
THEREFORE...
I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies

 as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.    Romans 12:1
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The simple confession of faith, “There is no god
but God, and Muhammad is the messenger of
God,” reflects the central tenets of Islam:

! There is one true God, Creator, and Sustainer
of the universe; and,

! God’s will has been manifest through
prophetic revelation.

Muslims affirm that this revelation is now
contained in the Qur’an, which they maintain is the
literal, perfect, and complete word of God.  Muslims
believe that Muhammad was chosen by God to be the

instrument through which the final revelation was
given.  The proper human response is obedience to
God not only in worship but in all aspects of life.

Allah is simply the Arabic term for God.  The
ten to twelve million indigenous Arabic-speaking
Christians in the Middle East today pray to Allah, just
as the French pray to Dieu and Germans to Gott.  For
Muslims, there is no ambiguity here: the one, true
God is the God of Abraham, Moses, Jesus,
Muhammad, and everyone else in creation.

As with Christianity, foundational doctrines
and devotional practices in Islam can be described in
a relatively straightforward manner.  The vitality of
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the religious tradition as embraced and lived out by
faithful adherents is a far more subtle and complex
matter.  Christians, for example, believe that Jesus,
the incarnation of God, died for the sins of the world
and was resurrected miraculously by God.  These
affirmations provide little indication, however, of how
Christians have, in different times and places,
appropriated the implications of Jesus’ life, death, and
resurrection.  The same is true for Islam.  Descriptive
accounts of basic teachings are helpful, but they fail to
convey the texture and diversity found within the
history of this extensive religious tradition.

Muhammad
Muhammad was born in A.D. 570 in Mecca.

He was raised by members of his extended family
since his father had died prior to his birth and his
mother passed away when he was six.  From age eight
he lived with his uncle, Abu Talib.  Mecca was a
commercial center, a crossroads on the trade routes
across the vast expanse of Arabia.  Muhammad, who
learned the caravan business from his uncle, proved
adept in business.  His reputation for honesty is
reflected in the honorific name by which he was
known: al-amin (“the honest one”).  At age twenty-
five, he married a wealthy caravan owner, Khadijah.
Though his elder by fifteen years, theirs was a happy
and mutually rewarding marriage lasting until her
death some twenty-five years later.

In addition to his exemplary business
practices, Muhammad was known for his spiritual
sensitivity.  Periodically, he would withdraw from the
bustle of the city to a place of solitude for periods of
meditation and reflection.  At the age of forty, on one
of these sojourns in the year 610, Muhammad had a
profound experience, one that would change his life
radically, and with it, the course of history.  While
meditating at Mt. Hira near Mecca, he saw a radiant
figure on the horizon coming toward him.  As the
figure--the angel Gabriel--drew near, he pronounced
the first of the messages that would comprise the
Qur’an:

Recite!  In the name of your Lord, who created,
Created humankind out of a clot.
Recite!  And your Lord is Most Generous,
He who taught (the use of) the pen,
Taught humankind what it knew not.

(Qur’an 96:1-5)

The account of Muhammad’s reaction to this
experience after his return to Mecca is reminiscent of
many of the Hebrew prophets.  He was terribly shaken
by the encounter and wrestled with the sense of his
unworthiness to be God’s prophetic messenger.

Supported and encouraged by Khadijah and a few
close friends, he gradually came to accept his
responsibility.  Muhammad felt compelled to speak
forth what he understood to be the word of the Lord.

Muhammad continued to receive revelations
and proclaim messages for the next twelve years in
Mecca.  Basic themes in the early revelations included
the sublime majesty of the one God, the futility of
idol worship, the certainty of God’s judgment, and
human responsibility for faith in God and fair,
compassionate behavior in society.  The early
converts were few in number, but solid in their
conviction.  They suffered considerably as subjects of
abuse and derision from many Meccans, particularly
as the message of the God to whom all were
accountable began to threaten the traditional and
lucrative polytheistic religious system lodged in
Mecca.

In 622, under threat of persecution,
Muhammad and seventy companions moved north to
Yathrib, later renamed Madina, “the city” (of the
prophet).  The flight to Yathrib, called the hijrah,
marks the beginning of the Islamic calendar.  In
Madina, Muhammad soon achieved prominence as
both spiritual and temporal leader.  As the Muslim
community grew, he challenged and ultimately
defeated the powerful Meccan clans.  By the time of
his death in 632, Islam had been established in much
of Arabia.  Within several decades, the new
community of faith moved outward with phenomenal
success.

Throughout the twenty-three years following
this first encounter, Muhammad continued to receive
messages.  He would recite these, and others would
both memorize and write down the revelations.  The
totality of these utterances comprise the Qur’an.  The
magnificence of the poetic text, uttered by a man
known to be unlettered, has always been interpreted
by Muslims as proof of the miraculous process of
revelation.

The Qur’an
For Muslims, the Qur’an is the complete,

inerrant record of the revelation given through
Muhammad.  The Qur’an, which literally means
“recitation,” is understood as having been transmitted
in manageable sections over a twenty-three year
period.  The messages were also perceived as relevant
to particular circumstances, known as “the occasions
of revelation.”  When Muslims quote the Qur’an, they
affirm, “God says. . . .”  As we have noted above, the
sayings of the prophet are of great significance for
Muslims; they are not, however, to be confused with
the Word of God communicated through the Qur’an.
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Muhammad is known as the “seal of the
prophets,” since he is considered the last in a long
succession of prophetic messengers through whom
God has addressed various human communities.
Most of the prophets named in the Qur’an are well-
known biblical figures such as Abraham, Moses,
David, John the Baptist, and Jesus.  The distinction,
according to Islam, is that the final revelation through
Muhammad, the complete Word of God, has been
accurately recorded without error.  Thus, the Qur’an
and the way of Islam are not considered “new” so
much as they are regarded as the final and complete
guidance for humankind.

Roughly the length of the New Testament, the
Qur’an is divided into 114 chapters, called surahs.
The number of verses (each called an ayah) in the
chapters varies greatly.  With the notable exception of
the first surah, the Qur’an is generally arranged
according to the length of the chapter, with the
longest first.  This arrangement is roughly in reverse of
the chronological order in which the messages were
proclaimed.  Thus, the shortest chapters, found at the
end of the Qur’an, were among the first of the Meccan
surahs; the longer, Madinan chapters are found in the
front of the collection.  For the person new to the
text, this arrangement sometimes creates confusion.
As is the case with Christian scripture, the Qur’an is
better understood when read with assistance rather
than independently.

Important Doctrines
The glorious majesty of God, reflected in the

attributes associated with the ninety-nine names of
God (e.g., All-Knowing, All-Powerful, All-
Compassionate), is central throughout the Qur’an.
While God is the transcendent Lord of all creation,
God is also intimately connected with human beings.
The immanence of God is portrayed as being closer to
humans than their jugular vein (Qur’an 50:16).

Heaven and hell, human responsibility, and
the certainty of judgment on the Last Day are all
vividly proclaimed.  While the Qur’an does not
present a systematic exposition, it does include a body
of doctrine and practical obligations.  Social and
ethical parameters are set in areas such as marriage
and divorce; inheritance; commercial dealings;
responsibility toward children; the care of widows,
orphans, and others among the less fortunate in
society; and criminal behavior such as theft, murder,
and adultery.

Muslims believe that Muhammad was the last
in a long succession of prophetic messengers sent to
humankind.  As stated above, many of the prophets
named in the Qur’an are also major figures in the

Bible--Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, John the
Baptist, and Jesus.  Most Christians are surprised to
discover the importance Muslims attach to Jesus.
Mentioned by name in ninety-three different verses,
Jesus is venerated as one of the greatest prophets.  He
is unique by virtue of the miraculous virgin birth as
well as his distinctive names.  Jesus is called a “word”
from God, the “messiah,” and “a spirit from God.”  In
the final analysis, however, Muslims maintain that
Jesus, like all the prophets, was simply human.

The error of Jesus’ followers lies in making
claims about Jesus--that he was God’s son, that he was
divine, that he was resurrected by God and is now
part of the Trinity--that Jesus, according to Islam, did
not claim for himself.  These are dangerous teachings
in Islamic understanding because they challenge the
absolute oneness and unity of God.  Accordingly, the
Qur’an includes stern words of warning for Christians
and others who associate anything so immediately
with God.

Grave warnings against doctrinal error
notwithstanding, the Qur’an makes clear that religious
communities should exist in complete freedom.  A
famous qur’anic declaration asserts, “There shall be no
compulsion in religious matters” (Qur’an 2:256).  The
closeness and saving value of the religions practiced
by the “people of the book” is stated explicitly:

Behold!  Those who have faith, and those who
are Jews, Christians and Sabaeans--those who
trust in God and the Last Day, and do what is
righteous, they shall have their reward; no fear
shall come upon them, neither shall they grieve.
(Qur’an 2:62 and 5:69)

As with all human history and experience,
there exists a gap between the principles and ideals in
the religious tradition--as articulated by a founder, its
sacred text(s), or the wisdom of tradition--and the
practice of the adherents over time.  Accordingly,
Islamic history includes numerous instances where this
kind of openness is obscured by hostility and
intolerance.

In addition to conveying the content of the
revelation, Muhammad also proffered advice and
made clear his perspectives on a wide range of
subjects.  The Qur’an points people of faith to the
exemplary life and behavior of Muhammad as a
source for guidance in daily life: “Truly in the
messenger of God you have a beautiful model”
(Qur’an 33:21).  From the outset, faithful Muslims
endeavored to record accurately the traditions
(hadith) of their prophet.  Elaborate methods were
developed to preserve the authentic words and deeds
of Muhammad.  Collectively, the sayings and actions
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of Muhammad are called the sunnah (the “path” or
“practice”).  While Muslims have always been careful
to clarify that Muhammad was a man and in no way
to be deified, his particular role has led, in fact, to
special veneration at the popular level.

The Five Pillars
The life of faith begins with the confession,

“There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the
messenger of God,” called the shahadah.  Joyful
gratitude and obedience to the Creator are manifest
in worship and adherence to the requirements
established in the Qur’an and other sources of
authority.  The obligatory core components are
delineated in five devotional-ritual duties called the
“pillars of Islam.”  The first pillar is the shahadah.

Prescribed prayer, salat, is the second and
most conspicuous manifestation of faith.  Five times
daily, Muslims are called to prayer from the tall
minarets in the mosques.  Any non-Muslim visiting in
a predominantly Muslim country is familiar with the
call to prayer echoing throughout the city; most have
had the experience of being jolted awake prior to
dawn when the first prayer takes place.  This common
experience fosters a new level of appreciation for the
commitment required for such devotional piety.  The
actual prayer ritual combines several cycles of prayer
(primarily recitation of qur’anic passages committed
to memory) with different body postures.  The
worshippers stand in rows of straight lines oriented
toward the Ka’bah, the central sacred site in Mecca.
The symbolic unity of Muslims in prayer reflects the
conviction that all people stand equally before God.

The third pillar of Islam, zakat, is almsgiving
or religious contribution.  Each year, Muslims are
expected to give two and one-half percent of their
overall wealth for the poor and less fortunate.  Zakat is
a religious duty which reflects the conviction that
one’s resources derive from God.  As an institutional
form of stewardship, zakat is an effective way to
support the needs of the poor within the community
and thereby strengthen the whole.

Fourth, Muslims are required to maintain an
annual fast, sawm, during the daylight hours of the
month of Ramadan.  The fast is supposed to be a time
for self-discipline and serious reflection.  Among its
benefits, Muslims cite the sense of unity experienced
in fasting.  Those things that normally divide people--
status, class, wealth, race--are removed in the
common experience.  Moreover, the deprivation
increases awareness of the plight of those less
fortunate, those who do not enjoy the basic
necessities.

The final pillar, hajj, is the pilgrimage to
Mecca.  At some point in life, Muslims are expected
to take part in the elaborate pilgrimage during the
time set apart for the annual ritual.  All believers long
to take part in the pilgrimage; many literally save
money for a lifetime in order to make the trip to
Mecca.  Each year, more than two million adherents
arrive by land, sea, and air to take part in the various
rituals spanning several days.  Pilgrims don a simple
white garment made of two white seamless pieces of
cloth, an act which once again symbolizes the equality
of all people before God.  The King of Saudi Arabia
wears the same garment and worships alongside a
person from the lowest strata of Indian society.  The
days of pilgrimage unite Muslims from all over the
world even as the rituals link them with special events
in their history.

Communities within the Community
Woven through these devotional-ritual

practices are threads uniting Muslims as equal
members of the community of faith.  Individual
responsibility is continuously linked with the well-
being of the whole.  This community is known as the
ummah.  The ummah represented a new and radical
departure from the social organization of the Arabian
clans.  The corporate identity within the ummah has
been a powerful and distinctive characteristic uniting
Muslims over the centuries.

This does not mean, however, that all has
been harmonious within the “house of Islam.”  On the
contrary, Islamic history is filled with the same types
of schism, power struggles, and political and military
conflicts as one finds in all of human history.  The
reality on the ground does not always match the
stated ideal.  Ask several Muslim women from
different countries about equality in Islam and you
will find no consensus.  As one Saudi woman put it
during the Gulf war, “Some people are more equal
than others!”  In fact, a close look at Islamic history
reveals patterns that are common in other
communities: a rich tradition, inspiring people to their
highest good and, at the same time, one replete with
fourteen centuries of human foibles.

One of the first major internal controversies
surfaced at the time of Muhammad’s death.  Muslims
were not in agreement concerning the temporal
leadership of the community.  Some argued that
Muhammad had designated Ali, who was both his
cousin and son-in-law, as his successor.  This group,
known as the shi’ah (the “party” or “faction”
supporting Ali; Latinized as Shi’ites), did not prevail.
The majority of Muhammad’s closest companions
agreed instead on Abu Bakr as the proper successor or
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khalifa (Caliph).  Abu Bakr led the community from
632 to 634, followed by Umar (634-44) and Uthman
(644-56).  Finally, after nearly a quarter-century, the
internal debate about leadership appeared to be
resolved when Ali was selected as the fourth khalifa in
656.  He ruled for five tumultuous years until his
assassination in 661.

With Ali’s death, the community was even
more deeply divided.  The Shi’ites argued for
continuing leadership in the family of the prophet
through his grandsons (Ali’s sons).  The larger
majority, those who came to be known as the Sunnis
(the “orthodox”), rejected this argument.  These were
critical, formative years for the nascent community.
Numerous logistical problems associated with the
rapid success and expansion of Islam combined with
festering internal disagreements.  The result was open
conflict.  In 680, the strong military forces of the
Sunni khalifa clashed with a small group of Shi’ites led
by Husayn, the grandson of Muhammad.  The Shi’ites
were annihilated at Karbala, a city in the southern
portion of present-day Iraq.  From that time forward,
Shi’ites have commemorated the martyrdom of the
faithful and incorporated redemptive suffering into
their theological understandings.

What began as a question of succession
developed over the centuries into substantial
differences in theology and worldview between Sunnis
and Shi’ites.  Within each of the two large branches,
various schools developed around theological,
philosophical, and legal interpretations.  The study of
the intellectual developments within Islam reveals
how rich and diverse are the components that
comprise the mosaic.  Overall, the Sunnis account for
approximately 80-85 percent and the Shi’ites 15-20
percent of the total Muslim population today.  Apart
from a few instances, Shi’ite leaders have not
controlled temporal power.  The rise to power of
Shi’ite religious leaders through the 1979 revolution
in Iran, a country whose populace is over 90 percent
Shi’ite, is one of the exceptions.

The second largest concentration of Shi’ites
today is found in Iraq.  This community, primarily
lodged in the southern part of the country, accounts
for more than 60 percent of the population.  They
were particularly visible in the Gulf war because of
their concentration in the primary war zone.  In
addition, the Iraqi Shi’ites, encouraged by neighboring
Iran and the Kurdish people in the northern part of
Iraq, were the primary groups rising up in rebellion
against Saddam Hussein.  While these uprisings were
suppressed brutally by government forces, the Shi’ite
majority remains a major factor in Iraq’s political and
religious landscape.

A smaller, but nonetheless formidable Shi’ite
population resides in Lebanon.  Some within this
community have been highly visible in the decades
since the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon.  The
Shi’ites were the most persistent force combating the
Israeli occupation in the southern third of their
country.  Several of the most extremist Shi’ite groups
have been notorious for their role in the seizing and
holding of Westerners as hostages.

Popular perceptions in the West often connect
Shi’ite Islam with conservative and extremist
movements.  While individuals and some groups
within the minority Shi’ites have been highly visible,
they are by no means alone.  Numerous Sunni-based
groups and movements throughout the world are both
substantial and active forces for political change.

For all Muslims, the divinely ordered pattern
of human conduct within the ummah is set forth in
the shari’ah (“the way,” the right path for ritual and
ethical action).  The shari’ah is the collective body of
teaching based on the Qur’an and the sunnah of the
prophet.  It includes binding laws clarifying how the
faithful should conduct themselves in relation to God
and in all manner of human relationships.  The
processes employed to develop this body of law are
many and complex.  They include legal scholars
working within different schools of jurisprudence as
well as the collective wisdom or consensus of the
ummah established over the centuries.  Even now, the
debate continues within Islam as to whether the
process of refining and elaborating on the shari’ah is
valid.

Early in Islamic history, another “way” or
spiritual path developed alongside of and intertwined
with the Sunni and Shi’ite sectarian schools of
thought--the “way” of the Sufis or mystics.  Extremely
popular and far-reaching in their influence, the
mystics  of Islam have been a consistent presence in
all parts of the Muslim world.  Rooted in the teachings
in the Qur’an, Sufi leaders and groups struck a
popular chord among many of the faithful despite the
formidable opposition, even persecution, from
orthodox religious leadership.  In their various
manifestations, the Sufis have both complicated and
enriched the ummah for more than a millennium.
Their popular appeal, particularly in central and
southern Asia where there was already a long tradition
of mystical religiosity, accounts in part for the
pervasive spread of Islam.



The Islamic Empire

Muslim Expansion

The appearance and rapid spread of Islam in the
seventh century dramatically changed the historic
lands of early Christendom.  Within two decades of
Muhammad’s death in 632, Muslims had effective
control of Jerusalem, Damascus, and Alexandria.
In the short space of one century, Islam transformed
the character and culture of lands from northern
India and central Asia through the Fertile Crescent
across North Africa and into Spain.  In the process,
the unity of the Mediterranean world was disrupted
and the axis of Christendom shifted to the north.

Contrary to the image popular in the West,
Muslims did not simply roar out of the Arabian
desert, plunder everything in sight and force
conversions by the sword.  The expansion of Islam,
unprecedented in scope, was a multifaceted
phenomenon.  At that time, the political situation
in the eastern part of the Roman Empire was
tenuous at best.  The western half of the empire
had already lost most of its power.  Considerable
friction, at times outright hostility, characterized
the relationships between many of the oriental
Orthodox churches and their political Byzantine
rulers in Constantinople.  In several settings,
Christians appear to have offered little resistance to
the Muslim conquerors or even welcomed them.

Diverse political and religious factors were at
work in this turbulent period.  Many people were
anxious for political change; they were happy to get
the oppressive Byzantine rulers off their backs.  In
addition, Islam was not always perceived as an
entirely new or necessarily threatening religious
system.

Early Muslim-Christian Relations

In fact, one of the earliest coherent treatments of
Islam and the Arab conquest considered Islam not as
an alien tradition but as a kind of Christian heresy.
John of Damascus, a Christian leader and theologian
who died around 750, was raised near the military and
administrative center of Islam which had moved from
Mecca to Damascus.  John found much in the Qur’an
and the Muslim community that was compatible with
the Bible: one God, creator of the universe; human
responsibility to worship God and serve the
community; the certainty of judgment; heaven and
hell; and deep reverence for such biblical figures as
Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, John the Baptist, and
Jesus.

At the same time, John noted that the Qur’an
and Islamic teachings posed major theological

problems in their rejection of the divinity of Christ
and the doctrine of the Trinity.  John observed that
while Jesus’ virgin birth was affirmed, the Qur’an made
clear that God has no “sons”; the crucifixion was
acknowledged, but the resurrection was denied.  John
of Damascus and many other Christians after him,
struggled with issues like these even as they found
ways to live side-by-side with their Muslim neighbors.

Islam changed the complexion of Christianity.
Those churches lodged within the Muslim domain
became largely isolated from churches in Europe.  On
the positive side, their new circumstances as minority
communities under Islamic rule served to strengthen
and solidify their identities.

Within the Islamic domain, Christians and
Jews were considered “People of the Book” and, as
such, legitimate religious communities deserving
“protection” under Islam.  They were given limited
authority over religious affairs.  “Protected” status had
its disadvantages, to be sure.  Muslims enjoyed
decided economic and political advantages in society;
Christians and Jews were required to pay higher taxes
as protected minorities even as they faced severely
limited opportunities for economic advancement.
Over time, major segments of the Christian
community were assimilated into Islam through
intermarriage and conversion.  This was particularly
true across most of Northern Africa, where the once
thriving Christian community virtually disappeared
within the first three centuries of Islamic rule.

Accomplishments and Influence of the Muslim
Empire

The Western image of Islam as inherently
backward, anti-intellectual, and unsophisticated
quickly disappears in the face of even a cursory survey
of Islamic history.  The error of the image is
particularly ironic in view of the major contributions
and influences that helped shape Western civilization
as we know it today.  Indigenous Arab Christians and
Christian converts to Islam were also very much a
part of this process, but the dominant impetus came
from within Islam itself.

A sampling of English words originating with
Muslim cultures provides a clue to primary areas of
influence: admiral, adobe, alchemy, alcohol, alcove,
alfalfa, algebra, amulet, arsenal, artichoke, assassin,
average, balcony, banana, cable, candy, check-mate,
coffee, cotton, divan, elixir, frieze, gala, giraffe, guitar,
jasmine, lemon, lute, magazine, mask, mat, monsoon,
musk, nadir, orange, rice, safari, sapphire, sofa, sugar,
syrup, tariff, troubadour, zenith, zero.

Western civilization incorporated the
advanced accomplishments of the Muslims in science,
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engineering, navigation, mathematics, medicine,
astronomy, philosophy, architecture, calligraphy, and
horticulture.  Examples in three areas--philosophy,
mathematics, and horticulture--illustrate the degree of
indebtedness.

In the 8th century, Arab scholars returned
from India with a system of numbers.  By adding the
zero, Arab mathematicians created a system capable
of solving complicated problems.  By the 9th century,
scholars had developed algebra; later generations of
Muslim scientists explored geometry and
trigonometry.  Sophisticated mathematical
developments led to pioneering work in astronomy as
well.  For Muslims, theological and devotional
concerns were related to these scholarly pursuits.  In
algebra, for example, they employed symbols
indicating infinite possibilities.  This concept mirrors
the theological conviction of God’s limitless nature
and unbounded work in creation.  Practical benefits of
mathematical advances included precision in
developing calendars and the ability to orient people
accurately toward Mecca for daily worship.  By the
13th century, the Arabic numerals (the name still used
for our numbers) had replaced the old Roman
numerals.  The knowledge and advances by Muslim
scholars were foundational to the subsequent scientific
development in the West.

A famous hadith widely attributed to
Muhammad urges Muslims to “seek knowledge
wherever it can be found, even unto China.”
Motivated by this injunction, Muslims explored the
classical Greek texts lying dormant in Byzantine
libraries.  Working from Greek through Syriac into
Arabic, scholars, assisted at times by Arab Christians,
translated numerous classical texts in order to
appropriate the insights into their search for a rational
exposition of the faith.  Over several centuries, the
Greek philosophical and metaphysical tradition was
reintroduced to Europe through these translations and
the brilliant writings of Muslim thinkers such as al-
Kindi, al-Farabi, Ibn Sina (Avicenna), and Ibn Rushd
(Averroes).  Translations of their writings from Arabic
into Latin were instrumental in the formative work of
European scholars like St. Thomas Aquinas and Roger
Bacon.

The culinary tradition in Europe and the
Americas derived a great deal through interaction
with the peoples of Islam.  Both in their role as
conduits and resourceful cultivators of the land,
Muslims contributed greatly in the area of
horticulture.  From their contacts in India, for
example, Muslims introduced the orange tree and
sugarcane into the western provinces (including
Spain).  Other foods and spices such as coffee, rice,

melons, dates, lemons, pepper, ginger, and cloves
came West through contact with the Muslims.
Moreover, Muslims in Spain introduced the
cultivation of cotton, advanced new techniques for
irrigation, methods of grafting, soil conditioning, and
curative treatments for diseased trees.

Medieval Decline
Following centuries of unprecedented growth

and development, the extensive Islamic empire
entered a long period of uneven decline after the fall
of Baghdad to the Mongol invaders in 1258.  Various
political and military developments altered the map
in Asia and the Mediterranean region.  Some portions
of the Islamic world continued to flourish while other
areas were subjugated to external rule.  From the 16th
to the 20th centuries, most of the lands with a Muslim
majority were under the control of outside political
powers.  This reality provides the backdrop that helps
to interpret contemporary upheavals and resurgence
movements among Muslims today.

Muslim-Christian Relations

Relations between Christians, Muslims, and
Jews through the Middle Ages are not easily
characterized.  Many factors influenced relationships
in different settings over the centuries.  Much of the
Islamic empire, for example, was conquered in the
thirteenth century by powerful Mongol armies from
the East.  The name of Ghengis Khan (d. 1227) is
forever etched in the history and experience of
Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Russia, Persia (Iran),
Turkey, and parts of the Arabic-speaking Middle East.
The impact of the Turkish leader Tamerlane (1336-
1405) was pervasive as well.  We cannot generalize
about the way traumatic political events affected
relationships within and among these religious
communities.  Careful study of particular times and
places is required.

This much is clear: the popular image of the
children of Abraham as incompatible, always fighting
and killing one another, does not square with reality.
For fourteen centuries, they have lived together in the
Middle East and Mediterranean region.  In the history
of the Middle Ages we can find numerous examples of
harmonious relations and cooperation as well as
recurrent patterns of mutual antipathy and open
conflict, especially between Christians and Muslims.
Insofar as the Jewish community experienced conflict,
it was usually on the receiving end.  The history of
Jews facing the Inquisition in Spain (beginning in
1479) illustrates the point.  By contrast, many Jews in
Islamic Spain flourished in the ninth to eleventh
centuries.
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The Crusades

The most dramatic manifestation of Western Christian
hostility toward Islam was the Crusades.  The
Crusades were launched at the end of the eleventh
century (1096), supposedly to recapture the Holy
Land from the Muslim “infidels.”  Several religious
and political concerns spurred Europeans to mount
eight Crusades over the following two centuries.
Beyond the Crusaders’ stated zeal to reclaim the holy
sites, there were serious tensions between Eastern and
Western Christendom in the eleventh century.  The
Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches had
split formally in 1054 after several centuries of
unresolved doctrinal disputes and political struggles
between church leaders based in Rome and
Constantinople.

The full measure of animosity between
Christians at that time is reflected in the suffering the
Crusaders inflicted on Eastern Christians during their
various expeditions.  The Crusaders’ zeal to fight
Muslims was also felt by the unfortunate Jews whom
they encountered.  A close study of the Crusades
reveals a startling, grim picture, one that includes
wholesale slaughter of Jews and a murderous attack on
Constantinople.

Although the Crusades are no longer viewed
in the West as particularly noble, they did cast a long
shadow for many centuries.  Medieval writers were
inspired by the stories of chivalry and fighting for holy
causes.  Our Western perceptions of those events,
however vague, have been shaped by European
literature.  But Muslims and most Middle Eastern
Christians still live in the shadow of Crusader castles
and sites where battles and massacres took place.
Their collective memory is real, powerful, and
negative.

Foreign Domination
The Byzantine Empire lasted for over a thousand
years, until Constantinople fell to the Ottoman Turks
in 1453.  For the next four centuries, the Ottoman
Empire ruled the Middle East.  The Ottoman rise to
power also marked a turning point for most Middle
Eastern Muslims.  Although the Ottomans were
Muslims, most Muslims and Christians living under
Ottoman rule perceived them as a foreign presence
motivated not by Islam but by visions of empire.  To
put it gently, the Ottomans were not concerned
primarily with the wishes and best interests of the
people under their rule.  Yet the Ottomans did
provide a degree of stability over a large geographic
region.  By the nineteenth century their empire was
weakening.  As it broke apart, European colonial

powers moved in and gained control, adding the lands
of the Middle East to a larger network in Asia and
Africa.

Colonial domination culminated with the
Allied victory in World War I.  With the complete
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, the British and
the French became the primary European powers in
the Middle East.  Their policies and practices have left
an enduring legacy in the region.

The continuing pattern of external
domination was humiliating to Middle Easterners.
The economic exploitation inherent in colonial rule
further angered the Arabs, Iranians, Kurds, and others.
To help run the lands they controlled, the Europeans
often installed hand-picked government leaders.
Many people acquiesced to the colonialist powers,
particularly if doing so assured them wealth and
privilege.  The vast majority, who did not benefit
tangibly, were all the more embittered.  The
combination of unrepresentative governments guided
by foreign, non-Muslim powers stimulated both
religious and political reform movements in various
Middle Eastern lands.  These reforms continue
throughout the Muslim world today.  Some of the
movements have been especially visible because they
employ violent methods to disrupt the political
structures and draw attention to their cause.

In many instances, the colonialists also
established new national boundaries.  These divisions
made sense from the perspective of the political and
economic interests of the ruling authorities; for the
region’s inhabitants, however, they were often
artificial lines, dividing peoples arbitrarily.

The colonialist presence produced, at best,
mixed results.  On the one hand, Europeans facilitated
nineteenth-century missionary efforts, which in many
cases fostered new opportunities and measurable
improvements in areas such as education and health
care.  On the whole, control and exploitation by
foreign powers engendered deep animosity in the
general populace and constitutes a major source of
enduring frustration.

Enduring Frustrations
A second major source of frustration derives

from policies of unrepresentative governments.
Currently, most Middle Eastern countries are ruled by
autocratic military governments or monarchies.  Few
of these leaders came to power through democratic
processes.  Some assumed power under the hegemony
of the colonial authorities; others seized power in
military/political coups.  The Emir of Kuwait and the
King of Jordan represent the former; Saddam Hussein,
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Hafez al-Assad in Syria, and their respective Baathist
(“Resurrection”) parties represent the latter.

The lack of democracy and various freedoms,
combined with appalling human rights abuses in many
countries, deepens the frustration.  People in the
Middle East are like people everywhere.  They rise in
the morning, prepare children for school, work for a
living when possible, worry about economic stresses
and strains, visit the grandparents, and so forth.  They
want no less for themselves than people in Eastern
Europe, Southern Africa, and Central America.  Yet
their basic human aspirations are often thwarted by
forces they cannot control.

A closer look at Iraq helps bring these issues
into sharp relief.  Since 1979, Saddam Hussein has
ruled Iraq as a tightly-controlled police state.  The
nature and extent of these repressive policies became
public knowledge through numerous media reports
following the invasion of Kuwait.  The lack of options
for those who opposed Saddam also became clear.
Marching in the streets carrying a “down with
Saddam” placard has not been an option.  In fact,
internal political debate has been curtailed to the
point that publicly criticizing the Iraqi president is a
capital offense.

In such a climate, dominant outside forces
provide a convenient and politically acceptable target
for popular discontent.  In the case of Iraq, the United
States and Israel served as the focus for Iraqi
frustrations.  Some anger vented on external powers
stems from actual grievances, but a great deal of anger
derives from internal frustration that has no viable
political outlet.

A third major dynamic stimulating unrest
centers in the gross inequity in wealth and resources
both within societies and between countries.  The oil
wealth controlled by the Saudi Arabian royal family,
for instance, stands in stark contrast to the
unspeakable poverty of most Egyptians just across the
Red Sea.  Other examples contrasting the “haves” and
the “have nots” abound.

The fourth major source of frustration and
instability in the Middle East derives from unresolved
regional conflicts, most notably the half-century
Israeli/Palestinian conflict and the long-standing,
multi-sided civil war in Lebanon.  The changing
alliances and interplay among recognized
governments and different nongovernmental groups in
the Middle East complicate the already intricate web
of regional politics.

Islamic Revivalism
The Islamic revival surged into popular consciousness
in the West with the 1979 Iranian revolution.  In fact,

various elements of the reform and renewal
movement had been developing during the past two
centuries.  John Esposito, a well-known student of
contemporary Islam, summarizes:

Islamic revivalism in its broadest sense refers to a
renewal of Islam in Muslim personal and public
life.  Its manifestations include an increase in
religious observances (mosque attendance,
Ramadan fast, wearing traditional Islamic
dress); a revitalization of sufi (mystical) orders;
proliferation of religious publications and media
programming; calls for the implementation of
Islamic law; creation of Islamic banks; and the
growth of Islamic organizations and activist
movements.

Growing out of this context, Islamic revivalism
has led to the reassertion of Islam in politics.
Incumbent governments appeal to Islam for
political legitimacy and popular support for
policies and programs.  Opposition movements
use the language and symbols of Islam to criticize
established governments, and to advocate actions
ranging from socio-political reform to violent
revolutionary action.

The forms that Islamic revivalism take vary
almost infinitely from one country to another,
but there are certain themes: a sense that existing
political, economic, and social systems have
failed; a disenchantment with and even rejection
of the West; a quest for identity and greater
authenticity; and the conviction that Islam
provides a self-sufficient ideology for state and
society, a valid alternative to secular nationalism,
socialism, and capitalism.1

Esposito’s emphasis on the diversity found in
different countries should be underscored.  Any effort
to understand the dynamics related to upheaval or the
demand for change must take seriously the particular
context.  Sweeping generalizations devoid of
contextual analysis inevitably lead to erroneous
conclusions.  Although Great Britain, Sweden,
France, and Italy are all Western European countries
with predominantly Christian populations, no serious
person wanting to understand developments in these
countries would offer casual generalizations and
assume they would fit in all four contexts.  Similarly,
Lebanon, Algeria, Egypt, and Iraq represent four very
distinct settings, each requiring analysis on its own
terms.

Esposito also accurately identifies common
themes and concerns discernible among many Muslim
groups.  These themes--centering on disenchantment
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with the West and the conviction that Islam can
provide a comprehensive framework for state and
society--are evident throughout the Muslim world;
and, they are increasingly powerful factors in the
political sphere.

Current Perspectives
There are approximately 1.2 billion Muslims

in the world.  The four countries with the largest
Muslim populations are in Asia--Indonesia (160
million), Pakistan (140 million), Bangladesh, and
India (120-130 million each).  There are twice as
many Muslims in China (35 million) as there are
Southern Baptists (the largest Protestant
denomination in the U.S.) in the world.

Islam is now or soon will be the second largest
religion in the U.S., with approximately seven million
adherents.  There are more Muslims in America than
there are Presbyterians and Episcopalians combined.
Islam continues to grow rapidly as a permanent part of
the religious and political landscape throughout the
world.

Given the size and scope of Islam and the
obvious turbulence among many Muslims, the
question comes into focus: What is the meaning of
jihad?  The Arabic word means “striving or struggling
in the way of God.”  Muslims should strive to know
and do the will of God.  Historically, the “greater”
jihad refers to the struggle each person has with
himself or herself to do what is right.  Human
sinfulness, pride and selfishness are the major
obstacles.

The “lesser” jihad involves the outward
defense of Islam.  Muslims should be prepared to
defend Islam, including military defense, when the
community of faith is under attack.  While the vast
majority of Muslims reject the violent extremism
manifest on September 11, some Islamist leaders and
groups clearly attempt to justify their behavior in the
context of a holy war or struggle in defense of Islam.
Thus, Osama bin Laden, representing the al-Qaeda
network, calls on the “nation of Islam” to join with
him in this holy war.

It is vital to understand Hezbollah, Islamic
Jihad, Hamas, the Islamic Salvation Front, and other
groups and movements in their respective contexts.
Individual leaders and groups take shape in specific
places with distinctive histories and contemporary
circumstances.  It is this factor that many analysts
seem to miss.  Islam is not monolithic.  Sweeping
generalizations devoid of careful contextual analysis
will lead inevitably to erroneous conclusions.  Egypt is
not Algeria; Algeria is not Afghanistan; Afghanistan is
not Iran; and so on.  When journalists and pundits

engage the question, “Why do they hate us?” they find
partial answers in clashing value systems and general
grievances related to inconsistent U.S. foreign
policies.  But, as the above discussion shows, the roots
of frustration go much deeper and are lodged in
particular settings.

Consider Egypt.  This poor, overpopulated
country contains deep currents of frustration.  For
many centuries, Egypt, and al-Azhar University in
particular, has been at the intellectual center of the
Muslim world.  Early in the twentieth century, Egypt
gave birth to the Muslim Brotherhood.  Various
reform movements have come and gone and some
have been radicalized over the decades.  Although
Anwar Sadat, who made peace with Israel, was
popular in the West, that not all Egyptians felt the
same way was made abundantly clear when Muslim
extremists assassinated him in 1981.  Fringe groups
convinced that the regime of Hosni Mubarak is
beyond redemption have surfaced in Egypt on a
number of occasions over the past twenty years.  They
have attacked tourist groups from Japan and Germany
as a way to dry up an indispensable source of revenue
for Egypt--tourism.  Their goal was to destabilize the
Mubarak government.

A group of twelve Egyptian nationals, led by
the blind cleric Omar Abdel-Rahman, was convicted
of the first attempt to blow up the World Trade
Center in 1993.  They also had plans to kill Mubarak
and Butros Butros Ghali, the Egyptian who served as
general secretary of the United Nations.  The
apparent ringleader for the September 11 hijackings
and attacks was Muhammad Atta, an Egyptian.

Understanding Hezbollah requires
understanding the religious, political, and social
dynamics of Lebanon.  Similarly, the Islamic Salvation
Front is inseparable from the French colonial past and
more recent history of Algeria.  Hamas--which
includes educational, social, political, and military
institutional structures primarily in Gaza--cannot be
understood apart from the tortured history of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

The desire for clarity about the Islamic
connections to turbulent forces is understandable.
Bringing the picture into focus requires both an
awareness of widespread aspirations among Muslims
and hard, painstaking work in the dense thicket of the
particulars present in specific situations.

The range of Muslim activists’ viewpoints--
which range from advocating socio-political-
economic reform to seeking violent revolutionary
action--presents a challenge of terminology.  Some
journalists favor “Islamic fundamentalists” or “Muslim
fanatics”; some speak of “militant Islam.”  Others,
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including the U.S. administration, wish to avoid any
adjectival use of Muslim or Islamic.  They speak
instead of “evildoers” and “terrorists.”  The term
“violent extremists” might be more preferable to
describe the al-Qaeda network.  It conveys both the
modus operandi and the undeniable link to the fringes
of Islam without unnecessarily furthering negative,
stereotypical images of Islam.

While many Muslim activists share the vision
that Islam can provide the framework for their
respective societies, there is no consensus on precisely
what an Islamic state should look like.  If one were to
ask fifty Islamist leaders to outline their vision for an
Islamic state in the twenty-first century, the results
would be anything but consistent.

Recent attempts to develop Islamic states
illustrate the disparate visions.  Iran developed an
Islamic republic, a governmental structure based
largely on the model of a Western parliamentary
democracy.  Pakistan, the only country created
explicitly to be an Islamic state, has had a tumultuous
history for more than 50 years.  Few Muslim leaders
uphold Pakistan as the model they seek to emulate.

In Afghanistan, the Taliban (literally “the
students” of Islam), a religiously inspired political and
military faction, seized power five years ago after
fifteen years of devastating warfare.  To the horror of
most of the world, the Taliban imposed an
extraordinarily rigid and extreme version of Islamic
law.  Prior to September 11, only three countries--
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates--had diplomatic relations with the Taliban.
Osama bin Laden’s rhetoric may strike a chord with
some disgruntled and dispossessed Muslims in various
lands, but there is no evidence that anyone (other
than a few people with close ties in neighboring
Pakistan) is lining up to take courses from the Taliban
on how to organize an Islamic state.

There are many other voices within Islam.
Given the nature of our pluralist, interdependent
world, some Muslims believe that secular democratic
states that guarantee religious freedom are the best
model for the future.  Many Muslims are deeply
troubled by the very real problems of religious
intolerance, persecution of minorities, and the
treatment of women within their societies.  This
debate will continue.

Anger and frustration inspiring violence
directed toward the United States is not new, but the
events of September 11 shifted everything to a
different level.  The meticulous planning as well as the
locations, magnitude, and audacity of these attacks
were unprecedented.  While the vast majority of
Muslims worldwide were horrified and disgusted by

such indiscriminate violence, clearly there are some
on the fringes of Islam who interpret these acts in the
context of a holy war.  The perpetrators ignore Islam’s
absolute prohibitions against suicide and the taking of
innocent life, even in war.  They see only the Qur’anic
texts that promise paradise to those who die struggling
in the way of God.

The depth of anger toward the U.S. is
unmistakable.  The extremists’ numbers may be
relatively small, but, as we now know, relatively few
committed extremists can wreak havoc.

The search for simple answers continues, with
both Osama bin Laden and many analysts citing U.S.
support of Israel and continuing sanctions against Iraq
as primary sources of anger toward the U.S.  Such
rhetoric reflects only part of the truth.  There seems
to be little focus on the various ways Arab states have
treated Palestinians over the years or the internal
dynamics among Palestinian leaders as complicating
factors.  Why does Saddam Hussein bear no blame for
using resources to fortify his regime while hundreds of
thousands of children suffer in his country?

It is important to underscore the importance
of the plight of Palestinians and the suffering of the
Iraqi people, and positive movement on these issues is
urgently needed.  But neither the lifting of sanctions
on Iraq nor the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian
problem would eliminate the frustration toward the
U.S.

The deeper issues are tied to the enormous
power of the U.S. and the inconsistency of policies
affecting the Muslim countries in question.  Far too
often, our government has pursued short-sighted, self-
serving policies that contradict the ideals most
Americans believe we espouse.  While people in the
U.S. may pay little attention to the inconsistencies in
foreign policy, people in other parts of the world who
feel the impact of those policies pay close attention.
And they take notes.

General Norman Swartzkopf has
acknowledged several times on national television
that the U.S. helped train bin Laden and his forces.
In the late 1970s, these same forces were
considered “freedom fighters,” since the enemy in
Afghanistan was the U.S.S.R.  Muslim
revolutionaries next door in Iran at the same time
were labeled “fanatics.”

During the 1980s, the U.S. supported Iraq
in the ten-year war of attrition against Iran.  Many
public-policy advocates were highly vocal in
opposition to the support of Saddam Hussein.  His
human rights record was among the worst in the
world, and he used chemical weapons on both
Kurds in his country and Iranians.  While Saddam
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has been roundly condemned by American leaders
through the 1990s, where was the “official” outrage
when these events were actually taking place?

The operative policy in these instances was
simple: the enemy of my enemy is my friend.  The
fallacy of such short-term, expedient policies is now
all too clear.

Many Muslims around the world are
unimpressed by speeches extolling our virtues as
freedom-loving, peaceful people who cherish
democracy and our way of life.  They see canceled
elections and the subsequent arrest of Islamist leaders
in Algeria.  They see U.S. support for many repressive
regimes they consider illegitimate.  They see the
pervasive influence of hedonistic Western culture on
their traditional societies.  Frustration over the plight
of the Palestinians and of civilians in Iraq only adds
fuel to this already volatile mix.

Where do we go from here?  A two-track
approach is needed.  The short-term task entails a

careful, systematic, global effort to neutralize the
misguided, violent extremists personified by al-
Qaeda.  The challenge involves pursuing military,
political, and economic policies that will not result
in driving many more frustrated and angry people
into the ranks of the al-Qaeda network.  As U.S.
leaders have rightly emphasized, this task requires
extraordinary patience and profound collective
wisdom.

The longer-term challenge for the U.S. is to
find new ways to work with other nations in pursuit
of peace and stability.  The U.S. must take a hard
look at our own policies and resolve to take
principled, consistent positions in support of
fundamental human rights, self-determination,
democratization, and genuine economic
opportunities.
1 John L. Esposito, “Islamic Revivalism,” The Muslim World
Today, Occasional Paper No. 3 (Washington, DC: American
Institute for Islamic Affairs, 1985), p. 1.


