty, the All-compassionate “has created all things well”—and yet humans show little thanks (K 32:5–8). It would seem from another Meccan surah that Muhammad thought of the whole of divine creation in its initial form and quality as quite without any imperfection or flaw (K 67:3–4). In a later Medinan surah, however, in the context of statements of principles and rules regarding relations between the human sexes, we note the statement that “man was created a weakling” (K 4:32). This acknowledgment of human weakness with regard to control of sexual desire seems to be the one Koranic gesture in the direction of Augustinian so-called original sin.49 In a very early Meccan surah, we find the proclamation that humanity was created “in the fairest stature,” but then reduced to “the lowest of the low,” except for “those who believe and do righteous deeds” (K 95:4–5). Affirmation here of humanity’s original high stature does not, however, constitute a theological statement of likeness to God. In the Koran, there is nothing that may be compared to God (K 42:9; cf. Gen. 1:27; 5:1).

The reduction of humans to “the lowest of the low” seems, in the larger Koranic context, to be the consequence of human freedom and willfulness (K 5:54). In the face of the glory and majesty of God, the integrity of his creation, the generosity of his provisions for human usage, Muhammad evidently found disobedience and evil among humans a mystery and puzzle to marvel at (K 16:1–34). We have noted that, at times, Muhammad uses language that seems to deny secondary causation, as if the events of life are all the consequence of divine doing. Thus, in an early Meccan surah, we note the statement that humanity was created fretful (in Kenneth Cragg’s translation: “with a restless anxiety”):50

Surely man was created fretful,

when evil visits him, impatient,

when good visits him, grudging,

save those that pray

and continue in their prayers,

those in whose wealth is a right known

for the beggar and the outcast,

who confirm the Day of Doom

and go in fear of the chastisement of their Lord

(from their Lord’s chastisement none feels secure)

(K 70:19–28).

This passage—which could also be considered an early expression of Muhammad’s faith and ethics—in its first portion seems to ascribe responsibility for human ethical deficiencies to the Creator. The second portion stresses vitally important present exceptions, similar to what I noted previously in that “those who believe and do righteous deeds” are not to be counted among the “lowest of the low.” Muhammad’s view of humanity’s ethical conduct as a whole was clearly not high; frequently repeated is the statement that many persons are evildoers. But such is the result of their turning their backs on their Maker, and “God desires only to smite them for some sin they have committed” (K 5:54). Koranic statements that, in brief, appear to indicate an absolute determinism in the operation of divine sovereignty do not give us the true thrust of Muhammad’s faith and teaching. Exceptions and qualifications to statements apparently absolute in themselves appear almost at once in the text. Muhammad was concerned about proclaiming the sovereignty of God as unqualified in potentia, but in actu, God gives humans both freedom and responsibility.

The Koranic perception of human nature and existence may be summed up by saying that whereas the divine creation of all was originally good, the present existential situation of most of humanity is highly inadequate, to say the least. The paradox is that whereas human origin in God’s intent and making was glorious, humanity in its present course of experiences is generally not of high quality. Perhaps both themes may be subsumed in the affirmation that God created humankind with the end of having mercy on them (K 11:120–121). As we have seen, the exceptions to the perceived general deterioration are “those who believe and do righteous deeds.” These have accepted the mercy of God, have opened themselves to his work, so that (as taught by the long line of divine Messengers) they surrender to the will of God, and do it. Muhammad did not hesitate to identify by name examples in previous history of those—Jewish, Christian, and others—who strove to do the revealed will of God. In particular, he had great hopes for the community of Muslims in Mecca and Medina for whom he was divinely guided Messenger and later political leader. But Muhammad does not want to give the impression that even for him the whole reality of the present human condition is entirely clear. Realms of mystery remain. In “The Cow” surah, we note that before the creation of humans, the angels are said to be told by God that he intends to set a Viceroy (khalifah) of himself on earth, a statement elsewhere expressed by the affirmation that humans are given dominion over the rest of creation on earth. This affirms the high dignity assigned in the Koran to the original nature of humanity.

But the angels, with their foreknowledge, question God as to the wisdom of setting upon the earth “one who will do corruption there, and shed blood, while We proclaim Thy praise and call Thee Holy?” The answer of the Lord was: “Assuredly I know that you know not” (K 2:28; 35:36).

In many a passage, the Koran continues to affirm the paradoxical nature of the present human condition. Humanity was created severally as God’s Viceroys on earth, given authority and the structured means to gain their livelihood (K 6:165; 7:1–34). But men and women rarely give thanks. In an eloquent passage, Muhammad describes how all things in the heavens and on earth were created to be subject and of service to humans, and God gives them all they ask of him. The blessings of God are innumerable. And yet “man is sinful, unthankful” (K 14:37–38; 31:18; 67:15). Even Muslims should not think of themselves as totally purified (K 53:34). Humans give little thanks for the wonders of their own physical and mental endowments. Indeed, they are said to be ever unthankful. Yet God “preferred them greatly” over many of the elements of his creation (K 23:80; 17:69, 72). No human being, however, is of itself immortal (K 30:19; 39:32).

I have noted statements that humanity was originally one community.51 Muhammad affirms an ongoing solidarity of humankind. Muhammad states that in God’s prohibition of willful murder to the children of Israel, the underlying principle is that killing another is as if one had slain all humankind. And whoever saves the life of one person in some way saves the life of all (K 5:35). The differing human languages and skin colors are portions and signs of God’s creation. All persons share in the rhythms of life night and day, and among the signs of divine creation is the universally shared human quest for God’s bounty. Yearning for the Divine seems to be part of every person’s endowment and heritage (K30:21–22).52

Muhammad also affirms divine process at work in the distinctions of rank in human societies, distinctions made for the testing of persons, for which each is to be held accountable (K 6:165). God has preferred some persons over others in provision of material goods. In these passages, we find not only statement of the divine origin of differences in wealth, but also a similar basis for distinctions between slave and free (K 16:73; 30:28).53 Furthermore, we note the statement—evidently made with reference particularly to those Muslims who felt compelled to emigrate to Ethiopia during the period of the Meccan ministry—that “Those who believe, and have emigrated, and have struggled in the way of God with their possessions and their selves are mightier in rank [spiritual?] with God; and those—they are the triumphant” (K 9:20). Muhammad also affirms that those Muslims who fought and spent of their possessions before the conquest of Mecca (i. e., during the hard years in both Mecca and Medina) are greater in rank than those who spent and fought afterward (K 57:11).

Against the Koranic affirmation of human solidarity must be placed the statements that each person shall ultimately give account precisely as they have labored, and that no one bears the load of another on the Day of Reckoning (K 53:40; 17:73). The Koran contains no doctrine of atonement. But the mercy of God and the open-endedness of human opportunities to believe and repent under God are stressed in almost every surah. Even in passages that stress the sovereignty of God in terms as strong as they are eloquent, Muhammad perceives humans as free and responsible. He insists that nothing within or without prevents humans from believing and seeking their Lord’s forgiveness when the divine guidance comes to them. And such guidance, it appears, comes to all (K 91:1–10; 18:52). Humans have been granted a life long enough to “remember” and, to all persons, the Messengers of God, even as warners, have come (K 35:34).

The freedom of humans therefore does not mean that humans have been left to their own devices. I have noted the many references to inspired Prophets who came before Muhammad (K 12:108). But God works from within to expand human hearts that they may surrender and walk in a light from Him. Their hearts are softened to the remembrance (dhikr) of God (K 39:19–24). The remembrance of God, as we are informed by Kenneth Cragg, is “at once a title of the Koran and a vital element in Muslim religious practice.”54 The consequence is a kind of divine-human cooperation based on divine initiative. Muhammad is told that not only is God his Protector, but so also are the angel Gabriel and the righteous among the believers. The angels are specifically cited as his supporters (K 66:4). The end is a mutuality in divine-human relationship. Even as there is continued divine communication to humanity, so there should be appropriate human response in both prayer and work—or rejection. Human life is perceived in the Koran as properly a life of labor unto the Lord, who is both Goal and Rewarder. All shall encounter him on the Last Day (K 84:1–14; 53:40–44). Therefore the deepest meaning of human life, following upon faith and surrender to the Lord of the Worlds, lies in the practice of the religious life: “Prosperous is he who has cleansed himself, and mentions the Name of his Lord, and prays.” For Muhammad, purification included purifying the soul, the inner self, and bodily extremities. It included the giving of one’s wealth and accepting no bribes, and “seeking the Face of his Lord Most High” (K 87:14–15; 11:9–10; 92:17–20).

Muhammad’s view of evil in human life and in the cosmos was not superficial. As noted previously, we do not find in the Koran a doctrine of original sin, but the present condition of some is seen as involving sickness in the heart, and hardness. Indeed, Muhammad recognizes that Satan tempts even every authentic Messenger or Prophet of God. The passage, in A. J. Arberry’s translation, seems to suggest Muhammad’s awareness that there may be a certain human “fancying” on the part of the Prophet in the midst of an otherwise faithful rendition of authentic divine revelation. Muhammad sees Satan as playing a role in distorting this human fancying and, at the same time, God works to annul that which Satan has cast into the mind of his Messenger.55 It would seem that a far wider range of humanity experiences this “fancying,” which constitutes especially severe trials for those whose hearts are hard—and sick. But the guidance of God is ever along a straight path (K 22:51–53). The worldview implied is that the cosmos is an arena where divine and demonic forces contend, and humans are tempted in their freedom. They may be grievously wounded and diseased as a result of their own choosing and consequent roles, but God is ever merciful and a straight guide to those who humble their hearts before him.

The Koranic picture, in sum, is that most people are ungrateful, even manifest adversaries of God. Humankind is “the most disputatious of things”; most persons lack knowledge. When God lets them taste mercy, they rejoice in it, but if some evil happens to them as a consequence of their own doing, they despair, because they do not perceive the hand of God in the process (K 16:4; 18:32; 12:68; 30:35). And yet, as we have seen, Muhammad had great hope for the community of Muslims whom he was nurturing, even in the midst of contention. He had no serious doubts of the Tightness of his own role as Messenger of God, nor did he question the truth of his message. And we must recall that Muhammad’s prophetic and political career in the final years at Medina manifests an almost unparalleled “success story.” The Muslims in Medina and elsewhere shared in this “victory” in ways both external and internal. But the Muslims were intrinsically more the followers of God than of Muhammad. Something was happening in Arabia of far more consequence for human history and the cosmos than most contemporaries were aware. On this basis, we may begin to understand the astonishing energy and scope of Muslim expansion—and interiorization—in the years following the death of Muhammad.

The Position and Role of Women in the Koran

The Koran teaches that before God the ethical obligations of women and men are the same. God’s treatment of them is the same. In a mid-Medinan surah, Muhammad stresses the obligations common to both men and women, namely, faith, obedience—to God and his Messenger—speaking the truth. He emphasizes the divine call to both women and men to be patient in endurance, generous in almsgiving, faithful in fasting, pure in their sexual relationship—to be “men and women who remember God oft.” For such, God has prepared both “forgiveness and a mighty wage” (K 33:30–36). Without distinction of male or female, God will grant the means to live a goodly life, inner and outer, for whoever “does a righteous deed.” Each shall receive recompense, a wage “according to the best of what they did” (K 16:99).

According to a very early Meccan surah, God created the male and female (K 92:4). Indeed, God created “all the pairs of what the earth produces,” a reason to give glory to God (K 36:36). Muhammad suggests that God has placed “much good” in women (K 4:23). Nevertheless, even where Muhammad states that women have rights of honor that all are obligated to acknowledge as their divinely set due, he claims that men have been put “a degree above” women. In another passage, Muhammad states as a fact of life that men are “managers of the affairs of women,” for the reason apparently that God has been more generous toward men in his bounty (in all categories?) and the latter have given of their financial means for the care of women. In this context, hearers are assured that a proper response of religiously righteous women is to be obedient, presumably also to their husbands. In fact, the passage goes on to state that husbands may admonish, banish to beds apart, and even beat their wives if they “fear” that their wives “may be rebellious” (K 2:228; 4:38).

We may properly recall, however, that both surahs in which these last statements are contained were composed in the Medinan period, that is, a number of years after the death of Muhammad’s first wife, Khadijah. One wonders if statements of the superiority of men over women in any way could have been made by Muhammad during the lifetime of Khadijah. In fact, there is no evidence in or out of the Koran that they were. Muhammad owed his relative financial security to Khadijah’s means and probably also to her continuing mercantile activity after their marriage. (His commitment to the prophetic call and an intensely disciplined religious life of prayer and proclamation, teaching and pastoral care would have left him little time for the oversight of Khadijah’s presumed ongoing mercantile activity.) Theirs was evidently a highly successful achievement in distinct but cooperative and mutually respectful roles.

In the next section, on Muhammad’s views of pagans, I note the relatively low position of women cited as characteristic in pre-Islamic Arabia. I also note Muhammad’s sharp criticism and vigorous rejection of the relatively common practice of burying unwanted female babies alive. He insists that persons who slay their children do so “in folly, without knowledge” of God’s right guidance. Such persons work against God, they have gone astray from his will, and are losers in God’s process of compensation (K 16:60–61; 6:137, 141). Muhammad insisted on the equal spiritual status of women before God and came to establish their legal rights in various ways.56

In Medina, Muhammad emphasized that men’s relationships to women, including sexual access within the bounds of God’s will, are in the context of their obligation to send good before them for their own welfare on the Last Day. They must fear God and know that they will meet their Maker then (K 2:220–223). Women, however, should have legal control, according to the Koran, of the dowries that their husbands pay at the time of marriage. They may inherit property that they receive as their proper share (K 4:3, 9).57 A wife’s word may be accepted against a husband’s accusation if he has no witnesses (K 24:6–9). We note that in the case of known and proven fornication, both man and woman shall receive one hundred lashes—“let no tenderness for them seize you” (K 24:2).

If a woman fears ill-treatment from her husband, it is not wrong for the two to try to set things right between them. That is, a wife can initiate efforts at personal reconciliation. But historically, this passage (K 4:127–128) has not been interpreted by Muslims to mean that a wife can initiate proceedings for divorce. (In the twentieth century, it became possible for a woman to sue for divorce upon certain grounds in Egypt, Lebanon, and several non-Arabic-speaking Muslim lands.58 The situation, however, has become more problematic in recent years, in large part because of the rise of more conservative forms of Islam.)

We have seen that Muhammad himself lived in an entirely monogamous marriage with Khadijah until her death after 26 years. The formal permission to Muslims to marry up to four wives was granted in the surah on Women, proclaimed in the fourth year at Medina, after the battle of Uhud. This was the battle in which a considerable number of Muslims were killed and provision had to be made for the widows and orphans of the fallen. Muhammad, with the full weight of Arab practice behind him, advised plural marriage as the best way to make provision for these needy persons. This provision was recommended on the condition that the husband treat his wives with full equality and justice. Otherwise, he should confine himself to one. He could also, it would seem, marry one or more of the slave girls whom he legally owned (K 4:3).

Actually, Muhammad acknowledges that Muslims will not be able to deal with perfect equality among their wives, however much they may wish to do so. But they must not differentiate so grievously among them as to leave any of them in uncertainty of mind (K 4:128–129).59 Muhammad himself was dealing with a situation of concrete need, and he evidently had in mind a working arrangement that was possible and practicable.

Divorce is permitted in the Koran, in the context of faith and hope: faith that God is All-hearing, All-knowing; hope in that reconciliation is the preferred way. The language of the Koran at one point states that if a couple should separate, God will provide for the material needs of each (K 4:129). But the longer discourse on divorce in the surah of “The Cow” clearly states that it is the duty of a husband to make “honourable provision” for the material needs of a divorced wife, the affluent according to his means, the needy man according to his (K 2:226–241).60

The language in this passage just cited, as in other passages in the Koran, is consistently that of the husband’s taking the initiative in the pronouncement of divorce, although there is no statement in this passage (nor in any other in the Koran, that I know of) that explicitly denies a wife’s right to initiate divorce proceedings. There are, nevertheless, various regulations to temper this custom. Husbands must wait four months, keeping themselves sexually apart from their wives, before they may divorce them (K 2:226; 65:4). This rule is to ensure that no woman be divorced while pregnant by her husband. The verbal statement of the husband, twice pronounced (according to the Koran [K 2:228–229], but Muslim practice generally requires three successive declarations, at a month’s interval, to make divorce irrevocable61), is sufficient for the action to be legal. During this time period, however, since the husband is free to change his mind, the wife may be retained in honor—or “released in kindness.” But if the process is fully completed, the husband may not remarry his divorced wife until she has married another man and been divorced from him.62 Islamic tradition, we should note, records that Muhammad said that of all things divinely “permitted,” the most obnoxious in the sight of God is divorce.63 Muhammad himself did not divorce any of his wives.

We read in a mid-Meccan surah that God created spouses for humans that they may “repose in them,” and God set between them love and mercy. These are signs for a people who reflect (K 30:20). With these words, Muhammad unequivocally proclaimed marriage to be an institution of divine ordinance, necessarily constituting a spiritual and physical relationship. Tradition records that Muhammad said that the married state is the Muslim way and that he who deliberately turns away from this path is “not of us.”64 We have already noted Muhammad’s conviction that the Christian institution of monasticism, in spite of his personal admiration for many monks, is not of God.

The sexual aspect of marriage was approved by, and important for, Muhammad and is specifically cited in the Koran as under divine approval. But in language that may not be pleasing to modern ears, Muhammad states that the women to whom male Muslims are permitted sexual access (i. e., wives legally married and female slaves legally owned) are their “tillage” (fields) to plough, and Muslim men may go to their tillage as they wish. But this permission is immediately followed by the admonition that such is part of the spiritual pilgrimage of every (male) soul. All is to be done in the context of proper Muslim fear of God, with awareness that every man will one day meet his God to give account of himself and his life (K 2:223). No mention is made in this passage of the female role (in personal awareness or spiritual consciousness) in the process of “tillage.” Nevertheless, Muhammad clearly regarded the sexual relationship of men and women as bearing the most solemn ethical responsibilities before God. It was, however, the ethical responsibilities of males that he particularly stressed.

In “The Cow,” permission is granted to men to go in to their wives (and/or female slaves) on the nights of the month-long fast of Ramadan (i. e., after sundown). Intercourse is forbidden from sunrise to sundown during this period.65 This statement is immediately followed by the affirmation that wives are a vestment (protection, comfort, ornament) for their husbands, and the husbands are the same for their wives. The ideal, indeed the command of God, is a relationship of intimate and mutually responsible helpfulness (K 2:183).

There are statements in the Koran that reveal Muhammad’s (and allegedly God’s) concern for the sexual satisfaction and emotional contentment of wives. The context is the presumably God-given right of the husband to choose to whom of his wives and slaves he should go this night or that. The point is that the husband is to be concerned with a fair balance in such choices, to the end that “every one of them will be well-pleased with what thou givest her” (K 33:51). There is no hint, however, that the wives have a right to choose or take initiative in this matter. Men are not to go in to their women during their menstruation period; this is a time of pain for the women (K 2:222). Mothers are permitted to suckle their children for two whole years if they wish, or they may give the responsibility to a wet nurse if they prefer. During this period, it is the responsibility of the father to provide “honourably” for the physical care of the mother (K 2:233).

The principle governing the marital relationship—the most solemn of all human social compacts under God—was thus profoundly spiritual and physical and involved mutual responsibilities. The Prophet was uncompromisingly strict in his injunctions to preserve the purity of the relationship by confinement of sexual relations to the parameters being set down. As we have seen, men must preserve their chastity save with their wives and the female slaves whom they legally own (K 70:29–30). In a mid-Medinan surah, injunction is given that if anyone (a male) on coming to marriageable age is not able to afford marriage, he should live in continence until God gives him the means to marry (K 24:33). That females should live in continence before marriage goes without saying. In the Koran, any premarital sexual relationship is forbidden.

Adultery is forbidden as both socially indecent and an evil way before God (K 17:34; 25:68–69). Anyone who commits adultery (or premarital fornication, by implication), whether man or woman, shall be scourged with a hundred lashes, as stated previously (K 24:2–3; 4:19–20). It is important to note that the man who commits adultery is considered as guilty as the woman. Muhammad thus took his stand in conformity with the Pentateuchal command in Leviticus 20:10, unlike “the scribes and Pharisees” who, in the passage in John 8:1–11, brought forth only the woman to be considered for punishment.66 The way is left open, however, in these passages for the guilty to “repent thereafter and make amends.” The presumption is clear as to their forgiveness and acceptance by God upon their fulfillment of these conditions, including the punishment. But in the Muslim community, a guilty fornicator shall marry none but a “fornicatress or an idolatress,” the same stricture to apply to a woman found guilty (K 24:2–3).67

Any sexual relationship outside the structures permitted is considered indecent or lewd and is strictly forbidden. A point revealing something of Muhammad’s spirit is the directive that if female slaves, once married, should be guilty of indecency, they should suffer only half the penalty inflicted upon free adulteresses (K 4:30). Incidentally, we read that it is Satan who entices persons into indecency, as, in the long run, his way leads to poverty (K 2:271). We should note again in this context that, for Muhammad, indecency involved both inner and outer aspects. He was always concerned for the whole person and never remained content with outward conformities (K 6:152).

Homosexuality is consistently decried in the Koran as wanton evil (K 7:79; 26:165; 27:56). All three of these citations are probably from the Meccan period, the latter two from a middle or even earlier time, indicative of Muhammad’s perceptions from an early period of his prophethood. Tradition relates that Muhammad cursed men who act like women and women who act like men and ordered Muslims to drive them from their houses. He is said to have expelled such persons from the community. The second caliph (successor in the leadership of the Islamic community), Umar, a father-in-law of Muhammad, is recorded to have followed the same policy.68

The historic Islamic custom of the seclusion of women has its origin in a brief passage of the Koran wherein permission is granted to the Prophet’s wives to be seen unveiled only by their fathers, their sons, brothers, brothers’ sons, or by the sons of their sisters, or by the sons of their female servants or slaves. The presumption is that they are not to be seen by any other males, except of course their husbands. Mention is made in this passage of the possibility of believers being invited to the houses of the Prophet for a meal, apparently the only occasion when such permission to enter is given. As a specific precaution against believers’ presumption—evidently a real temptation for some believers in the relatively open-ended ways of Muhammad’s lifetime—persons receiving invitations are told not to come too early! Guests are told that if they should ask the Prophet’s wives for any object, they should ask them from behind a curtain separating them. In a larger social context, prescription is given, as from God himself, for the wives and daughters of the Prophet, as for all believing women, to draw veils about their faces when they go outside their homes (K 33:53, 55, 59).

Muhammad evidently enjoined these practices as a result of his concern lest women be molested in the rough conditions of Arabic social life of his time, with the weight of pre-Islamic customs and attitudes still a powerful hindrance to his policies of reform. He evidently did not foresee the extent of personal restrictions that his prescriptions in this matter would bring upon generations of Muslim women in the centuries to come. One important factor in subsequent developments was indeed the partial reemergence of pre-Islamic Arab practices that caused a lowering of the tone of respect for women, beginning almost immediately after the Prophet’s death.

Muhammad clearly did not envisage an overweening dominance of men over women. His 26 years of married life with Khadijah—or in fact the accounts of his later multiple marriages—give no indication of such an attitude or practice. For him, consistent practice of authentic religious faith was primary, and obedience in faith to God took precedence over all human relationships or ties. In a Meccan surah, he cites, as an example for believers to follow, the wife of Pharaoh who prayed God to build her a house in Paradise and to deliver her from Pharaoh and his work, and from the evildoers of her people. Mary, the mother of Jesus, is likewise singled out as praiseworthy for her chastity, faith, and obedience. In light of the discourse herein, it is significant that Muhammad seems to identify Mary’s keeping of her virginity as the primary reason for God’s breathing his Spirit into her. She thereby confirmed the “words of God” as recorded in the Scriptures (“His Books,” K 66:11–12).

Views of Pagans

As noted, the prophetic career of Muhammad is particularly identified with two cities, Mecca and Medina. We also noted sharp differences developed in his public role and in the nature of his religious and political opposition in the two cities. We considered the Koranic views of Jews and Christians because they constitute major issues of the content of the Book, as of Muhammad’s years in Medina. These issues also figured as major in the subsequent expansion of Islam beyond the borders of Arabia. It is well for us to consider, however, how Muhammad perceived the nature of the pagan beliefs and customs that constituted the practice of the great majority of persons in all Arabia during his Meccan ministry.

We have noted that Muhammad was adamantly opposed to polytheistic paganism in Mecca, particularly in its setting any form or fact on a par with the Creator, the Lord of the Worlds. Muhammad’s criticism of paganism is sharp and radical, but with one significant reservation. He taught his followers not to use abusive words in criticism of the objects of pagan worship lest the pagan believers, in their ignorance, revengefully use similar language against God. Muhammad believed most pagans were simply ignorant of God (K 6:111), but then again on other occasions he seems to have credited some persons with certain knowledge of God and his ways (K 6:100–112). The pagan opposition to Muhammad in Mecca was expressed primarily through the wealthy and powerful within the city (K 43:30–32), the reasons for which I have already discussed. But Muhammad’s view of the religious content of pagan faith was radically negative.

For Muhammad, polytheism as a worldview implies fundamental cosmic disorder (K 21:22). It is as if a person belongs to several part-owners who disagree among themselves (K 39:30). At one point, Muhammad asserts that pagans pray only to female beings—those worshipped in Mecca at that time appear to have been solely female: Lat, Uzza, and Manat (K 53:19–20). But he at once goes on to say that, in fact, these pagan believers pray only to Satan, who is a rebel accursed by God, as if the true nature of pagan religious posture were rebellion against the one God (K 4:117–119). At one point, Muhammad insists that the female deities are only names created by their worshippers, present and past (K 53:22). Worship of such deities at the Ka’bah is no more than whistling and hand-clapping (K 8:34). Then again, we find elsewhere language suggesting the real but dependent existence of such beings as jinn or devils. On the Day of Judgment, these beings will insist that they were unaware of the worship or service offered them. In either case, their worship constitutes no valid service before God (K 10:29–30). In another passage, we note the statement that the prayers of unbelievers are made in error (K 40:50–54). But we must not conclude from such language that the possibility of effective prayer to God is cut off for persons then for the course of this life. Unbelievers who turn and pray to the Lord of the Worlds have an open door before them: “Your Lord has said, ‘Call upon Me and I will answer you’” (K 40:62; cf. Rom. 10:13). It would seem that such open-endedness is at the heart of Muhammad’s faith and message and that other statements that appear logically inconsistent with this posture are properly considered as expressions of his tendency to overstate his case on occasion.

Muhammad insists that idols such as the golden calf the Israelites worshipped have power neither to hurt nor help (K 20:92; cf. 21:62). Pagans are said to have no Scripture; Muhammad challenges the Meccans to bring him a Scripture comparable to his own. The pagans respond that they belong to the community of their ancestors and follow in their ways. Muhammad insists, in turn, that the present word of God given through him is a “better guidance,” and that faithfulness to tradition without moral discernment is an ancient excuse found everywhere (K 43:20–24; 37:156). Muhammad later asks his hearers in Medina to question tradition, asking whether their ancestors had adequate understanding or true guidance (K 2:165–166; 5:103). Certainly, the present mode of this tradition that asserts “There is nothing but our present life; we die, and we live, and nothing but Time destroys us” is utterly inadequate (K 45:23–24; 23:82). For Muhammad, rejection of the Hereafter and the Judgment is tantamount to rejection of God.

Some passages in early Meccan surahs suggest Muhammad’s message was winning its way, especially with persons already prepared, those who fear and worship their Lord in secret (K 35:8–19; 36:10; cf. Matt. 6:4, 6, 18). Muhammad was clearly aware of these persons’ existence and evidently aimed his early ministry in their direction. Once he felt called to make public proclamation of his message, however, he clearly came to regard himself as the Messenger of God to the whole of society.

Muhammad’s objection to pagan concepts and practices was clearly based on ethical as well as religious grounds. He considered various taboos regarding the eating of flesh and other foods meaningless. Like Jesus before him, he was concerned for sin both inward and outward, and like the early Christian church, he tried to simplify and limit the range of taboos. Only carrion, the blood of animals, and the flesh of swine came to be forbidden to believers. They may eat of all else—especially of the fruits of gardens or the fields—but not wastefully or greedily. Let the name of God be pronounced over that which is to be eaten. Muhammad acknowledged the religious authenticity of the various prohibitions on food given the people of Israel, but simplified the rules of living for Muslims (K 6:117–121, 135–148; cf. 15:28–29).

More significantly, however, Muhammad was vehemently opposed to the pagan custom, which the pagans believed their various deities ordained, of burying alive female children deemed superfluous (K 6:137, 141). Something of the compassionate spirit of Muhammad is revealed in the statement in an early Meccan surah in which on the Last Day the buried infant, upon being raised, is asked for what sin she was slain (K 81:9).

Muhammad knew that a primary reason for the slaying of daughters was the poverty of parents. He forthrightly rejects this excuse on the basis that God will provide for the material sustenance of both parents and children. Such confidence in divine providence, however, is not to be left solely to God. The context immediately after charges believers to be just and fair in commerce and in all interpersonal relationships with orphans (implying the needy of every kind), to fulfill the believers’ covenant with God, whose basic principle is that God has forbidden killing people except by legal process or in just war. Such respect for the life that God gives all must also include inward and outward self-control with regard to any sexual indecency toward others (K 6:151–154).

Pagan attitudes toward women at times led to dark anger and inner choking on a parent’s part if given news of the birth of a daughter. Muhammad regards such parental response as ingratitude toward the generous provision of the All-mighty, the All-merciful, who is the Creator of daughters and of sons. And he mocks this attitude, since it is coupled with the worship of angels on whom the pagans themselves have bestowed female attributes (K 43:14–19). Such experience with the attitudes and practices of Arabian paganism was clearly a part of the background that led Muhammad to commit himself to force to eliminate it from Arabian life throughout the peninsula.

The Ethics of the Koran

Our study to this point has made clear the central importance of ethical endeavor in the Koranic concept of authentic religion. The ultimate destiny of a person depends on what she/he earns; all are exhorted to work for the supreme triumph of Paradise (K 37:59). Recovery from ethical failure, however, would seem always to be possible for those who repent and amend their lives (K 5:43). The Koran proclaims continuing open-ended prospects before God for all humanity, because God is All-forgiving, All-compassionate—even as he purifies whom he will (K 24:10, 21–22). The Koran offers no theological interpretation of how such mercy may be cosmically possible; there is no concept, for example, of vicarious atonement. Muhammad’s views of the sovereignty of God possibly would have made such an inquiry presumptuous, if not blasphemous. God is sufficient, of bounty abounding, and he will arrange for whoever fears him to have a way out of dilemmas (K 3:167–168; 65:3–5; 2:18; cf. 1 Cor. 10:13). We note only that God calls for humans to make effort, to “struggle,” and God acquits of their evil deeds those who believe and turn to do righteous deeds. Furthermore, God’s generosity is such that he will recompense these persons for “the best of what they are doing” (K 29:6), up to ten times the original, while payment for evil is no more than tit for tat. (It is important to note, however, that, to Muhammad, human punishment in Gehenna, an apparently permanent condition, does not appear to constitute a disproportionate payment, that is, infinite suffering for finite transgression. In the Koran, the open-endedness of God toward all humanity seems confined to this world and to this cosmic time period.)

God is sufficient for all human needs, and his will is not to be questioned. In principle, the ethics of the Koran are based on the absolute will of God—as received through his Messenger Muhammad—in contrast with the moral code received from “the customs of our forefathers.” It is clear that application of the principle did not prevent Muhammad from carrying on certain customs from the pre-Islamic past into his overall ethical teaching. The process, however, was clearly selective and Muhammad was the one who selected. He believed himself to be chosen of God to convey the content of the will of God to his Arab contemporaries.69

A few instances in the Koran suggest possible atoning value for people’s good deeds. For example, in giving alms to the poor, it is better for persons to give without publicity, although it is excellent to give alms even when publicly proclaimed. But to act in accord with the better way is said to acquit that person of his or her evil deeds (K 2:273). One verse states flatly that good deeds will annul evil deeds (K 11:116). Another passage affirms that whoever forgoes retaliation—an eye for an eye, and so forth, as prescribed by God in the Torah—as a freewill offering will find it to be expiation (K 5:49). But in the larger context, the way of the Koran is to emphasize the sovereign mercy and forgiveness of God apart from any rationale. It appears unwise, therefore, to draw significant theological conclusions from a few verses alone. Far more frequently we read: Who can forgive sins save God alone?

There are also a few references to the need for human penances and making amends. It is forbidden a believer to kill another believer. If a Muslim should kill a fellow believer by mistake, he is to set free a believing slave as penance and pay appropriate compensation to the slain person’s family—unless they forgo receiving such payment as a freewill offering on their part. If the responsible believer does not have the financial means to make payment, he is to fast for two months in succession (evidently in the mode of Ramadan fasting, that is, during daylight hours). But whoever kills a believer willfully, “his recompense is Gehenna, therein dwelling forever” (K 4:94–95).

For those who divorce their wives by declaring them to be their mothers (a practice disapproved of by Muhammad) and then retract their words afterward—an act necessary for the process of forgiveness—the penance enjoined is the freeing of a slave. If the man does not have the means to do this, he is ordered to feed 60 poor people. If he cannot afford this, he is to fast for two successive months (K 58:3–4; 33:3–4).

The spirit of the Koran as a whole, however, is not that of a bargaining religion. The awesome majesty of its perception-concept of God quite removes it from any such triviahzation of spirituality. In the concluding verses of the longest of surahs, “The Cow,” Muhammad prays to his Lord with language of the heart comparable to the noblest of Hebrew Psalms:

Our Lord

take us not to task

if we forget, or make mistake …

Do Thou not burden us

beyond what we have the strength to bear.

And pardon us,

and forgive us,

and have mercy on us;

Thou art our Protector.

And help us against the people

of the unbelievers.

Muhammad proclaims in another Medinan surah that no believer would ever be pure apart from God’s free and generous mercy, but God purifies whom he will. In the text as we have it, Muhammad follows these statements with injunctions for believers who have means to continue to give to their kinsmen, to the poor, and to “those who emigrate in the way of God” (referring, no doubt, to the Muslim emigrants in Ethiopia). He commands them to pardon and forgive others, and then asks if they do not wish that God should forgive them. The language seems to suggest that if believers refuse to forgive others, such refusal could somehow block divine forgiveness from working effectively in their own lives. But God is All-forgiving, All-compassionate (K 24:22–23).

An Arabic term frequently used in the Koran to describe believers (taqwa) seems to carry the double meaning of fearing God and warding off evil (as in K 2:2).70 The Koran contains ethical prohibitions, but the emphasis in its ethical teaching is on the positive. A very early Meccan surah describes the right path for believers, those who are “Companions of the Right Hand.” The right path is especially:

The freeing of a slave

or giving food upon a day of hunger

to an orphan near of kin

or a needy man in misery.

The persons walking this path will “counsel each other to be steadfast and counsel each other to be merciful” (K 90:9–18). Prosperous in this life, as in the life to come, is the person “who has cleansed himself, and mentions the Name of his Lord, and prays” (K 87:14–15).

We read that restraints from the Lord are particularly laid upon those who honor not the orphan or “urge not the feeding of the needy.” Those who love wealth inordinately and greedily devour the inheritances of others shall experience a scourge of chastisement even in this world. They shall certainly receive the chastisement of God when the Lord comes on the Last Day (K 89:15–20). In another Meccan surah, we find that not to urge oneself and others to feed the needy is a sin comparably heinous to not believing in God the All-mighty (K 69:34–35; 74:44–45). The servants of God, however, who fulfill their vows and live in awed awareness of the Last Day give food to the needy, the orphan, the captive. This is an important part because “the beggar and the outcast” have a “right” to the wealth of believers (K 70:21). But this service is especially for love of God, in response to his person (“the Face of God”), certainly not in expectation of recompense from the recipients. Sufficient for the givers is the reward of the wondrous Garden, they who remember the Name of their Lord “at dawn and in the evening and part of the night, bow down before Him and magnify Him through the long night” (K 76:5–25).

Clearly central in Muhammad’s motivation was the consciousness of his own past reception of benefits, awareness evidently brought into recollection by the inner workings of God’s revelation. In an early Meccan surah revealed when his worldly prospects were low indeed, Muhammad was told that the Lord had not forsaken him, does not hate him. His latter portion will be better than the former; he will be satisfied with what the Lord gives. Then he is reminded of his own past:

Did He not find thee an orphan, and shelter thee?

Did He not find thee erring, and guide thee?

Did He not find thee needy, and suffice thee?

Therefore, Muhammad is told:

As for the orphan, do not oppress him,

and as for the beggar, scold him not;

and as for thy Lord’s blessing, declare it (K 93:1–11).

This theme of compassionate concern is repeated frequently in various contexts. The covenant that God made with the children of Israel was so that they should serve none other than God and:

be good to parents, and the near kinsman,

and to orphans, and to the needy;

and speak good to men, and perform the prayer,

and pay the alms.71

The Hebrews were not to shed the blood of their own people nor turn any of them out of their dwellings (a wrong of which apparently some Jews in Medina were guilty). It is noteworthy that Muhammad inserts into this listing of ethical obligations belonging to the divine covenant with Israel—a covenant that could be viewed as separatist and partial—a stricture of concern for the wider reaches of humankind (K 2:77–78).

As the community of Muslims became more carefully organized in Medina, we note concern expressed that women receive a proper share (“apportioned”) of what their parents or kinfolk leave as inheritance. Orphans and the poor, and other kinfolk, should be provided for. And people should speak kindly to them (K 4:8–9; 6:153; 2:218; 4:2–3). Muhammad proclaims that true piety lies not in the niceties of worship. Authentic worship is:

to believe in God, and the Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the Prophets, to give of one’s substance, however cherished, to kinsmen, and orphans, the needy, the traveler, beggars, and to ransom the slave, to perform the prayer, to pay the alms. And they who fulfill their covenant when they have engaged in a covenant, and endure with fortitude misfortune, hardship and peril, these are they who are true in their faith, these are the truly god-fearing (K 2:172–173).

These citations make clear that, for Muhammad and the early Muslim community, faith and works, especially in behalf of others, were inextricably intertwined. But like the prophets of the Hebrew Old Testament, Muhammad had deep concern for the individual’s inner self, for human thoughts and attitudes, for their intent and motive. The right way to come to God is with a pure heart (K 26:89). Paradise is for whoever comes to God with a penitent heart (K 50:31–34). God will take people to task not for a slip in their oaths, but for what their hearts have earned. God is All-forgiving, All-clement, but all shall be questioned on the Last Day regarding matters of hearing, sight, and the heart (K 2:225; 17:38). God changes people’s condition only when they change that which is within their hearts, a work that God helps them do (K 13:11; 15:47). In a Medinan surah, Muhammad states that there is no fault to be found in mistakes, “only in what your hearts premeditate”—yet, again, God is All-forgiving, All-compassionate (K 33:6). In a late Meccan surah, Muhammad urges his hearers to forsake both the outward sin and the inward, which another passage specifically associates with “indecencies,” that is, with sexual indiscretion of thought, word, or deed—wrongdoing that was apparently keenly offensive to Muhammad and is often cited in the Koran among the Prophet’s sharpest admonitions. God himself is not only the First and the Last, he is also the Outward and the Inward (K 6:120; 7:32; 57:3). Repeatedly proclaimed is the fact of the full knowledge of God, who knows not only what persons do, but also what they think, and there are consequences in this world and the next. But God accepts repentance from his servants (slaves) and pardons evil deeds of every kind (K 42:23–24). Therefore God’s servants are characteristically sincere of heart (K 37:40, 129, 160) and humble-minded (K 2:42).

In “The Cow,” Muhammad cites God as instructing the children of Israel that interior work becomes possible for the humble-minded. They are to seek God’s help in patience and prayer (K 2:40–43). In various passages, all persons are exhorted to refrain from walking on the earth exultingly, for such conduct is wicked and hateful to the Lord (K 17:39). Then we note the daunting words that God does not love those who exult, who are proud and boastful. He does not love such as are niggardly toward the needy in the world (K 28:76; 4:41). We are to recall, however, that this term “love,” in the Koran, more often than not means “approval” or “approbation.” It is never intended to proclaim a hard-faced God who shuts the door of opportunity in this world to those who would repent and return to fellowship with their Maker in faith and obedience. Muhammad’s concern is to proclaim that the most serious of consequences in this world and the next follow those who are wrongfully proud, who scoff at or revile others (K 28:39; 40:75–76; 49:10–11).

One particular element in this concern of Muhammad’s was that believers should not be impudent or presumptuous in the presence of God and his Messenger. This is the first part of the well-known passage in which believers are told not to raise their voices above the Prophet’s nor be loud in their speech to him. Yet Muhammad goes on to insist in the same passage that believers are indeed brothers (and sisters). For this reason they are not to find fault with each other, certainly not to revile one another with nicknames. The names of persons are important—in the Semitic linguistic context (K 49:1–5; 10–12).

The good tidings of Muhammad’s proclamation are for those who believe and strive to do good deeds. Such preaching is never intended to slight the central importance and necessity of faith in God, the All-merciful. Those who reject faith consider the signs that God sends through his Messengers or through events in history or nature to be lies (K 2:23; 7:145; 18:105).

The concept of reward is a significant aspect of the Koranic teaching on ethics. As we have noted, reward from God is neither mechanically given nor arithmetically measured: the Lord prefers to repay good double or even tenfold (K 4:44; 27:91; cf. Matt. 5:12). Muhammad emphasizes that those who believe in God and the Last Day and do what is right—prayer and almsgiving are sometimes specifically identified as central to what is right—shall receive an immense reward with their Lord, in part in this life. “No fear shall be on them, neither shall they sorrow” (K 2:59, 104, 108, 275, 278). Such persons receive guidance from their Lord; it is they who prosper, who are the successful even in this world (K 2:1–4; 23:1–10; 3:141). As for those slain in the way of God, as we have seen, they are not to be called “dead”; they are living.

Who ever obeys God and the Messenger—

they are with those whom God has blessed,

prophets, just men, martyrs, the righteous;

good companions they!

That is the bounty from God; God suffices

as One who knows (K 4:71; cf. 13:20–26).

Those who have bought error with the price of rejecting divine guidance find that their commerce has not profited them. God has taken away their light, leaving them in darkness. “Evildoers do not prosper” (K 2:15–16; 10:18; 12:22). Muhammad wishes his hearers to take a longer view of present human life—as of the Hereafter—and not presume upon the bounty of the Lord. Appropriate consequences follow, and the timing of consequences is in the hands of God. Hence the appropriate life posture of believers is fear of God, with personal modesty, an awed sense of the working of his ways of recompense, all encompassed with deep gratitude for the compassionate mercy and generous providence of God.

Muhammad preferred to proclaim the fact of reward from God as a reality both in this world and the world to come. But when pressed for a comparison, he did not hesitate to slight the life of this world and to stress the superlative excellence of the reward of the Hereafter. “Forgiveness and mercy from God are a better thing” than whatever riches may be amassed in this world (K 3:139–142, 151–152). “The enjoyment of this world is little; the world to come is better for him who fears God” (K 4:79). Believers will be tested with “something of fear and hunger, loss of goods and crops, even of their lives.” But God is with these who are patient. “The mighty triumph” is to be received into large gardens beneath which rivers flow, to dwell there forever. This is the reward of those who obey God and his Messenger (K 4:16–17).

The Koran lays great emphasis upon the wider social responsibilities of every adult believer, and in particular upon the financial duties of those possessing means. (It is important to note again in this context that Muhammad always refrained from equating the religious community who acknowledged him with God’s more inclusive parameters in past or present.) Frequent in the Koran are the admonitions to spend on others that which God has bestowed (K 2:3, 192). The alms tax (Az-Zakat) is obligatory for those who have the means, but in the Koran the context is primarily religious, and the term thus means a religious offering to God and a contribution to human need.commerce and business should not divert anyone from remembrance of God, that is, to keep the times of prayer and to pay the poor due (K 2:40; 24:37). In an early Meccan surah, we read that a characteristic of the god-fearing who will receive their reward is that they gave the beggar and the outcast a share in their wealth. This statement is made immediately after note of the primary characteristic of the believers (good-doers) of those early, devout days. We read “Little of the night would they slumber, and in the mornings they would ask for forgiveness.” This is to say that prayer and aid to the needy are like twin polarities of the daily life of the god-fearing, and to receive such aid is the right of the needy (K 51:15–19; 70:24). In the context of repeated proclamations that all that is in the heavens and the earth belongs to God, Muhammad admonishes believers to be proponents of justice—which is a primary way to be witnesses for God. They are to work for justice even though it be to the (presently appearing) disadvantage of themselves or their kinspersons. In the context, it would seem, of a court case, believers are to be impartial, whether the other persons in the case be rich or poor (K 4:130–134).

There are numerous statements in the Koran that God allows (honest) trading (the very repetition implies encouragement to mercantile activity), but forbids usury. Indeed, we read that God shall war against usurers, a term that is still generally understood in contemporary Islamic lands even to forbid accepting interest on savings deposits.72 And if one’s debtor be in difficult circumstances, the creditor is directed to “let him have respite until things are better.” The admonition immediately after says in effect that it is better to give freewill offerings—which may suggest that it would be better in general for creditors to remit a debt (K 2:275–280; 3:125; 30:38). God approves the generous, and we are told that he will replace that which his servants expend. Indeed, the promise is that “God will multiply such a good loan (to God) in manifold ways as the likeness of a grain of corn that sprouts seven ears, in every ear a hundred grains” (K 2:192; 34:35–38; 2:246, 263). Of course, this was not expected to be taken literally, but as an example of the generosity of God. This was intended to be a community of grateful believers who live in awe of their Maker even as they strive to help others.

The teaching of lending good loans to God—that is, giving to the needy of the earth, with confidence that God will ultimately multiply reward for such—was assuredly well developed in the Meccan period (K 64:15–18). But in Medina, Muhammad’s responsibility and concern for the entire community gave a new emphasis to his teaching on almsgiving. He was concerned not only for the quantity, but also for the manner of giving. Those who give of their wealth should not follow up such freewill offerings with critical words or other injury to the recipients. This would void their good effect upon the giver. Respectful words and forgiveness toward recipients are “better” for the givers, for “God is All-sufficient, All-clement” (K 2:264–269). The exigencies of the situation evidently made open and public giving necessary, but Muhammad insisted that, if possible, it is “better” to give to the poor in secret. Muhammad added—with how much theological implication?—that such secret giving will, before God, acquit the givers of their evil deeds (K 2:273–275; cf. Matt. 6:2–4).

Much or most of the fulfillment of social responsibilities enjoined during the Medinan period was carried out through what we would call the agency of state, the informal bureaucracy of Muhammad’s closest followers and military leaders. The theocratic community of which Muhammad was both religious Prophet and politico-military ruler—as if he were a younger and physically more vigorous Moses—increasingly gained authority and firmness of structure. In Muhammad’s lifetime, the administrative structure remained relatively simple and his direction largely personal. Apparently, any suppliant had personal access to the Prophet, and he believed it his duty to be the final (human) level of appeal in judging any case or reconciling disputing parties (K 49:1–10).

In the case of distribution of the booty won in caravan raids or battle, these spoils of war are said to belong to God and his Messenger. From these gains, however, it appears that Muhammad proclaimed one-fifth of the total for his own disposal, that is, for the state—on behalf of “near kinspersons, orphans, the needy, and the traveler.” But Muhammad and his fellow leaders apparently monitored the whole process of distribution so that the rich could not take an unfair share (K 8:1, 42; 59:6–10). We may recall that, in the early Medinan years, Muhammad was particularly concerned for the welfare of the economically destitute Muslim emigrants who fled with him from Mecca to Medina, and for other fugitives who later came to join the community, from Mecca or elsewhere.

Fighting in the cause of God came to be put in the same moral and religious category as contribution of means. True believers strive with their wealth and their lives for the cause of God (K 49:15). This situation began with the Medinan period, for, as noted, in the Meccan period, believers were forbidden to resort to arms for their faith (except for legitimate self-defense). In Medina, the principle was first established that Muslims may fight in the cause of God against those who fight against them, but they must not begin hostilities. “God loves not the aggressors.” But Muhammad came to believe that the Meccans’ persecution of Muslims was morally worse than the killing that would ensue if the Muslims resisted, then moved beyond allowing armed resistance to permitting attacks. He came to believe that idolatry must be extirpated from Mecca and from all Arabia—by persuasion, if possible; by military means, if necessary. The growing community of Muslims was urged to support and participate in the military campaigns necessary to achieve this purpose. (If the opposition, however, desisted from persecution, turned to faith in God as One, and followed in the practices enjoined therein, no ill will would remain. Individual wrongdoers were to be handled separately.) The overarching reality is that God is All-forgiving, All-compassionate (K 2:187–191; 8:39–40).

Muhammad thus proclaimed to the Muslims that warfare is divinely ordained, even though it is personally hateful. Indeed, it is even suggested that those who turn away when fighting was prescribed for them, as in the case of the children of Israel in the time of Saul and David, are evildoers in God’s sight (K 2:210–215, 247). The alms that Muslims are required to give are also for those who are in need because of their fighting or other activity in the cause of God. Muhammad’s sensitivity is revealed in his insistence that it is the responsibility of people of means, as of the state, to be aware of and seek out such of the needy who do not importune others to meet their needs. Muhammad speaks forthrightly of divine punishment for those who are greedy and keep their wealth to themselves in the face of these human needs (K 2:272–275; 3:175; 4:41–42).

The frequent admonitions in the Koran to obey God and his Messenger, and also those in positions of authority with him, are thus to be understood as appeals for the dedication of life and means to the expansion of the Muslim community by military means (K 3:126; 4:62, 82, 85; 9:41). In a late Medinan surah, however, as a part of the vow that women fugitives from Mecca or other parts of Arabia were expected to make, a significant qualification is offered: Obedience to the Prophet is incumbent only in that which is honorable or right (K 60:12). As with Muhammad’s frequent use of the term (in English translation) “haply,” we note again his tendency to refrain from making absolute statements except that God is One, All-forgiving, All-compassionate. I would suggest that these “qualifications” indicate that Muhammad did not always expect his language, even in the Koran, to be taken as literally as most believers have done. Can we not say the same of the Judeo-Christian Bible? Jesus himself espoused and practiced a selective use of Scripture and the early church largely followed his example with their development of lectionaries for public reading of Scripture in church service (Matt. 5:17–48; Mark 12:28–34; Gal. 5:14). One of the most needed conditions for constructive dialogue and better relations in general among Christians, Jews, and Muslims73 would seem to be less certainty of the perfection of our respective Scriptures.

The presence in the Koran of these “qualifications” is a helpful guide in the interpretation of some of the very strong language occasionally to be found in the Koran, especially with regard to the fate of unbelievers in this world and the next. In battle, the Muslims are ordered, with their angelic helpers, to smite the unbelievers “above the necks” and “every finger of them.” God himself is said to be involved in primary fashion in this work of slaying unbelievers, because they had broken covenant with God and his Messenger. Upon such persons the retribution of God is terrible; the chastisement of the fire awaits unbelievers. And yet the text goes on to command Muhammad to say to the unbelievers that if they yield—to God and his Messenger is the implication—God will forgive them what is past (K 8:12–18, 39, 63; 2:187–189).74 The larger context is that a Messenger from God has come out of the Arabs, one of themselves, one who grieves over the suffering of persons, who is anxious for their welfare, “gentle to the believers, compassionate” (K 9:129; 48:28–29). Muhammad seems always to leave a door open for persons here on earth, whether the context be discussion of the mind of God toward unbelievers or the attitude of Muslims toward others. His deepest conviction was that his Message is most reasonable, no different in content from the Torah and the Gospel that had been given to humanity before him (K 9:1–20; 5:50–53). It is supremely a Message of mercy and forgiveness, an open door to all humanity.

The goal of ethical action in the Koran is especially to create one nation, one people out of many, a nation that calls all persons to goodness. It invites all persons to honorable living and forbids all dishonor or wrongdoing (K 3:100). The goal is the creation of a community that is also a state, one that provides the conditions most favorable to the achievement of goodness in human living. This is the ideal of Islam, but whether or not statehood is achieved, believers must individually and collectively strive to do good. What God commands—such as to judge justly in human dispute, to restore in proper condition whatever others have entrusted to one’s care—is good in itself (K 4:61). Repeatedly, believers are told that to work for justice is to be a witness for God, to be fair in one’s dealings with others is close to the heart of one’s duty to God. Believers are enjoined to work for justice, even when it appears to be against their own interests or those of their parents or other kinfolk. God has promised those who believe and do deeds of righteousness both forgiveness and a great reward (K 5:11–12; 4:134).

Those who fear God also restrain their anger against fellow humans and pardon their offenses, even as they continue to be generous in almsgiving, whether they personally experience prosperity or adversity. It is the good pleasure of God that people work at reconciliation and setting things right in human life (K 3:127–128; 4:114).

Muhammad notes God’s prescription in the Torah of an eye for an eye, “a tooth for a tooth, and for wounds retaliation.” He states, however, that the Word of God is now that whoever forgoes this right will find it an expiation for him. If believers have been hurt by others, they are permitted to return such injury in like measure, but it is better to be patient with these others. Muhammad is instructed to be patient and is told that such patience is only possible with the help of God. Muhammad is aware of the divine law that the consequence of evil is evil, but he wants to say that the process is somehow flexible, open-ended. Whoever forgives others and works to put things right in human relationships will receive special reward from God (K 5:48–49; 16:128–129; 42:35–38; cf. Matt. 5:38–42). The way for believers is to overcome evil with good, done in the context of faithfulness in prayer. The good deed has greater power even to make a loyal friend out of one with whom there had been enmity (K 13:20–21; 29:97; 41:34; cf. Rom. 12:17–21).

Injunctions to goodness, to kindness, are frequent in the Koran. God has been good to believers, indeed to all; the proper response is a religious life, worshipping God and doing what is right to others. Believers are instructed to make provision for their wives and for divorced women. Generosity toward one another is the right way for Muslims (K 20:132; 28:77; 2:234–242). The proper relationship between believers is to be protecting friends to one another, the men and the women, all in an honorable way, all in the context of a lifestyle of prayer and almsgiving—with obedience to God and his Messenger. Orphans who have been adopted are to be considered brothers (and sisters) in the faith and dependent clients (K 8:73; 9:73; 33:5). Symbolic of this relationship of mutual respect and helpfulness is the command for believers to exchange a greeting from God—“blessed and sweet”—when they enter each others’ houses (K 24:61). The bond of faith is prior to all other kinds of human relationship. It is, for instance, the command of God that all beings be kind to their parents. But if they try to lead believers into idolatry, they are not to be obeyed. They are to be honorably treated in this world, with gratitude for their upbringing, but the way to follow is that of those who turn to God the All-sufficient, All-laudable (K 29:7; 31:13–14).

Muhammad’s injunction to Muslims was to be stern with disbelievers, either as individuals or as communities. It is wrong, he says, to take for friends a people with whom God is (then) angry or to love (approve of) those who oppose God and his Messenger (K 58:15, 22; 53:30). Muhammad sees the departure of Abraham from his kinsfolk in Mesopotamia as indicative of (currently) irreconcilable faith positions—with resultant enmity “until you believe in God Alone.” Yet even here Muhammad shows his customary open-endedness, for he quotes Abraham as saying to his father, “certainly I shall ask pardon for thee.” It is thus Muhammad’s hope that God will yet establish “love” between believers and those with whom they are currently at enmity (K 60:4, 7–9).

A further qualification is that Muslims should not take hostile action against unbelievers who resort for refuge to a people who have a compact with the Muslim community, nor against those who come seeking peace “with hearts constricted,” in repentant mode. Furthermore, if any of “the idolaters” seeks protection from the Muslims even without profession of faith, Muhammad is directed to grant such protection until the individual has opportunity to hear the words of God (K 4:90–93; 9:5–19). This language seems to tell us something of the procedures for religious instruction that were instituted within and without Medina as the community of faith expanded before Muhammad’s death.

These passages, however, also contain clear directions for Muslims to slay idolaters “wherever you find them,” unless they “repent and perform the prayer and pay the alms” as authentic tokens of faith. Then they become “brothers in religion.” Muslims should not take as friends Jews and Christians who make a jest and sport of the faith of Islam. They should not choose their own fathers or other family members as friends of the heart if they “prefer unbelief to belief.” Muhammad does not specifically say that Muslims should fight with members of their own families who do not profess their faith,75 but as for Jews and Christians “who have been given the Book” and do not practice the religion of truth, Muslims should fight them until they pay the assigned tribute readily and humbly (K 9:23, 29).

We may note that this last citation is immediately followed in the Koranic text by Muhammad’s sharp criticism of Jews for claiming that Ezra is the Son of God and of Christians for saying that the Messiah is the Son of God. Muhammad further asserts that Jews and Christians have exalted their rabbis and their monks as “lords apart from God” although they were commanded to serve only One God. Indeed, “there is no god but He.” Here, too, Muhammad seems to cite “the Messiah, Mary’s son” as unduly exalted in Christian theological faith.76 God has sent his (present) Messenger “with the guidance and the religion of truth, that He may uplift it above every religion.” Muhammad refrains from any criticism of the Messiah himself, here or elsewhere, but he goes on to accuse “many of the [Jewish] rabbis, and [Christian] monks” of greed and extortion of material goods from believers, so as actually to keep them from following the way of God (K 9:30–35).

A further prohibition is that Muslims should not marry idolatresses—presumably polytheistic pagans—until they believe. Similarly, Muslim women should not marry men who have not yet come to Islamic faith (K 2:220–221).

I have already discussed the teaching of the Koran with regard to sexual morality in the section on women. It is sufficient to repeat that sexual relationships were strictly forbidden outside the structures of responsibility established in the Muslim community; anything else was “indecent and hateful, an evil way” (K 4:23–29). As we have seen, Muhammad was severely critical of lewdness of thought, word, or deed. The overall ethical posture of the Koran, however, is nonascetic. Celibacy and the monastic life are not approved; God has only forbidden “indecencies, the inward and the outward.” Further details are not given, but Muhammad himself and the early Muslim community were resolutely opposed to the kind of debauchery seen in the Roman Empire at the height of its pagan power. Prostitution, male or female, was forbidden and apparently did not exist at all in Medina at that time.

Muslims should not be prodigal, but may and should enjoy the good things in this world. They may eat, drink—wine was later forbidden, except in Paradise!—and wear that which God provides. They should not forbid such things to self or others (K 7:29–31). Muhammad himself and other Muslims are directed (“God loves not any man proud and boastful”) not only to be modest in their bearing in public, but also to keep their voices low at any time, for “the most hideous of voices is the ass’s.” Such bearing is also enjoined as the proper mode of prayer, whether in public worship or in private devotion. All are urged not to be loud in their prayers, “nor hushed therein.” They should seek a way of moderation between the extremes of loudness and silence (K 31:16–17; 17:110–111).

As noted earlier, the whole ethical life of Muslims is to be interfused with thanksgiving to God. They are to be thankful to God, at least in part because God recompenses those who are thankful. The very fasting prescribed for daytime during the month of Ramadan is to the end that persons be thankful. The text is clear in its prescriptions and prohibitions surrounding the event such that even this period of daylight fasting is not intended to create an ascetic pattern, not to be severe. For “God desires ease for you” (K 2:147, 181; 7:141; 28:73; 54:35).

This last citation is not to be understood as if “an easy life” was to be the proper expectation of Muslims. They are to toil and persevere in good works, be patient and “do deeds of righteousness; for them awaits forgiveness and a mighty wage.” They are to seek God’s help in patience and prayer, put their trust in their Lord (K 11:14; 22:148; 29:59). In a very early Meccan surah, Muhammad is commanded not to give of himself, thinking to gain the more on this material plane, but to be patient before his Lord. Patience clearly meant to Muhammad a sturdy constancy in face of whatever befalls persons in this life. Those truly guided by God experience, even in this life, awareness of true relationship to God; they know also that their ultimate destiny is with Him (K 74:6; 31:16–17; 2:150–151). Believers should therefore do the best they can (K 64:15).

It is in this context that the permission of God for believers to engage in trade is to be seen, although God forbids usury, as noted previously (K 2:276–277; 3:125). (Usury, at that time, could double or redouble the amount originally lent [K 3:125]). Muhammad also commands believers in the strongest terms to forgive outstanding debts that may be classified as usury (K 2:278–280). Indeed, he goes on to say that if any debtor should be financially in difficulties, the Muslim creditor should allow him time to repay “till things are easier.” The larger context of these passages is that Muslims may rightly seek the bounty of God in this life, but Muhammad contrasts those who pray for good in this world alone with those who pray for good in the world to come (K 17:68; 2:196–198). The latter receive their proper portion in this life as in the life to come. The discussion of both permission to seek wealth and prohibition against usury is placed in the context of strong injunctions to generous giving on the part of believers.

Other restrictions are laid upon traders. As noted, they must not let sale of goods nor commerce of any kind divert them from remembrance of God or constancy in prayer, or from paying their due to the poor. These words, we should note, follow closely upon proclamation that “God is the Light of the heavens and the earth,” that he “guides to His light whom He will”—in part through signs or similitudes (metaphors) given humanity. The passage does not say that such divine guidance or (implied) revelation is given only through the special Messengers of God. The more generic use of the term “guidance” here and in other passages of the Koran suggests that every believer may experience the guidance of God. They are evidently given a light whereby they may walk aright, along with God’s forgiveness. Muhammad seems to have envisaged for believers a personal relationship with God, enriched with graces different from his own perhaps only in degree and leadership role. Muslim orthodoxy over the centuries, to be sure, has in large measure confined divine revelation to what is given to God’s Messengers—practically speaking, to what is written in the Koran, and, in very secondary measure, to the hadith of tradition. Muhammad himself, however, was evidently readier throughout his prophetic ministry to respect the religious role of believers. There is considerable evidence that there was much discussion between him and the people, especially, no doubt, with reference to practical matters of public policy, but also, we may surmise, with reference to other matters; that is, more personally religious and ethical issues (K 14:34–38; 57:28–29).

Traders are strictly enjoined to give full measure and a true balance in weighing goods for customers. They are not to be corrupt, nor to be harmful to others in any sense. Their ongoing mercantile career is not to bring about the impoverishment of the people as a whole. These injunctions, we may note, are as pertinent to contemporary societies as to Mecca in the second decade of the seventh century! In a later Medinan surah, we learn that central to the whole work of God in the world in sending his Messengers—of whom Adam was the first!—was that humans may uphold justice. The Messengers bring both the Book and the Balance, affirmation that fair judgment is a central quality of the revelation, as of the conduct, of God (K 26:181–183; 57:25). Muhammad insists that Jews and Christians do not have a monopoly on the bounty of God (evidently a reference to Judeo-Christian claims of special divine provision for themselves). It is in God’s hand to give to whom he will, even as his generosity is abounding. Humans contend for “wealth and children,” boast about obtaining them, “wear” them as personal adornment, but tend to forget that the present life is only of secondary value, “a sport and a diversion,” no more than “the joy of delusion” (K 57:18–20). Believers endure patiently whatever befalls them. Muhammad’s message is good news to such persons, who are humble before God and whose “hearts quake” when the very name of God is mentioned. They are faithful in prayer and contribute to the common cause from what God has provided them (K 3:150–154; 22:36).77

The Koran’s theological position is not to be equated with the Protestant ethic or the later synthesis of the Calvinistic-Puritan theology of work from which modern capitalism developed. There are commonalities, such as the sober dedication to be found in both traditions in their early periods. In the Koran, economic activity is permitted by God, and the principle affirmed that, with certain exceptions, God will bless believers with material provisions and, indeed, the Lord himself works to promote their mercantile activity (K 17:68). The Koran does not seem to glorify work as such, but it is clearly viewed as part of the religious task of believers.

The worshippers of God keep their commitments and covenants (with God and with one another). Note, however, the statement that “God will not take you to task for a slip in your oaths,” a statement immediately followed by insistence that God will take believers to task for commitments made with oaths. Expiation is prescribed for breaches thereof, such as the feeding of “ten poor persons with the average of the food you serve to your families, or to clothe them, or to set free a slave; or if any finds not the means, let him fast for three days.” This statement of proper expiation is then followed by a command to “keep your oaths.” The point of this “back and forth” language seems to be Muhammad’s abiding concern to retain the integrity of the human word, on the one hand, and an equally strong desire not to burden believers with absolute or unqualified strictures, on the other. Therefore believers are told not to make oaths that are a hindrance to the quality of their religious life or their relationships with fellow humans (K 76:34; 5:91–92; 2:224–225). Indeed, in certain cases (especially, it would seem, in matters of relationship with wives), God grants to believers absolution for their oaths (K 66:1–2). How teaching of this kind was actually applied in the community we do not know.

The Koranic teaching on sin appears to find its source in the choices that persons make—especially between turning to or from God, the Lord of the Worlds. There is no concept here of original sin or sin inherited from ancestors. People are responsible themselves for what they do and are. If believers fear God, they will be given a criterion (Furqan), guidance by which they may discriminate between good and evil. In this process, God forgives and people are cleansed, inwardly and outwardly, from the consequences of their wrongdoing (K 8:29; 2:50; 9:15), although believers should not consider themselves already complete or perfectly purified (K 53:34). Muhammad does not appear to assign to pagans comparable keenness of ethical discrimination, but the Koran implies that all humans are capable of making basic moral distinctions. The expression “men possessed of minds” appears to refer to persons across a broad spectrum of humanity (K 53:23). Certainly, evil and good are not alike and equal, and so the distinction between them is discernible. The difference between the corrupt and the good, however, is ultimately not of human making (K 5:100; 4:34; 8:37). What this last statement means the Koran does not say. There is no detailed account therein of “Paradise Lost.”

No fault is ascribed to the mistakes that persons make unintentionally, only to what their hearts “premeditate.” One verse states that God shall turn, return, in mercy only to those who do evil in ignorance, then promptly repent. This verse, however, is prelude to warning against “deathbed repentance,” that is, carrying on an evil lifestyle with intent to repent just before dying. God is not to be tricked, Muhammad is here affirming, but such a statement does not alter the primary fact that God is All-compassionate. The repeated Koranic assurances of the open-endedness of God toward those who would turn and repent are the primary reality of the Message (K 36:6; 4:21).

Believers are restricted only from eating “carrion, or blood outpoured, or the flesh of swine.” This contrasts with the more extensive prohibitions of goods previously laid upon Jews, evidently by God himself. Furthermore, if anyone eats that which is forbidden without intent to transgress, “God is All-forgiving, All-compassionate” (K 6:146–147; 16:115–120; cf. Acts 15:20; 1 Cor. 8:4–13). Central is what is in the heart, and because God knows what is in people’s hearts, let them be fearful of Him—who is yet All-forgiving, All-clement. (K 2:236; 53:25).

A distinction is made in the Koran between the more and the less in quantity and in quality. It seems that if persons avoid “the heinous sins that are forbidden,” God will not only acquit them of their wrongdoing, but admit them into Paradise by “the gate of honour.” There are degrees of good and evil in human conduct that the Lord will appropriately reward or punish (K 4:35; 53:33; 6:133). The greatest of evils is to reject the overtures of God. The theological expression of this rejection is to ascribe “partners” to God, but the heart of the matter is human rejection of proffered relationship with the Lord of all Being (K 4:40; 6:156–157, 162–163; 18:14). But comparably wrong is to fail to feed the needy (K 69:34–35) or not to pray (K 74:44–45).

Divination is in the category of sacrificing to idols, an abomination, part of Satan’s work, and is forbidden. Such practice looks for guidance from spiritual forces other than God (K 5:3, 92; 2:216).

Muhammad was concerned with the wide-ranging effects of the good and evil that humans do. But his concept of divine justice to be manifested on the Last Day enabled him to say that, in the final analysis, any person who commits sin commits it only against himself or herself. This is not to say that sin is not also or even primarily against God, for he is the one who punishes. God, however, is supremely All-forgiving, All-compassionate to whoever “does evil, or wrongs himself, and then prays God’s forgiveness.” The door of God’s mercy is ever open here upon earth. But whoever rejects the proffers of God’s mercy earns the consequences of his or her own wrongdoing (K 4:110–111; 6:168).

The drinking of wine in moderation was apparently at first permitted in the early Muslim community and later forbidden. In the Koran, we find only the prohibition. Wine is cited as an abomination like the shuffling of divining arrows, but, in one passage, Muhammad proclaims as a message direct from God the fact that there is “heinous sin” and also practical uses in both. “But the sin in them is more heinous than the usefulness” (K 2:216; 5:92). Believers are not to consume their goods “in vanity,” a term evidently indicative of gambling as of unduly luxurious living (K 4:33; 17:29).

Murder is severely proscribed, especially among believers. Whoever slays a fellow believer willfully is to be in Gehenna forever. If, however, the cause of death be unintended error, various methods of compensation are cited, all quite within reason for the time and place (K 4:33–34, 94–95). We note also another significant passage wherein God’s ancient commandments to the Children of Israel cite their communal responsibility to retaliate with appropriate penal action in the case of willful murder of any human being. Muhammad proceeds to identify the solidarity of all humankind as a deeper reason for the heinousness of willful murder. For the community not to take appropriate penal action “for a soul slain, nor the corruption done in the land [herein a widening of communal responsibility for the quality of its social life!], shall be as if he had slain mankind altogether.” And whoever “gives life to a soul”—presumably the meaning is to refrain from murder even though there may be just cause for anger—“shall be as if he had given life to mankind altogether” (K 5:35; 2:174–175). This wider perception of human solidarity is thus also to be seen as integral to the anthropological perspectives of the Koran.

In the context of strict prohibition of willful murder, Muhammad allows a “right” to slay, evidently a reference to legitimate warfare or the judicial process of the community. The text, however, seems to allow also a limited measure of personal vendetta to relatives in the case of a family member unjustly slain. The community may even assist in this action. In the same passage, but earlier, we note again Muhammad’s strong language regarding the grievous sin of the traditional Arab practice of infanticide. Economic need, “fear of poverty,” is no excuse. Muhammad proclaims as the word of the Lord, a veritable divine promise, that God will provide for the economic needs of his people, for both children and parents. The text in larger compass seems to view this divine promise as operative both within and beyond the boundaries of the Muslim community (K 17:32–33).

Muslims are instructed to control their anger and to pardon the offenses of fellow humans, for they themselves know that they have the way open—indeed, it is the way approved by God—to pray forgiveness for their own wrongdoing. It is God, of course, who is the ultimate forgiver (K 3:128–129). The treatment of thieves prescribed in the Koran, however, is severe. The community is told to cut off the hand of a thief, male or female, as a recompense for their deed, as the punishment that God himself deems right. The text immediately after this pronouncement allows that God, who is All-forgiving, All-compassionate, will turn in forgiving mercy toward the person who repents after wrongdoing and makes amends (K 5:42–43). Since such divine response does not presume the restoration of the hands of repentant thieves prior to the Last Day or earlier physical death, this prescription is one of the few instances of Koranic law wherein, from an early period of Islamic history, secular courts intervened at times in the process of judicial administration in the direction of less severe modes of punishment.78

Muhammad allows that God has given more material good to one person than another, but Muslims are not to covet what others may have received. They may ask of God in prayer to serve their needs from his bounty, which needs God already knows. The passage affirms the right of all, both men and women, to receive an appropriate share of what their economic activities have earned. As always, Muhammad is concerned for economic justice, even though such does not mean for him total equality in wages or property. He is willing to give specific instructions with regard to bequests (K 4:1–15), but consistently refrains from detailed controls of economic activity (K 4:36). Muhammad, as we have seen, was aware of greed as a human problem and had much to say to the community after greed for spoils led to Muslim defeat in the battle at Uhud in 625 C.E. (K 3:150–153). But in the absence of total equality of goods in the community, Muhammad was concerned about personal attitudes. Envy was as much a problem as covetousness.

There is a significant passage in a late Medinan surah that reaches its summation in strictures to believers not to find fault with one another, nor insult one another with bad names. One wonders, however, whether Muhammad’s word in the preceding verse that no people or person should “scoff at another people (or person) who may be better than they” refers to actual moral superiority of others. Or does the language imply socioeconomic superiority, such as was apparently the meaning of the old English expression, one’s “betters”? In either case, to be sure, the stricture was critical of envy—and suspicion, or spying upon one another, or backbiting (K 49:11–12).

We read also that God loves not (approves not of) the proud and boastful, who hoard their wealth and urge others to be comparably greedy and niggardly. Also guilty are those who spend in the way of conspicuous consumption, to show off their wealth and power to others (K 4:42–43). With these words, Muhammad proclaimed to the wealthy and powerful of Medina, as he had done earlier in Mecca, that they, too, are under divine scrutiny and will be judged according to their several situations and conduct. As we have seen, in the Koran, election to faith is no guarantee of ultimate salvation in the Hereafter. In a Meccan sermon, Muhammad used the strongest language to indicate the disastrous consequences to be experienced by those who were exultant in the earth without right and were proud (K 40:75). Believers were also not to speak any falsehood. This last commandment is given in the same sentence as a stern warning to shun the abomination of idol worship (K 22:31–32).

I have noted a number of references in the Koran to the “guidance” of God, and Muhammad disclaiming any right or authority to give “guidance” to believers (K 28:56). Such right is the prerogative of God alone. This gives us significant insight into the relationship of early believers with the Prophet, and reveals the measure of inner freedom to make moral judgments that Muhammad believed God had given all believers, indeed all humanity. The Prophet urges believers to turn inward and look after the state of their own souls. To cope with their personal needs in daily life, they have available both divine protection and divine guidance. No other person can hurt them if they are “rightly guided.” This passage, however, is but one of many that assert or imply the responsibility of all humanity to discern and follow the guidance of God (K 5:104). The implication is clear that God—as he wills or permits—makes this guidance inwardly available to all persons.

This affirmation of God’s universally available guidance enables us to see the role of the ever-growing Koran in the life of the community during Muhammad’s lifetime. I have noted injunctions to believers to obey God and his Messenger. But no statement in the entire Koran asserts “this form of the Book” to be the whole of the divine Message. The same must be said of whatever hadith came to have authoritative force in the community. Muhammad’s faith understanding, from its earliest expressions, affirmed the universal presence and work of the Lord of the Worlds, and specifically the fact of legitimate Prophets and of authentic divine Messages in other times and places. Thus neither the teaching nor other directions of Muhammad, even at the highest level of his pan-Arabic glory, constituted the whole of the divine Message. Muhammad believed himself to be the bearer of true revelations from God, but he was not telling “the whole story.” If believers and others are in charge of their own souls, they are responsible, on the basis of their possession of the criterion of right and wrong given them by God, to judge for themselves what they should do and do it. The emerging Koran, and the presence of the Prophet himself, are but one part of that which is available to Muslims, or others, as the basis for this moral judgment.

The Koranic affirmation is of interior freedom and divine guidance (personal revelation) made available to all. This should keep us from ascribing a strictly legalistic mentality to Muhammad, to the Koran, or to the early community. There is, of course, a notable instructive and corrective role for Prophets—blessed be their names!—but the process of moral judgment is expected to work in the context of constructive, creative tension between Prophet and community, between individual and community, all in the presence of the living God. As a Christian, I would affirm the same truth as applicable to the Judeo-Christian Bible and Church. Neither the Bible nor the Koran was intended primarily to be a Book of Law, even though they contain what came to be particular laws. I believe that my study of the ethical teaching of the Koran has revealed it to be quite other than strictly “legalistic” in form or content. We may perhaps also find therein a basis for responsible scriptural hermeneutics of the Koran as a whole that is closer to the principles and procedures of modern Western historical-critical methodology than has been previously realized.79

This is not to deny the truth of H. A. R. Gibb’s statement that the practical bent of the Islamic community, and its tendencies of thought, expressed itself in the fact that its earliest academic activity was in law rather than in theology. Certainly, its schools and systems of law are among the most significant institutional expressions of historic Islam. The Koran came to be understood by many Muslims, perhaps most, as a book of laws. Together with the commentaries provided by the words and deeds of the Prophet (hadith), it was accepted generally as an infallible source of divine truth.80 Kenneth Cragg has even written that the Koran communicates God’s Law; it does not reveal God himself.81

This probably goes too far, however. Proper definition of terms is an issue. As Cragg himself later wrote, law in Islam is often denoted by a term of earlier usage than Shariah, namely Fiqh, or “understanding.” Shariah itself is the “way,” or right path of human action, whether ethical or ritual.82 The theology of the Koran, of Muhammad’s preaching, is relatively simple in its thought and speech. To be sure, the style is never weak, certainly not in expressing the Prophet’s primary emphasis on the fact and necessary worship of God. But even as the fact of God and his proper worship never lost their central place or role in Muslim life, there came to be an increasing emphasis on practice, on practical ethics, in the early community. I suggest that in the preaching or teaching of Muhammad, and in the daily life of the early community of believers, there was less “legalism,” in the literal sense of the word, than either modern Western interpreters or historic Islamic jurists have often implied.

Our study of the ethical content of the teaching of the Koran has revealed that its intent and largely its format are not strictly or primarily “legalistic.” Koranic ethical injunctions, with very few exceptions, are not given in the systematic or detailed format of literal legalism (K 4:1–33). The emphasis is most often on general principles, with certain specific instances of application occasionally given, of what is right and wrong according to the will of God. But since this will has been revealed through God’s Messengers to the whole of humankind in the past—mostly in the same mode and content, Muhammad generally implies, as his own discourse—this will can be presumed to be universally known, at least to some degree. This presupposition of faith is no doubt one reason why, for Muhammad, true faith is a mode of remembrance. The Prophet understands his divinely given Message, the Koran, as the Reminder (Al-Dhikr), even as it is the Criterion (Al-Furqan) and the Guidance (Al-Huda). Indeed, Kenneth Cragg has suggested that the term Dhikr is wholly synonymous with the title of the Book itself: Koran.83

In fact, one may properly compare the mode of Muhammad’s ethical teaching in the Koran with that of the Apostle Paul, especially in the letters generally recognized as authentically Pauline. In Paul’s longer letters, he devotes usually the last chapter or two to a statement of what he believes to be the mind of Jesus Christ—and therefore the will of God. This is, however, neither legalism nor a legalistic system. It is to set up certain guidelines, actually rather simple structures, to guide and correct believers who themselves are expected to receive guidance from God and personally discern his will (cf. Rom. 12:1–15; 13; 1 Cor. 2:14; 12:1–14; Phil. 2:1–18; Col. 1:9). In both Paul and the Koran, the responsible judgment of believers is always seen as having a proper role in ethical perception and endeavor.84


IV

HISTORICAL AND THEOLOGICAL EVALUATION

The primary intent of this book has been to provide for non-Muslims the essential content in structured form of what Muslims believe to be the supreme (for many, the infallible) manifestation of divine revelation and human living under God, which are the Koran and the life of Muhammad. I have noted that there is a distinct priority assigned by Muslims to the Koran as the external Criterion of their faith and practice.1 Indeed, as we have seen, much of what we may discern as historically authentic items in the life of Muhammad derives from the Koran. Items derived from the hadith and other forms of tradition (sunna) that are without basis in the Koran may have, in many cases, played a significant role in the development of popular Muslim piety over the centuries. But, as discussed in the second chapter, there is considerable variation in the historical authenticity and reliability among the numerous hadith—and popular practices—in the many nations where substantial numbers of Muslims reside.

I may also add, as Alfred Guillaume has written, that the Koran is nearer to biblical Christianity than the system of Islam as it has developed over past centuries.2 Likewise, we may say that the New Testament, or, more particularly, the Synoptic Gospels, are closer to the Koran than the system of Christianity as it has developed over the same period. As preparation for dialogue to come, therefore, I offer this focus on the content of the Koran as “the best” of Islam. Some concluding observations, however, are in order.

I write this section with memories of having attended with my wife a conference of Christian Muslim relations in Chicago, Illinois, in April, 1993, and also the 1993 Parliament of the World’s Religions, held that year in Chicago from August 28 through September 5. Our experiences at these conferences and more recent readings suggest to me the need to repeat briefly here what I tried to do, also briefly, in chapter 1; that is, to identify the major areas of contact between Muslims and Christians from the very beginnings of Islam. My experience with modern and contemporary Muslim apologists, however, has been to hear or read these contacts described as essentially originating with the Western incursions into the Middle East in the Crusades. This process is seen as moving then into a new phase with modern Western colonial expansion after 1800.

As I have noted, this mode of description has often been used to create the image of Islamic lands as being largely the victims of the military and economic power of the Christian West. The longer story gives a much more complex picture: the almost unimpeded sweep of Muslim military forces out of Arabia into Palestine, Syria, Egypt, all across North Africa to the Atlas Mountains, over into Spain and, even though for but a brief period, into central France and soon the island of Sicily—this entire military conquest was of lands with centuries-long backgrounds of Christian faith. Apart from Spain and Sicily in continental Europe and contemporary Israel in Palestine, all these lands are currently again under Muslim political control. But of the greatest historical importance is the fact that the former Christian populations of the North African littoral and the Middle East were in very large measure converted to the Islamic faith over the passage of time, with some compulsion, “whether discrimination or economic handicap or often no other choice,” and have remained so until the present.

In the Middle East, Christians were reduced to minorities, usually ethnically, religiously, and culturally defined. Such have been the Coptic Christians in Egypt, Greeks and Armenians in Asia Minor (modern Turkey), Assyrians in Iraq and Persia (Iran). Only they have been able—with decreasing success—to retain their Christian faith and social identity against the powerful pressures to join the dominant and “successful” Islamic majority.

This situation remained largely unchanged for the first four centuries of Muslim rule after the initial invasions. That is, there were no major military confrontations between Western European Christians and the Muslim rulers until the beginnings of the reconquests of Sicily and Spain. The Normans of southern Italy were able to restore Christian control of Sicily in the years from 1060 to 1090, and the land has remained largely Roman Catholic. The restoration of Spain to Christian political control began in earnest in the eleventh century and came to its conclusion with expulsion in 1492 of all Moors (Muslims) and Moros (Jews) who were not willing to renounce their faith. We should note, however, that the beginnings of Christian reconquest of Sicily and Spain in the eleventh century were coterminous with the beginnings of the Crusades.

Jerusalem had come under Muslim military control in 638, six years after the death of Muhammad. But with only brief intervals as exceptions, Muslim rulers allowed free access to Christians on religious pilgrimage. Increasingly, popular piety in Western Europe had placed great value on both relics and pilgrimages, and no source of relics, pilgrimages, or goal of worshipful pilgrimage could surpass a visit to the Holy Land and the city hallowed by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Jerusalem had already become a special object of pilgrimage for Christians from both East and West during the reign of Constantine (312–337 C.E.). Such pilgrimages became more numerous in the eleventh century in spite of unusually painful economic sufferings experienced in western Europe in the early part of that century (reportedly, 48 years of famine out of the 70 years from 970 to 1040.)

These untoward events, however, were in some measure counterbalanced by an economic revival concurrent with fresh spiritual and intellectual upsurges of energy experienced all over western Europe in the latter part of the eleventh century. These developments represented a distinct change from the general lethargy in western Europe during the previous five to six centuries after the fall of the Roman Empire. “Forest lands were being cleared, frontiers pushed forward, and markets organized, and the Muslim predominance in the Mediterranean was being challenged by Italian shipping.”3 The Norman conquest of England in 1060 showed that a western European state of modest size was capable of planning and executing a major military undertaking. As one aspect of all this eleventh century activity, western Europe was now in a position to take action against any sustained interruption of access by Christian pilgrims to the city of Jerusalem.

This brief account of the background of the Crusades is not to be understood as “justifying” them. The Crusaders’ conduct, even in Europe, was at times utterly cruel and irresponsible, as when largely undisciplined groups of peasants in the first Crusade massacred Jews in cities of the Rhine Valley and elsewhere. Their reckless pillage en route brought about fierce reprisals by national or local authorities, particularly in Hungary and the Balkans. But of the greatest significance for subsequent Christian-Muslim relations was the capture of Jerusalem by the Crusaders in June 1099. Apparently, all its Muslim and Jewish inhabitants—men, women, and children—were “put to the sword.” The testimony of contemporaries was that blood ran in the streets of Jerusalem as high as the bellies of horses.

The role of the Seljuk Turks and their heirs in the Ottoman Empire was perhaps the most significant element in subsequent Christian-Muslim relations from the eleventh century into the twentieth century. The appearance of the Seljuk Turks as a military power in the Middle East created a distinctly new situation. After conversion to Islam in their homeland in the steppes of central Asia, this Turkic linguistic group pushed south and westward, in large measure to escape the repeated forays of Mongol horsemen from the east.4

The Seljuk Turks were one of the Muslim Ghazis (fighters for the faith) who, from at least the early ninth century, had begun to transform themselves from marauding wanderers into settled states. They began their conquest of Asia Minor with their military victory over Byzantine forces at Manzikert in eastern Anatolia in the spring of 1071. The Eastern Roman emperor Romanus IV Diogenes had assembled a large army to check what were increasing Seljuk raids and incursions into Byzantine-ruled territory. The Byzantine troops fought valiantly, we are told, but were defeated, and Diogenes himself was taken prisoner.

The subsequent Turkish conquest and occupation of Anatolia was a relatively extended process, but the eastern frontier of the Byzantine Empire was now undefended, and Turkish horsemen were able to ride into Anatolia unhindered. The Byzantine military forces were soon driven from all but the western coastal regions and, by 1092, the Greek city of Nicaea, perilously close to Constantinople, the capital city of the Byzantine Empire, had fallen into Turkish hands. At this point the Byzantine emperor Alexius I Comnenus appealed to the West for help, sending envoys to the Roman Catholic Council of Piacenza in 1095, where they received a warm welcome and promises of military aid. Pope Urban II and his advisors evidently hoped that this aid would serve to heal the de facto breach between the great Eastern and Western churches. It would seem also that knowledgeable persons in the West had come to realize that the expanding military activities of the Muslim world were a serious danger to the Western and to the Eastern churches.

We need not discuss further the complex history of the Crusades. We should note, however, that Nicaea was recaptured from the Turks in June 1097 by combined Byzantine and Crusader forces. The Crusader army then began the arduous task of crossing south and eastward across arid and mountainous Anatolia. They were able to achieve a major victory over Turkish opposition at Dorylaeum in July and from there made their way to Syrian Antioch. The Crusaders reached Antioch in October of the same year. They began at once a siege of this great city with its fortifications of a circle of walls and were able to achieve a breakthrough on June 3, 1098. The Crusaders followed their victory with a massacre of all the Muslim inhabitants and, as we have seen, the same gruesome policy was carried out after the successful siege of Jerusalem in July 1099.

But the Crusaders did not leave any substantial forces in Anatolia proper and, from about the year 1220, the Muslim lands to the east of Anatolia were again thrown into turmoil as a result of fresh attacks from the Mongols. Refugees of every class streamed westward into the relative safety of Anatolia and the protection of Turkish military rule. This was the first large-scale immigration of Turkic-speaking civilians into the territory of the former Eastern Roman Empire. By the first decades of the fourteenth century, Asia Minor had become a collection of large and small states, all ruled by Turkic-speaking military leaders, but now with increasing numbers of civilians of similar ethnic background destined to create a groundswell of change, both linguistic and religious.

The Seljuk Turks, operating under a series of different dynasties, culminating in the rule of the Ottoman family, thus emerged as the dominant military, political, and increasingly cultural, religious power/influence in the land. In the year 1354, they invaded the European portion of the now greatly weakened Byzantine Empire, captured the Greek city of Adrianople in 1361, and finally took Constantinople in 1453.

The fall of Constantinople marked the end of the Byzantine Empire and, from this, their new capital, the Ottoman Turks gradually expanded their rule over the Balkan lands of southeastern Europe. In the next century, during the early Protestant Reformation, victorious Turkish forces came for a time to the very gates of Vienna. The borders of Turkish rule were later to be pushed to the south after the fifteenth century, but Turkish control of the Balkans was to remain in force until the end of the First World War in 1918.

To return, however, to internal developments within Anatolia, at the time of the first Turkish incursions into Asia Minor in the eleventh century, the population was predominantly Armenian-speaking in the eastern part, Greek-speaking in the western sections. Both groups were Christian. This land and people had constituted a major part of the geographical and cultural heartland of the Christian faith in the Greek-speaking Eastern Mediterranean and Middle East. The Byzantine capital city of Constantinople, located at the western edge of Asia Minor, which we should now designate as Anatolia, depended more on this territory than on Greece itself for its supportive population and the basis of its religious and cultural life.

Ottoman Empire records maintain that, by the sixteenth century, Anatolia had become largely Turkic-speaking and about 90 percent Muslim in its religious faith, a very excessive claim. It is safe to say, however, that this period of history involved change with extraordinary significance for both the Middle East and the larger world. In reflecting on some of the available data, we should first note that the Ottoman record figures are greatly exaggerated. Reports of European travelers continued to speak of substantial Christian communities in the land. Indeed, not a few groups, especially Christians of Armenian and Greek ethnic background, continued to retain their traditional forms and practices of Christian faith, and their language and culture, into the twentieth century. In any case, the Turkish conquest of Anatolia did not mean a major destruction of the previous population, nor did the influx of Turkic-speaking civilian refugees mean the displacement of that population. What occurred was a large-scale “Islamicization of Anatolia,” a process that in fact extended with varying degrees of rapidity and thoroughness from the eleventh century to the present.

This process occurred within a large variation of government policy and pressures to move Christians to convert to Islam. Certain socioeconomic advantages were connected with conversion. The head tax levied upon all non-Muslims then no longer needed to be paid, certain mercantile opportunities were opened, and more openings and higher ranks in government service became available. Furthermore, the pre-Ottoman structures of government under the rule of Rum Seljuks became the format for the development of high levels of Islamic civilization. The Seljuks had become heirs of the important shift that occurred in Islamic personnel and policy under the rule of the Abbasid family, which took over the Damascus-based sultanate of the Umayyads in 750 and established a new capital in Baghdad. This shift was a geographical, ethnic, and highly significant religio-cultural move from the previous Arab dominance in the early expansion of the Islamic Empire after the death of Muhammad. There was now an increasing presence of Persians and Turks and soon Afghans, Indians, and others in the leadership of the far-flung Islamic Empire in the East. These peoples inevitably brought into the mix the heritages of their own civilizations, including religious and larger cultural elements. The increasing power and influence of Shi-ite forms of Islamic faith in Persia (Iran), Iraq, and Syria were, at least in part, a consequence of the shift.

As participants in this process, the Seljuk Turks in Anatolia came to build splendid mosques and schools (madrasa) for the training of religious leaders. They built mausoleums of beauty and dignity, and fine residences for the families of their leaders in the capital city of Konya (Iconium) and in other cities and towns of Anatolia. There was clearly a powerful cultural and socioeconomic attraction—surely, also religious attraction in some times and places—in accepting the Islamic faith and, in time, the language of what had been in the beginning a small minority of Turkish overlords. The subsequent immigration of Turkish civilian groups brought into the mix those of nomadic background and also those more accustomed to settled life in towns and cities. The Seljuk family itself had originally been the captains of Turkish nomadic bands who served as mercenary soldiers. Intermarriage between those of Greek and Turkic-speaking background was no doubt a phenomenon of increasing importance.5

The invasions and subsequent rule of the Turks in Asia Minor (Anatolia) have been in some ways the most significant events touching Christian-Muslim relations in the entire second millennium C.E. Another example of historically significant Turkish activity is the role of the Janissaries.

The Turks, in their earliest forays into Asia Minor, were horsemen unaccustomed to fighting on foot. The attempts of the Ottoman leader Orkhan to create a disciplined army from men of this background largely failed. As a result, on the advice of a Turkish general, a system was created in 1330 whereby a select number of boys were taken from Christian families in Turkish territory and given a special course of training. The majority of these youths—legally identified in Turkish as kapikullari, or slaves of the ruling sultanate—were trained as soldiers in military barracks. Those who evidenced ability for high office were sent to a school attached to the sultan’s palace. Here the boys were instructed in the highest levels of Muslim humane studies, which included the Persian and Arabic languages, music, and practical (military) arts and crafts. The boys at all levels were taught the faith of Islam by ulama, the Muslim equivalent of clergy, specifically religious leaders in every Islamic community. Those destined for military service came to be enrolled as yeni chert (Turkish for “new troops”).

The majority of these youths were later selected from territories in the European Balkans, which increasingly became subject to Ottoman rule after 1389.6 This forced levy of the most promising youths of Christian families was at first greatly resented by their parents and others. But in time, this corps, which in English came to be called Janissaries, became not only a highly effective military force but also one into whose ranks Christian parents, according to some sources, often sought to have their boys enrolled. The perquisites accruing to these posts conveyed not a few economic and other advantages to the families of the Janissaries. It is necessary to note, however, that this theme of the willingness of Christian parents to have their sons enrolled in the corps is strongly contested by some scholars as part of the mythology that has crept into Western scholarship on the Ottoman Empire. These soldiers were not permitted to marry (though the order was not celibate; concubinage was allowed) and thus there were no children legally able to inherit the high positions of their fathers. The Turkic “establishment,” the in-group that remained at the top levels of the whole Ottoman imperial system, was able, in this way, to draw on the finest talent available in every part of their territorial control without “diluting” their own “religious purity.” There was essentially no change in the Muslim faith of this Turkic in-group throughout the entire period of their control.

The Janissary system was thus highly effective in retaining “religious purity” among the Turkic overlords and loyalty to Islamic faith among the larger population vis-a-vis potential Christian influences of a troublesome kind. This is not to say, however, that there were no problems over the five hundred year history of the corps. In fact, the Janissaries were a particularly turbulent lot in their relationship with their Turkic overlords from an early period until the dismemberment of the corps in 1826, which followed a disorderly period of 20 years and an unsuccessful revolt of the Janissaries. The long history of a troubled relationship, however, did not alter the military effectiveness of the system of Janissaries vis-a-vis “enemies” of Ottoman rule within or without the empire. The system came to be seen throughout the larger Islamic world as a model method for retaining Muslim political and religious control over disparate peoples and faiths. It also served to create in the European Christian West long-lasting negative images of Muslim practices in the Muslim relationship with Christians.

We must bring this Turkish story, incomplete at best, to a close with a consideration of events in the twentieth century. One way to begin is to quote a statement found in the sixteenth edition of The New Encyclopedia Britannica, in a major article entitled “The Islamic World.” The author, Marilyn R. Waldman, associate professor of history at Ohio State University, describes in one phrase the historic experiences of the Armenian peoples in Turkey in the twentieth century as that of a religious minority that “suffered and shrank.” Such is all that the author has to say about the matter!7

It would be difficult to find a more egregious example of the distortion of historical data from their true nature and proportions than this depiction of the Turkish massacres of Armenians within the Ottoman Empire from 1894 to 1922. These were actually the first examples of large-scale genocide in what became a century notorious for such events. There is a remarkable book—and not a few others!—that gives both the larger picture and more than a little personal detail of the Armenian experiences in that period. This is the memoir of an Armenian Protestant pastor and community leader who is said to have “miraculously” survived the massacres and deportations of the Armenians in Turkey. A publisher’s note—not a blurb—at the beginning of the volume gives in one sentence a fair account of the actual events of the time in saying that the author “reveals a human being grappling with evil and malign powers almost too great to be borne or understood; and throughout there emerges the agony and frustration of an entire nation facing obliteration.”8

The tragedies of those days take on a particularly sinister aspect in that the massacres were indeed initiated, though not solely perpetrated, by secret police or other instruments of government gone mad. As examples of the latter, we can recall the governmental policies and actions of Josef Stalin in the Soviet Union in the 1920s and 1930s, Adolf Hitler in Germany in the 1930s and 1940s, Pot Pol in Cambodia after World War II, and Saddam Hussein against the Kurds in the north of Iraq or the Marsh Arabs in the south in more recent years. We must not forget the genocidal slaughter in Rwanda and Burundi in Africa in the mid-1990s.

The tragedies in Turkish territory were greatly enhanced by the participation on a large scale by the civilian population, who consisted, as Muslims, of a variety of ethnic backgrounds: Turks, Kurds, Circassians, Chechens, Zazas. One of the first examples of massacre was the slaughter of about 1, 500 men out of an Armenian population of seven thousand in the city of Severek in eastern Turkey during a week of terror beginning Sunday, October 27, 1895. This terror included the destruction of Armenian churches and schools, the pillage of homes, the rape of young women. Most of the remaining Armenians in Severek were temporarily imprisoned and then released to face the winter without the opportunity to regain the materials stripped from their homes.

The order to commit or allow this kind of massacre came from Sultan Abu ul-Hamid (1876–1909), the titular head of the Ottoman Empire, called the Great Assassin by many at the time. The years 1894–1896 were especially the “years of massacre, rape, and plunder.” During this period, as a result of the orders of the sultan to attack at different times in different places, more than 300, 000 Armenians are said to have died either in the massacres or from accompanying starvation and disease.9

A second focus of massacre occurred in April 1909 in the city of Adana in south-central Turkey, not far from Tarsus, the birthplace of the apostle Paul. This massacre, in which 30, 000 Armenians are said to have been killed, was evidently planned by the Young Turks Committee for Union and Progress, who hoped to put the blame on Sultan Hamid and thus bring about the overthrow of his rule and the destruction of the entire format of imperial government. The Young Turks, the core group who ultimately succeeded in this overthrow, later came under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk.

Evidently, economic, religious, and cultural differences contributed to these Turkish genocidal actions against the Armenians. To be sure, these Armenians had lived as ethnically and linguistically distinct Christian communities in various parts of Anatolia, especially in the eastern areas, for centuries before the arrival of the Turks. The Armenians, like the Greeks, were on the whole better educated—they comprised many craftsmen, tradespeople, teachers, doctors and nurses, clergy—and were generally more prosperous than the Muslim population. A significant example was the city of Marash in central Anatolia, where in 1913, the year before the beginning of the First World War, more than 40, 000 Armenians lived and were said to be “wealthy, flourishing, well educated.” In the surrounding cities and towns, including Zeytoon to the north, an approximately equal number of Armenians were dwelling. Relations between Turks and Armenians had been peaceful, even cordial in some cases, for a number of years. Indeed, because of their personal abilities and relatively better educational backgrounds, some Armenians had come to occupy high positions in civil government, although never to the extent of altering the firm Turkish control of key positions and of the basic policies of government.

Marash had also become a remarkable center of Armenian Christian activity. The members of the Armenian Apostolic Church had “six splendid churches, many grammar schools, and a large high school, and the Catholic Armenians had two most inspiring churches.” There were three Armenian Evangelical churches, with memberships ranging from eight hundred to 1, 500. There was a theological seminary founded by Americans, a girls’ college, and five orphanages operated by German, English, and American missionaries, which cared for 1, 500 Armenian orphans and widows. Christians in 1914 still constituted over 20 percent of the population of Turkey.

This apparently idyllic picture was radically shattered by the advent of World War I. What began with both Turkish and Armenian men being drafted into military service on an equal basis turned in 1915 into a “terrible year of massacre, deportation, robbery, pillage,” the beginning of the annihilation of the Armenian people in Ottoman territories. Behind this radical change in government policy lay the decision made by the Turkish government early in 1915 to deport all Armenians from the territories of the empire. The term “deportation” became largely a euphemism for a “final solution” by whatever means available. The means became particularly frightful as a result of Armenian military resistance—temporarily successful—that included the killing of several hundred Turkish troops who had been sent to Zeytoon to begin the process of “deportation.”10

The Turkish decision to deport all Armenians from the land was the aftermath of a relatively long and tragic history. The Armenian minorities in eastern Anatolia had long suffered disabilities under Ottoman rule, but we may properly identify some specific events following the treaty signed at the congress of Berlin on July 13, 1878. This treaty ended the Russo-Turkish war begun in 1876 by Russia and concluded militarily with the defeat of Turkey in January 1878. One important element of the treaty—hateful to the Turks, especially for the 300 million rubles of indemnity it was forced to pay Russia—was the requirement that the Turks introduce reforms in their treatment of Armenian minorities in eastern Anatolia and of Orthodox Christians in the Rumelian provinces of Bulgaria.

That the Ottoman Empire was in a condition of final decline, especially outside Anatolia, became increasingly clear as the nineteenth century came to its close. A series of independent non-Muslim governments were founded within the empire, based on revolts, for example, in eastern Rumelia (in 1885), in Crete (in 1890), and elsewhere. These events raised hopes at least for civil rights and local self-government among the Armenians in the eastern vilayets (provinces) of Anatolia. The Armenians had long enjoyed the freedom to form their own schools and thus create better educated, professionally skilled communities than the Turks, who were the majority in Anatolia as a whole. But this demographic fact made the Armenian position in Anatolia permanently vulnerable in a sense not applicable to those parts of the Ottoman Empire where the populations were predominantly non-Turkic-speaking.

Two Armenian revolutionary committees, which had ties of communication and support with Armenian communities in Europe, were formed. In 1894, two factors led the Armenians to rise in revolt. One was persecution by Kurds to the East. The Kurds had unwisely been given special patronage by Abd ul-Hamid, who as sultan was nominally the absolute monarch of the empire. The second factor was the severe measures that the Ottoman Empire’s representatives had been accustomed to use for some time in collecting taxes. The revolts were put down by Turkish troops, but with such frightful bloodshed that the governments of England and France intervened and compelled the Ottoman government to accept a program of reforms the two countries prepared for Turkish treatment of the Armenians in the eastern provinces of Anatolia.

The Turkish government, at least from this time (1894), regularly defended its treatment of Armenians with the allegation of Armenian armed rebellion against the legitimate authorities of the empire. In response to this allegation, it may be noted that the Kurds within the Ottoman empire, themselves Muslims, had risen in revolt against the government in 1830, in the early 1840s, during the Crimean war (1852–1853), in the late 1870s, and in 1880, actions severely repressed by the government, but never leading to the policy of extermination that came to be exercised against the Armenians. Actually, the vast majority of Armenian subjects in every part of the empire were consistently loyal to Turkish rule and laws throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. They only very rarely resorted to physical reprisal, primarily because of the behavior of the Turkish soldiery in support of the excessively unjust misgovemment of local officials. Until the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, the Turks were outnumbered by the combined total of other nationalities in the empire—Armenians, Greeks, Kurds, Arabs, Albanians, Assyrians, Circassians, and Jews.11

Turkish misgovemment was characterized by legal discrimination in cases between Muslims and non-Muslims, by highly arbitrary methods of tax collection, and by exorbitant degrees of taxation in many cases. Armenians were forced to provide “free winter quarters to the nomadic Kurds and to their flocks, often for four to six months each year.” As early as 1883, the British vice-consul in eastern Anatolia, Harry Charles Eyres, reported to his superiors on the “utter corruption and incapacity of the authorities” and, in 1884, that “the courts of justice are a mere farce. They are neither more nor less than engines for extorting from litigants for the benefit of officials.”12

The conduct of the Turkish soldiery had become the cause of international dismay, especially after the savage repression of Bulgarians following the latter’s rebellion in April 1876. In the case of treatment of Armenians, however, the policy of the Turkish government seems to have moved, at least from the mid 1890s, steadily in the direction of extermination of Armenians either by massacre or by forced emigration, which more often than not turned into massacre in practice. The Turkish soldiery—usually aided by local officials and police—generally followed a pattern of killing, looting, burnings, and rape.13 The British historian Arnold J. Toynbee wrote in 1916 in The Treatment of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, 1915–1916 about the larger picture as follows: “an atmosphere of horror, which breathes through all the eye-witness accounts, had settled down over the provinces of the empire.”14

The Turks refused to carry out their promises of reform and when, in 1896, the British government of Lord Salisbury tried to enforce Turkish compliance, it failed to get cooperation from either France or other European powers. As a result, the Armenians were left without support from outside. In desperation, the Armenian revolutionaries, hoping to compel the attention of the European powers, seized the Ottoman bank in Istanbul, a primarily European financial institution. The result was once more a defeat of the revolutionaries by the Turkish government troops and a bloody reprisal unchecked by the European powers. Such, then, was the general situation at the beginning of the First World War—a background of mutual distrust, resentments, fears, and hatreds between the Turkish government and peoples of the Ottoman Empire and the Armenian communities in their midst. To cap this situation, during the early battles of the war between Turkey and Russia on the Caucasian front, the Armenians were apparently guilty of subversive activities behind the Turkish lines, endangering major lines of communication between the government and its troops facing the Russians. The Turkish government’s response was to initiate, early in 1915, a general “deportation” of Armenians from the empire, a program wherein, as noted, “atrocities were committed on a large scale.”

The military situation vis-a-vis the Russians did not go well for the Turks, and General Antranik, said in some sources to be a Russian general of Armenian ethnic extraction, was able to take his troops into eastern Anatolia. He evidently permitted Armenian soldiers under his command to revenge the atrocities committed earlier by the Turks in their deportation program. This became known as the “Christian Army of Revenge,” although the atrocities committed under this banner were allegedly on a “far smaller scale” than those committed by the Turks.15 It is estimated that, between 1915 and 1917, well over 600, 000 Armenian and many Chaldean Christians were massacred by Turks. Over 600, 000 more Armenians were deported. The latter figure is to be understood as including the massive exodus of Armenians who survived the war and emigrated to other countries after the treaty of Lausanne in 1923. This treaty forced one and a half million Greek Orthodox to leave Anatolia in exchange for Turkish Muslims in Greece.

The year 1923 thus saw the end of this frightful story. Almost all Armenians, leaving behind their personal belongings, uncompensated for their equities in real estate and other property, left Turkish territory as it came to be defined within the postwar boundaries agreed to by the Allied Nations. The Greek Christian communities, which had largely resided in western Turkey, were also compelled to leave with comparable loss of property. Such was the conclusion necessitated, the Allied Powers had evidently concluded, by the consistent victories of Turkish military forces after the war over attacks from within and without present Turkish territory. Armenians of the Armenian Republic in former Tsarist Russia had allegedly made a number of raids upon Turkish frontier villages but were compelled by the victories of the Turkish army to accept the terms of a treaty signed on October 13, 1921, between Russia, the three then relatively independent Caucasian republics, and the Turkish government, with its capital in Ankara.

The position of the Greeks in Turkey had greatly worsened as a result of a series of unwise military moves. Military hostilities between Greece and Turkey continued for four years after the formal conclusion of World War I. For the Turks, this latter was the armistice treaty of Mudros signed on October 30, 1918, only a dozen days before the formal armistice of Versailles. The victorious Allies, however, found it difficult to come to agreement among themselves over implementation of the terms of peace of Mudros. As part of this confusion in policy, a Greek army was landed in Smyrna on the west coast of Turkey on May 15, 1919, as the Allied means to establish peace throughout the land. The debarkation took place under the protection of British, French, and American fleets. The Greeks began their military occupation with massacres of Turkish civilians committed without hindrance from the fleets looking on. The occupation itself and the conduct of the Greek troops created great anger throughout Turkey. As a result, even though the Turkish government itself was passing through the throes of transition from the rule of the sultanate to a republic under Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, local organizations were created in western Anatolia to defend Turkish independence against the Greeks. Mustafa Kemal was the man chiefly in control of these activities, which consisted largely of smuggling in arms and ammunition and the organization and training of personnel for military action.

The Greek army took the offensive on July 10, 1921, and was able to push the Turkish troops east of the Sakarya River, which flows into the Black Sea about 85 miles east of the Straits of Bosporus. In response, the Turkish government made Mustafa Kemal generalissimo of the Turkish army, and he at once brought the Turkish forces together to resist the Greeks. After a series of battles lasting 20 days, he was able to force the Greeks to withdraw to the west of the river, where they remained, still technically within Turkish territory.

The Greeks found it difficult to learn a basic military truth of the Middle East, namely that the Turks, when properly equipped and under able commanders, are almost unbeatable by comparably sized forces. In early 1922, the Greeks asked the supervising Allied governments for permission to occupy Istanbul, a request that was refused. Then on July 30, 1922, the Greek high commissioner in Smyrna, Aristeides Sterghiadis, proclaimed the autonomy of the territory in Anatolia that was under occupation by the Greek army. This action was evidently motivated by the intent to continue war with the Turks on Anatolian soil by creating a Greek national movement supported by armed Greek civilian troops. On August 10, 1922, the Allies proclaimed their neutrality in this territorial provocation and possible Turkish military action.

The Turkish government did respond and its military forces began their offensive on August 26, 1922, against the Greek army remaining in Anatolia. The Greek army was routed and almost completely annihilated as a military force. The Turkish army then began its notorious march from the province of Ushak (125 miles east) to the city of Smyrna, the primary center of Greek residence. En route, it destroyed, largely by fire, the largest and most prosperous towns in western Anatolia. Once again, “atrocities were committed on a large scale,” and nearly a million people, mostly Greeks and Armenians, are said to have been made homeless. The Turkish army entered the city of Smyrna on September 9 and burned its central portion on September 13. Large numbers of the Christian population fled as best they could.

The Turkish military victories created a dangerous situation for the Western Allies, especially Great Britain and France, who proceeded to various diplomatic acts to check further moves by the Turkish army. The Allies were anxious to preserve the freedom of the Straits of Bosporus and to maintain peace within the remaining so-called neutral zones of western Anatolia, the area around Istanbul, and eastern Thrace. As a major British move, Prime Minister David Lloyd George announced publicly on September 16, 1922, that the British dominions, Yugoslavia, and Romania had been asked to promise military support in the event of Turkish violation of the freedom of the Straits. The Turks resented what they took to be the threatening tone of this proclamation and began to move their troops toward the neutral zones. France and Italy withdrew their troops, leaving the British alone. The very real danger of further advances by the Turkish army compelled the British and French to resolve their differences and, on September 23, the principal Allied powers invited the Turkish government in Ankara to a peace conference, an invitation that both the Ottoman government and the Turkish nationalist forces under Mustafa Kemal accepted. The latter were, by this time, the real power of government in Turkey and met with the Allies in a preliminary conference on September 29. Hostilities were concluded by a military convention signed at the town of Mudania on October 13, the same day of the signing of the treaty ending hostilities between Russia and Turkey.

The settlement creating the boundaries and largely the international relationships of Turkey extant today was effected by the Treaty of Lausanne, signed on July 24, 1923. By this time, the nationalist government was the sole Turkish power and representative. The sultanate was abolished. The house of Osman experienced the end of its seven-centuries-long rule of the land. The caliphate, a title denoting primarily religious leadership, was permitted to remain in the Osman family, as a symbolic gesture that lacked any political significance in the new secular state being forged under Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. The treaty of Lausanne granted the Turks almost all their demands, except that of including the city of Mosul in their territories.

The exchange of populations under the treaty of Lausanne allowed a very minor presence of Greeks in Istanbul and its environs. Their rights and those of other Christian minorities in Turkey were to be the same as those secured for other minorities in Europe by the postwar treaties already in force. The fate of the Armenians, however, was left to the discretion of the Turkish government, provided the means were peaceful. As we have seen, deportation in toto was the final result for the Armenians.

One specific consequence of this series of events in and involving Turkey from 1885 to 1923 was a drop in the number of Christians in Turkish territory from more than three million at the beginning of the period to no more than 100, 000 at the end. The remnant consisted largely of diplomats and tradespeople with their families confined to Istanbul, Izmir (Smyrna), and the new capital of the government in Ankara. A change occurred, however, with the inclusion of Syrian Antioch and its ancient Greek Christian patriarchate into Turkish territory in 1939. The number of all Christians adherents in Turkey, however, was estimated to be about 100, 000 in the mid-1980s, according to The Europa Year Book of 1993 (Vol. II). The number of Muslims in Turkey was cited in The World Christian Encyclopedia as 45, 018, 800 in the mid-1980s. The CIA World Fact Book of 2000 gives the total population of Turkey as 65, 666, 677, the percentage of Muslims (mostly of Sunni faith) as 99. 8 percent, of Christians and Jews together as 0. 2 percent. The number of Jews in Turkey, most of whom are Sephardic, was cited as 24, 000 in 1980. Their number has been steadily diminishing because of emigration to Israel.16

What has been called the “Islamicization of Anatolia” thus began with the first Turkish military incursions after the defeat of Byzantine forces in the battle of Manzikert in 1071, and concluded in as thorough an “ethnic cleansing” as any nation has known.

To sum up the historical situation, the furthest reaches of Muslim expansion by military conquest in the first century after the death of Muhammad (632 C.E.) extended across north Africa through Spain—and Sicily—to central France in the West. In the East, the extent was into what is now Pakistan, northern India, and Bangladesh, and across the southern steppes of Asia into western China. Of very great historical and religious significance is the fact that, except for countries at the periphery of this vast sweep (France, Spain, Sicily, India, China, and, later, most of the Balkans), Muslim military and political control from Morocco through Pakistan and Bangladesh has remained intact. Malaysia, Brunei, and Indonesia are included in this category of Muslim political and cultural dominance, and, since the breakup of the Soviet Union, so, too, have been the largely Muslim nations of the southern steppes of Asia. Especially in the Middle East and all across North Africa, the large-scale Islamicization of former Christian peoples has also remained intact until the present day. Furthermore, some scholars and specialists allege that, after the Second World War, concerted efforts have been made by Muslim governments, especially in the Middle East, to eliminate altogether the presence of Christian churches and communities in their midst.

These historical reminders are not intended to be polemical or defensive. They are not intended to justify the Crusades, Western colonialism, or contemporary Western petro-diplomacy with its use of military and financial power. They are not intended to justify the Orthodox Serbian “ethnic cleansing” in Bosnia-Herzegovina or Kosovo.17 They must be mentioned, however, to “even out the playing field.” Neither Muslims nor Christians are solely victims—or victimizers. No one of us is innocent or pure, not one side, not one land, not one person. This discussion, therefore, cannot properly be held on the basis of the moral superiority of one side or the other.

Powerful forces are at work seeking to “demonize” the other in contemporary Christian-Muslim relations. Both sides have reasons, even of massive significance, for legitimate complaint. But our respective faiths and practices have their better sides, and the best of our representatives believe that the God whom we both worship is calling us to peace, to reconciliation—with perhaps varying modes of repentance—to mutual respect, and even to cooperation. The place to begin is with what each side acknowledges as its own best. The other side should study with care what that acknowledged best is. The intent of this book, to repeat, is to inform fellow Westerners, especially fellow Christians and Jews, what the acknowledged best of Islam is in terms that they can understand with relative ease.

I conclude this study with a few words about the “place” for peace, reconciliation, and mutual respect between Christians and Muslims. Much of the early part of this chapter attempts to delineate the terrifying consequences of the lack of peace between these two in the contemporary world. The Christian population of the world is estimated at 1, 833, 022, 000, the Muslim population at 971, 328, 700. These two together constitute over half of the estimated world population of 5, 480, 010, 000.18 Peace between these two massive constituencies constitutes, therefore, a major hope for the welfare of much of humankind.

The Swiss Roman Catholic theologian Hans Kiing has been expressing with great force what he believes to be the vital connection between ecumenism and world peace. He understands the term ecumenism in this context as a wider ecumenism that includes relationships not only among Christian churches, but also with and among other religions in the world. Kiing contends that mutually respectful and adequately informed ecumenical dialogue for the first time in human history “has now taken on this character of an urgent consideration for world politics. It can help to make our world more livable, by making it more peaceful and more reconciled.”

As part of the conclusion of his massive collaborative work on Christianity and the World Religions, Kiing writes as follows:

There will be no peace among the peoples of this world without peace among the world religions.

There will be no peace among the world religions without peace among the Christian churches.

The community of the Church is an integral part of the world community.

Ecumenism ad intra, concentrated on the Christian world, and ecumenism ad extra, oriented toward the whole inhabited earth, are interdependent.

Peace is indivisible: it begins within us.19

Hans Kiing continued to emphasize this theme as one of the major contributing participants in the 1993 Parliament of the World’s Religions. He had been asked more than a year in advance to prepare a document, which came to be named The Declaration of a Global Ethic and was signed by almost the entire assembly. The Parliament was not meant to be a legislative body, and the document, while it had been circulated for comment to a number of the religious leaders before the public meetings, was not open to revision. But the great majority of those present at the Parliament on September 4 wished to accept the document as their own and insisted on the right to affix their signatures.

This nine-page, 5, 000-word Global Ethic document was thus able to express with noteworthy accuracy what the assembly members from many places and religious traditions thought and felt. Hans Kiing had somehow intuited months in advance that the Parliament as a whole would develop with an emphasis on practice of religious faith rather than on theological or confessional content. Remarkable also was his perception that the basis for a shared ethic already existed. He had sensed that the participants in the Parliament (of whom this writer and his wife were two) would come, in spite of the great variety in external name and form of their historic faiths, sharing a common set of core values in their ethical teachings. He recognized that even though these values are yet to be lived adequately in heart and action, they are already known and can serve as the basis of a global ethic. The Parliament agreed, even if its forms of agreement were “unofficial.”

A very few words from the Global Ethic document may be in order here. Actually, some theological or larger cosmic truths affirmed in the document seemed to cause no more difficulty for the many participants than the ethical ideals. One is the opening affirmation, both ecological and theological, that we humans are all interdependent, not only as one human family, but also as beings dependent on the well-being of all living beings. Hence we must have respect for what is a community of living beings. This theme of mutual respect was repeated again and again by many speakers during the Parliament and could be called perhaps the central theme and feeling of the whole. In the Global Ethic document, this feeling was expressed through an early reference to the Golden (Silver) Rule that is a part of the ethical tradition of several historic faiths: “We must treat others as we wish others to treat us.” The document goes on to say that “We make a commitment to respect life and dignity, individuality and diversity, so that every person is treated humanely, without exception.”

The phrase “treat others, all others, humanely” was central to the ethics of the document. In Hans Küng’s language, we must have patience and the mentality of acceptance of others, be able to forgive. We must “open our hearts to one another, practicing a culture of solidarity and relatedness.” Within our one human family, “we must strive to be kind and generous. We must not live for ourselves alone, but should also serve others … No person should ever be considered or treated as a second-class citizen, or be exploited in any way whatsoever. There should be equal partnership between men and women. We must not commit any kind of sexual immorality. We must put behind us all forms of domination or abuse.”

The Global Ethic document calls for universal commitment to a “culture of non-violence, respect, justice, and peace. We shall not oppress, injure, torture, or kill other humans, forsaking violence as a means of settling disputes.” There is call for strenuous effort to create a “just social and economic order.” Characteristic of such an order will be to “speak and act truthfully and with compassion, dealing fairly with all, and avoiding prejudice and hatred. We must not steal. We must move beyond the dominance of greed for power, prestige, money, and consumption to make a just and peaceful world.”

The document concludes that “Earth cannot be changed for the better unless the consciousness of individuals is changed first. We pledge to increase our awareness by disciplining our minds, by meditation, by prayer, or by positive thinking … Therefore we commit ourselves to this global ethic, to understanding one another, and to socially-beneficial, peace-fostering, and nature-friendly ways of life. We invite all people, whether religious or not, to do the same.”20

The reason for bringing to bear this material from the 1993 Parliament of the World’s Religions and its Global Ethic is probably apparent. Most of the discussion in the earlier sections of this chapter revolves around ethical issues. The earlier chapters of this book are inevitably grounded in historical events, as in scriptural and theological-faith matters. Intelligent and profitable Christian-Muslim dialogue in the days to come—and these days will come, perhaps sooner than we realize!—will have to depend on participants who are well informed in matters of history and faith, of Scripture and theology. But I suggest that in these days to come, dialogue will be engaged with ethical issues in a sharper and more passionately intense way than ever before. I have focused in this chapter on relations between Turkey and the West, and, in the process, issues of ethics and practice have loomed large. Rightly so, I believe. To discuss relations between Iran and the West, we could hardly avoid the role of the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in unseating the government of democratically elected Premier Muhammad Mossadeg in August 1953, restoring the Shah to power after only a few days of absence. Similarly, it would be inappropriate to focus on aspects of the Khomeini revolution displeasing to Western powers without full and fair disclosure of the role of Western petrochemical corporations in Iranian politics earlier in the century.21 At this writing, we shall have to forego exploration of the labyrinthine background activities behind the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s, or the Gulf War of the early 1990s, and we are not yet able to pursue the many-stranded background activities leading to the war in Afghanistan or the invasion of Iraq.

Some readers may feel that I have put in this chapter too much emphasis on negative aspects of Christian-Muslim relations over the many centuries of our histories, but both sides have been guilty of superior attitudes, arrogance, and corresponding conduct toward each other in these centuries. I have intended to create, in each, some humility in self-reflection. The bulk of this book has been committed to giving Christians a carefully informed and very largely positive view of the life of Muhammad and the content of the Koran, as a data basis for a respectful, appreciative understanding of these primary sources of Muslim faith and practice. If readers will combine the knowledge gained from study of these materials with due personal and cultural humility, we shall have a factually solid and spiritually valid foundation for ongoing dialogue that may issue in peace and cooperation beyond any degree that we have known.

I should like to conclude with a word about spiritual validity. I believe that the central issue for Christians is to be able to recognize and acknowledge the presence and work of the living God not only in the life and work of the Prophet Muhammad, or in the Koran, but also in historic Islam. This is not to bring to the fore issues of infallibility or of absolute perfection. Muslims may handle these issues as they wish. Most Christian critical thinkers have quite abandoned claims to absoluteness or infallibility in their theological work or in their confessions of faith.22 But we must be able to recognize what the late Roman Catholic theologian Karl Rahner called the traces of the divine presence and work outside our historic Christian church as an institution. Rahner charged us with having looked at other religious traditions too ineptly and with too little love to perceive these traces.23 Rahner insisted—and he has carried with him in this the majority of Roman Catholic critical scholars and many others—that God in freedom offers the divine self to all humans in their freedom. He does affirm a special history of divine revelation, which is recorded in the Old and New Testaments of the Bible, but he goes on to state that “revelation in such essential purity” is not found only there. At least a part of that revelation may be found in comparable purity elsewhere within the collective history of humankind and in the history of its religions.24

And, finally, Christians are compelled by their own biblical witness to look more broadly in appreciation of “others,” even though some popular and academic Christian opinion has been slow to do so. The Bible, right from its beginning, gives as its setting the divine creation of the whole universe and of a primal couple who are identified as the ancestors of the whole of humankind. The book of Genesis begins with God’s creation of “man” and “woman,” not with the Israelites. The New Revised Standard Version translation rightly translates the Hebrew word adam as “humankind” in the passage in which God expresses his intent to create them “in our image” (Gen. 1:26, 5:1–2). The promise that God made to Eve, who was often cited by early Christian theologians as the mother of all humanity, has historically been identified as the first of the biblical covenants (Gen. 3:15).

The second major covenant recorded in the book of Genesis is that with Noah and his family, who are cited as preceding the call of Abraham and, of course, preceding the establishment of the people of Israel as a distinct community. This covenant is five times denoted as a promise of the Creator not only to all humans, but to “every living creature of all flesh that is upon the earth.” The sons of Noah and his wife are said to be the ancestors of all peoples, and the covenant of divine-human relationship and mutual responsibility is with all (Gen. 9:8–19). On the basis of this Noachian covenant, the later Jewish rabbinical tradition came to acknowledge the existence of a universal divine rule extending over all nations, one that had specific implications for potential divine blessing and, indeed, the “salvation” of the nations (gentiles). We Christians need to take careful note of the fact that from the first century of our common era, Jewish theological thought in its mainline rabbinical stream has always “left the door open” for the salvation of the whole world on the basis of this Noachian covenant. Among contemporary Roman Catholics, Raymond (Raimundo) Panikkar, following the French theologian Jean Daniélou, has used the term “cosmic covenant” to denote the universal scope of this covenant with Noah.25

These two universal covenants constitute the larger background and context specifically for God’s call of Abraham and the charge to create a particular people to fulfill particular purposes. But the particularity or narrower scope of this call and covenant with Abraham and his descendants is specifically stated to be effected only for a universal restorative purpose, that “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:3; cf. Gen. 18:18, 22:18, 26:4, 28:14). This is one way of saying that a later more particularized covenant does not abrogate or replace the early universal covenants.

This faith-understanding of the continuing theological validity of the older universal covenants is an integral element of the faith of Israel.26 Some Christians—possibly the majority—perceive the covenant in Jesus of Nazareth as abrogating the old rather than reforming it.27 But the teaching of Jesus, particularly as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew, like Jeremiah’s, forthrightly affirms selective reform and a deeper interiority and rejects wholesale abolition of the past (Matt. 5:17–48). The ideal Christian, or “scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old” (Matt. 13:52).28 Nowhere in the teaching of Jesus recorded in the four Gospels of the New Testament, or in the whole of the Old Testament, is salvation denied the nations because they are not of Israel. The apostle Paul drew from this Judeo-Christian tradition the inescapable conclusion that the living God had revealed his self and his will in some measure to all peoples (Rom. 1:19, 2:14–16). And as the noted German-American theologian Paul Tillich was wont to insist, we cannot separate, although we may distinguish, the revealing and the saving work of God.29

Christians therefore have solid biblical basis for a fresh and appreciative look at Muhammad and Islam, as particularized expressions of the presence and work of the living God in the world, in the whole of his creation. I should like to add that I work from the standpoint of the Logos theology as seen in the Johannine literature of the New Testament and developed in the church fathers of the second and third centuries of our era. That is, I follow the apostle Paul in his affirmation of the preexistence of Christ Jesus, who existing in “the form of God” may be presumed to have served the purposes of God in his work as the universal Word (Phil. 2:6; John 1:1) prior to his manifestation as Jesus of Nazareth. The light-life he gave was “the light of all people … the true light that enlightens everyone coming into the world” (John 1:4, 9).30

In the second century, Justin Martyr (ca. 100–165) taught that the divine Logos (Word) appeared in fullness only in Jesus Christ, but that a “seed” of the Logos had been scattered among the whole of humankind long before its (his/her) manifestation in Jesus of Nazareth. Every human being, therefore, possesses in his or her mind a seed of the Logos. This terminology allows an appreciative and critical approach to noble pre-Christian (we may add “post” in the sense of later than the Jesus of history) figures. Thus Justin wrote of noble pagans such as Socrates, Heraclitus, and others of like spirit among pre-Christian Greek philosophers and lawgivers as worthy of the name “Christian,” even though their knowledge of the Logos was imperfect and they often fell into contradictions. One of the most seminal of Justin’s statements on this theme of the wider presence and work of the Logos of God in the world and throughout human history is that whatever has been well (i. e., beautifully and truly) said among all humans belongs to the Christian heritage. Even amidst our imperfections, the Logos is in every human being.31

Irenaeus (fl. 185), writing a generation or more later, carried on this tradition of faith-understanding with his conviction that God is one and the same to all humans and has aided the human race from its beginning by various providential orderings. Irenaeus wrote that the Logos has always been present with the human race, that, from the beginning, the Son has revealed God to all to whom, and when and how, God wills. Indeed, God has made a number of covenants with humankind.32 That is, the divine presence is universal, but the scene of human receptivity is blotched and requires authentic spiritual discernment that the Word may be rightly discerned and obeyed.

Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–215), the first Christian who may properly be called a scholar in the technical sense of the term, gave further specificity to the Logos theological tradition. He taught that “all authentic understanding or wisdom is sent by God and that the true teacher of the Egyptians, the Indians, the Babylonians and the Persians, indeed of all created beings, is the first-begotten Son, the Fellow-counselor of God …. Philosophy was given to the Greeks as a covenant peculiar to them; many are the different covenants of God with men …. The Lord is upon many waters (Ps. 29:3); his beneficence is not limited to particular places or persons.”33 The graphic focus that Clement gives in his depiction of the many covenants that God has with humans, the potentially universal presence and work of the Logos of God, reveals the broadly compassionate and inclusive spirit characteristic of what was the mainstream of Christian theology in the second and third centuries of our era. It also puts to shame the narrower and more exclusive spirit that has characterized not a few Christians in later centuries even to the present time, persons who in many instances have arrogantly insisted that theirs is the only authentic Christian position.

The Christology of Muhammad as revealed in the Koran is admittedly not that of the Nicene or Chalcedonian creeds.34 I will not repeat here what I have already cited from the Koran on this theme. What I would like to say in summation is that in the present climate of critical opinion in the Christian world community, there is much reason to be grateful, that is, theologically respectful and appreciative, for what Muhammad does reveal of his views of Jesus Christ. (He believed, it would seem, that they were also God’s.) Our “present climate of critical opinion” is no longer that of the Reformation and early post-Reformation period when lengthy confessions of faith by both Protestants and Roman Catholics seemed accompanied by expectations that believers would accept as equally true every single part, sentence, or even word of these confessions. The expectation, even demand, was then for total conformity. In our present critical climate, we no longer consider such conformity possible or even desirable. And if we compare the Koranic views of Jesus Christ with those of a number of “critical” scholars of our own day, Muhammad appears to be closer to the New Testament gospel accounts, as they stand written, than do these more liberal (some would prefer to call them “radical”) scholars of Christian self-designation.35

The issue at times concerns language used, especially if more attention is given to surface differences than to fundamental intent. It has been noted over many centuries, for example, that there is no doctrine of the “atonement” in the Koran, at least as that term has been used historically by Christians to denote the role of Jesus Christ in effecting the divine forgiveness of human sin. It is too often forgotten in our popular parlance that, according to New Testament usage, this work of the Messiah is ultimately the work of God (cf. 2 Cor. 5:18–19). For Muhammad, the role of God is absolutely central in the forgiveness of human sin. As previously noted, every surah but one in the entire Koran begins with the phrase “In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.” For Muhammad, this divine forgiveness is really the central element in the content of his message, even if he accompanied it with various warnings that forgiven persons cannot presume on God’s forgiveness without consequences. How God’s mercy and forgiveness are cosmically viable, Muhammed prefers to leave as a mystery. But very much like Christians, he acknowledges the roles of many “agents” of God in his divine work, including numerous Prophets, above all, the “exceptional and exemplary” Prophet, the Messiah, the Word of God, the Bearer of the Holy Spirit, Jesus the Christ, the Son of the virgin Mary. This Jesus the Messiah is God’s revelation for humankind and a mercy from him, before whom angels should prostrate themselves in obedience. May we not ask, is there not something of “atoning” significance in all this?

Finally, is it really true that the Koran denies the death of Jesus on the cross? Perhaps so; the text as it stands can certainly be read to this effect and historically has commonly been so understood by most Muslims and Christians. A recent writer, however, quoting from contemporary Arab (Muslim and Christian?) and Western sources, contends that the passage under consideration (K 4:155) intends not primarily to deny the death of Jesus, but to deny the power of humans “to vanquish and destroy the divine Word, which is forever victorious.” This is to say that like certain New Testament sayings, the death of Jesus as a central element—along with the resurrection—of the Christ Event, cannot be rightly seen except as somehow also a part of the providential orderings of God himself (cf. John 19:11 and especially Acts 2:23). The Koranic denial is “a denial of the human intention and ability to crucify and defeat God’s exemplary apostle.” That is, the worldview of the Koran is finally that God is “in charge,” even though it also affirms a measure of human freedom. Humans are not able to “destroy” the Messiah of God. Such is the affirmation of both the New Testament and the Koran.36

Pakistani Christian scholar Daud Rahbar, writing more than a generation ago, called for a “genuine word of love for Muhammad from the followers of Christ. In my own way as a Christian, I have tried to speak that word.”37 Key Christian figures throughout the middle and latter part of the twentieth century—beginning in a massive way with the generous words of the Roman Catholic Church’s Second Vatican Council38—have tried to do that very thing. Some of the finest theological writing of our generation has come from the pen of Anglican Bishop Kenneth Cragg, who writes of Islam—and of Muhammad—with a depth of sympathetic understanding and affection hardly to be equaled previously.39 As I have heretofore written, my own judgment is that I see Muhammad as:

an authentic Prophet of God, even though, like other Prophets both before and after the time of our Lord, neither morally perfect nor doctrinally infallible [I plead for the compassion of Muslim brothers and sisters as I write these words again]. And the movement which is called Islam I regard as an instrument of God in the history of salvation with at least some of the thankful affirmation and cautious qualifications that I make of the movement that is called Christianity. I believe therefore that as Christians we are obliged under God to incorporate this evaluative understanding into our faith-concepts both of the nature of the Church of Jesus Christ and of the missiological imperatives which are an integral part of its life and work.40
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8. Abrahaman H. Hartunian, Neither to Laugh Nor to Weep: A Memoir of the Armenian Genocide, translated from the original Armenian manuscripts by Vartan Hartunian (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968), p. 2. I may cite as an academically responsible and balanced book Christopher J. Walker’s Armenia: The Survival of a Nation (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1980). See also Lewis, The Middle East, op. cit., pp. 326–340. A distinguished specialist in Armenian studies, Professor Richard G. Hovannisian of the University of California at Los Angeles, who graciously offered a critique of this chapter, disputed this account of alleged Armenian subversive activities behind the Turkish lines as having its origin in Turkish propaganda. He sees the true situation as “a fully armed and mobilized state machinery against a largely unarmed civilian population.” Personal letter dated November 25, 1995.

9. Hartunian, op. cit., pp. 10–23; Walker, op. cit., pp. 121–176. The most recent treatment of this subject is by the American author Samantha Power in her book A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide (New York: Basic Books, 2002), pp. 1–29. The term “genocide” was evidently coined by Henry Morgenthau Sr., American ambassador to the Ottoman Empire from 1913 to 1916, to denote what was then called “race murder.”

10. Hartunian, op. cit., pp. 51–76; Walker, op. cit., pp. 177–240.

11. Walker, op. cit., p. 180.
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14. This statement was first published in the British Parliamentary papers, no. 31 (1916), pp. 638–639. It was later reprinted in Beirut in 1972 with the title “The Treatment of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire.” See Walker, op. cit., pp. 201, 238 (endnote 13).

15. Kenneth Caron Buss, “Turkey,” Encyclopedia Britannica, vol. 22 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), pp. 605–606. Cf. Feroz Ahmad, The Making of Modern Turkey (New York: Routledge, 1993), pp. 36, 46–47.

16. David B. Barrett, ed., World Christian Encyclopedia (Nairobi: Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 680; [no author], Turkey: A Country Study (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1988), pp. 133–135. An editorial in the Religion and Society Report (12:1 [January 1995], p. 7) cites the change in the territory of modern Turkey as 32 percent Christian in 1900, 0. 2 percent in 1995. It also states that of the Assyrian Christians long located in southeastern Turkey, “since the 1970s 150, 000 have been forced to flee the country as a result of persecution.” See also The CIA World Fact Book (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, July 2000). I may add that a Greek historian of religions, Astérios Argyriou, has described the entire series of events of 1922 as “le catastrophe de l’Asie Mineure.” He gives the count of Greeks living in Turkey in 1998 as only 4, 000, with 120, 000 Muslims living in the northeastern section of Greece with remarkable freedom for religious, linguistic, and cultural as well as political activity. Astérios Argyriou, “La Situation du Dialogue Islamo-Chrétien dans le Monde Orthodoxe et en Grèce,” in Islam and Christianity, Jacques Waardenburg, ed. (Leuven, Belgium: Uitgeverij Peeters, 1998), pp. 101–102.

17. A noteworthy example of American “excesses” may be found quite outside the area of Christian-Muslim relations. I refer to the “Genocide by Transfer—in South Vietnam,” the engineered—by the Saigon Military Mission created and controlled by the CIA—movement of over one million Tonkinese from North Vietnam to the South. See L. Fletcher Prouty, JFK, The CIA, Vietnam and the Plot to Assassinate John F Kennedy (New York: Carol Publishing Group, 1992), pp. 70–80. For the situation in Bosnia-Herzegovina, see Adnan Silajdzic, “Musulmans et Judeo-Chrétiens Ensemble (L’expérience de Bosnie-Herzégovine),” in Islam and Christianity, Jacques Waardenburg, ed. (Leuven, Belgium: Uitgeverij Peeters, 1998), pp. 257–270.

18. The 1994 Information Please Almanac, 47th ed. (Boston, Mass.: Houghton, Mifflin, 1994), p. 412. These figures are a reprint from the 1993 Britannka Book of the Year (Chicago, Ill: University of Chicago, 1993). They include data available from the former U.S.S.R.

19. Hans Küng, Josef van Ess, Heinrich von Stietencron, Heinz Bechert, Christianity and the World Religions (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1986), pp. 440–443. Cf. Hans Küng, Global Responsibility (London: SCM Press, 1991).

20. Cf. Richard H. Drummond, “Is a Spiritual Renaissance Dawning?” Venture Inward 10:2 (March/April 1994), pp. 17–21.

21. The American Roman Catholic scholar (and editor of the respected Journal of Ecumenical Studies) Leonard Swidler, in a book as yet published only in a German translation, relates the whole area of praxis to the universal human quest for “salvation.” This last term, [image: Image] in the original Greek of the New Testament, bearing etymological associations with “healing,” properly points to wholeness, therefore also to a holy life. Mutual understanding and practical cooperation among all humans, even between theists and nontheists, may well emerge from this “soteriocentric” approach. Leonard Swidler, Die Zukunft der Theologie im Dialog der Religionen und Weltanschauungen (Regensburg, Germany: Verlag Friedrich Pustet, 1992), pp. 58–60.

22. Cf. ibid., pp. 21–26.

23. Karl Rahner, “Das Christentum und nichtchristlichen Religionen,” Schriften zur Theologie, vol. 5 (Einsiedeln, Germany: Benziger Verlag, 1964), p. 153.

24. Karl Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith (New York: Seabury, 1978), pp. 142–161, 311–321.

25. Raymond Panikkar, The Unknown Christ of Hinduism (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1964), pp. 58–59. Cf. Heinz Robert Schlette, Towards a Theology of Religions (New York: Herder and Herder, 1966), pp. 71–76.

26. The prophet Jeremiah came to speak of a “new covenant,” as that of a new, deeper relationship between God and the people of Israel. It was necessitated because they had broken the old covenant, and the emphasis of the prophet is on the interiority of the new. Nowhere, in the present text, however, does he speak of the abrogation of the older covenants in any structured sense, even though he proclaims the need for correction of certain popular understandings of God’s ways (Jer. 31:31–34, 32:36–41; cf. Ezek. 36:26–28).

27. For example, Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho the Jew 11.

28. The best manuscript evidence omits the adjective “new” from Jesus’ mention of the covenant in accounts of the Last Supper in Mark and Matthew (Mark 14:24; Matt. 26:28). The shorter and better substantiated manuscript reading omits Luke 22:19b—20. There is, however, no problem of the “new” in the text of Paul (1 Cor. 11:25; 2 Cor. 3:6). In the Letter to the Hebrews, however, we have the sharpest rejection of the old covenant as something “growing old, near disappearance” (Heb. 8:13).

29. Paul Tillich, The Future of Religions (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), p. 81.

30. The translation given for John 1:9 is this author’s choice of an alternative translation. See NRSV New Testament, p. 94, footnote b.

31. Justin Martyr, The First Apology 46; The Second Apology 13. In his Dialogue with Trypho the Jew, Justin is highly critical of Jews, but his chief complaint is alleged Jewish persecution of Christians and his appeal is that they repent, have the faith of Abraham, come to know “our Christ,” be baptized with the baptism spoken of by Isaiah, and thus live lives free of sin (26, 44).

32. Irenaeus, Contra Haereses III 24; III 12–13; III 18, 1; IV 6–7, IV 20, 6 (Deus … Incognitus autem nequaquam); I 10, 3.

33. Clement, Stromateis VI 7; VII 2.

34. We must recall that the Creed of Chalcedon (451) was not acceptable to many Christians, especially of Semitic or Coptic ethnic background, in the eastern part of the Roman Empire. Cf. Williston Walker, A History of the Christian Church, Revised Edition (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1959), pp. 138–145.

35. Cf. Russell Watson, “A Lesser Child of God,” in Newsweek (April 4, 1994), pp. 53–54.

36. Michael G. Fonner, “Jesus’ Death by Crucifixion in the Quran: An Issue for Interpretation and Muslim-Christian Interpretations.” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 29:3–4, (Summer-Fall, 1992), pp. 432–149. Cf. K 14:18–19; 37:171–172; Rom. 6:4, 8:11; 1 Cor. 1:23–25, 6:4, 15:24–28; 2 Cor. 2:14, 4:16; Gal. 1:1; Eph. 1:20; Phil. 2:8–9; Col. 2:12–15; 1 Thess. 1:10. Fonner observes that “the Koran is not interested in reconstructing the historical Jesus. This is in line with how the Koran looks at other historical figures.” Ibid., p. 436; cf. William Montgomery Watt, Muslim-Christian Encounters, Perceptions and Misperceptions (London: Routledge, 1991), pp. 125–129, 137–151.

37. Daud Rahbar, “Muslims and the Finality of Jesus Christ in the Age of Universal History,” Ecumenical Review 17:4 (October 1965), p. 364.

38. Lumen Gentium II, 16.

39. To cite only a few of his many books: Kenneth Cragg, The Call of the Minaret (New York: Oxford University Press, 1956); The House of Islam (Belmont, Calif.: Dickenson, 1969); The Mind of the Quran (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1973); Muhammad and the Christian (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1984); Jesus and the Muslim: An Exploration (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1985).

40. Richard H. Drummond, “Toward Theological Understanding of Islam,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 9:4 (Fall 1972), p. 795. I should add here P. Xavier Jacob’s article: “Christians in Turkey and Their Relations with Moslems,” Studies in Interreligious Dialogue 4:1 (1994), pp. 42–61. Father Jacob is a Roman Catholic theologian stationed in Ankara, Turkey. It is gratifying to me that this article with its data is in substantial agreement with my own data and interpretation. For a fair assessment of Muhammad as a person, see W. Montgomery Watt, Muhammad: Prophet and Statesman (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), pp. 229–240.
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