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To my Muslim friends all over the world



THE RELIGIOUS SITUATION OF OUR TIME

Islam

No peace among the nations

without peace among the religions.

No peace among the religions

without dialogue between the religions.

No dialogue between the religions

without investigation of the foundations of the religions.
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The Aim of this Book

The controversy over the Danish publication of cartoons of Muhammad in
2006 and its effects worldwide have made this book about Islam even more top-
ical. A relaxed, objective and understanding approach is possible, not through
polarization and the emotional advocacy of extreme positions, but through a
balanced discussion of the deeper causes of tensions and constructive proposals
for solving the complex and far-reaching problems.

Against the clash of civilizations

‘No world peace without religious peace’ is a conclusion I drew as early as 1982
in a series of dialogue lectures on Christianity and Islam at the University of
Tabingen. Like its predecessors on Judaism (1991, ET 1992) and Christianity
(1994, ET 1995), this book also begins with the programme I have formulated
for the global change of consciousness which is vital for our survival:

No peace among the nations
without peace among the religions.
No peace among the religions
without dialogue between the religions.
No dialogue between the religions
without investigation of the foundations of the religions.

In 1993, the US political theorist Samuel Huntington sketched out a counter-
programme—at first cautiously, in the form of a question, but later as a new
paradigm of foreign politics: ‘A Clash of Civilizations” Is a battle between
civilizations the unavoidable world scenario? Huntington, a Pentagon advisor,
who was not much concerned with the internal dynamics and diversities
of individual cultures and evidently knew little about complex historical
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interconnections, fluid transitions, mutual enrichment and peaceful
co-existence, forecast that the clash between ‘the West” and ‘Islam” would be
particularly dangerous. In this way he provided ideological support, after the
end of the Cold War, for the replacement of the hostile image of Communism
with the hostile image of Islam, largely to justify a high level of American rear-
mament and, whether deliberately or not, to create a favourable atmosphere for
further wars.

In 1992, a year before Huntington’s article was published—immediately
after the ignominious end to the first Iraq War (under the first President Bush)
and a decade before the second—a small group of American ‘neo-conservative’
thinkers and politicians had begun to prepare ideologically for a possible pre-
ventive war over oil reserves, American hegemony and Israeli security. After the
election of President George W. Bush (in 1999) the war was planned in detail
and the unprecedented massacre of 11 September 2001 was exploited as a justi-
fication for launching an attack against Afghanistan and threatening one
on Iraq (which had not been involved in the 11 September attacks). After
vainly attempting to gain the support of the Security Council and following
an Orwellian campaign of lies about the reasons for a war and its aims, on
18 March 2003 the Bush administration (inexplicably supported by the British
prime minister Tony Blair), in the face of international law and world public
opinions launched a war against Iraq with massive military force and soon
afterwards, apparently, won it.

However, instead of terror being defeated, in Afghanistan, the Middle East
and all over the world, it was helped to spread even wider: to Bali, Casablanca,
Riyadh and Istanbul. And in Madrid, on 11 March 2004, came the first massacre
on European soil. This attack led to the Spanish government, which had been
involved in the Iraq war, being voted out of office in the parliamentary elections
two days later. Even for European countries not involved in the war it marked a
dramatic heightening of an already tense world situation. These wars against
two Islamic countries, together with the double standards practised by the West
for decades over Israel’s contemptuous policy of occupation, which scorns all
UN resolutions, have inflamed the whole Islamic world to unspeakable anger
and bitterness and hardened its attitudes. The clash of civilizations seems to
have become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

We are unquestionably in a difficult but key phase in reshaping international
relations between the West and Islam and between the three Abrahamic reli-
gions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. The options have become clear: rivalry
amongst the religions, a clash of civilizations, war between nations or a dialogue
of civilizations and peace between the religions as a harbinger of peace among
nations. Faced with a deadly threat to all humankind, shouldn’t we demolish
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the walls of prejudice stone by stone and build bridges of dialogue, including
bridges to Islam, rather than erect new barriers of hatred, vengeance and hostil-
ity? I am pleading neither for opposition to be swept under the carpet nor for a
syncretistic mixing of religions. I am pleading for an honest approach and an
attempt at understanding, based on mutual self-awareness, on objectivity and
fairness, and on the knowledge of what separates and what unites.

Is such an effort naive, as pessimists and cynics in politics, business, science
and journalism think? On the contrary, it is the only realistic alternative, if we
are not to give up hope for a better world order altogether. I am convinced that
the USA, too, will soon find a way out of its war hysteria as it did out of the
McCarthy hysteria in the 1950s and rediscover itself and its great democratic
tradition. After the manifest failure of the unilateral world-power strategy, the
aggressive war policy in Afghanistan and Iraq, the one-sided involvement in
Palestine and the worldwide loss of moral credibility, intercultural and inter-
religious dialogue has become even more urgent. A battle against a network of
religiously misguided men of violence is unavoidable: however, this will not be,
as the Bush administration presumably envisages, a war fought on land, sea and
in the air, but one fought by the use of police, secret service, diplomatic and
financial operations appropriate to the situation. At the same time there must
be support above all for political and social reforms in Islamic countries, in
order to remove the breeding-grounds of the terrorists among the frustrated
and impoverished members of their populations. Only if it proves possible to
isolate the violent extremists and strengthen the moderate Muslims; only if it
proves possible to build bridges of trust and to stabilize relations between the
Western and the Islamic world; only if it proves possible for Israelis, Arabs and
‘Westerners), Jews, Christians and Muslims, no longer to treat one another as
opponents but as partners, can the apparently insuperable political, economic,
social and cultural problems of the present be overcome and a contribution
made to a more peaceful world order.

That is why many people today argue that there should be no relapse into the
political and military confrontation, aggression and revenge once practised by
the Western nations, but happily superseded after the Second World War.
Rather, there is a need for a resolute realization of the new ‘postmodern’ para-
digm of political, economic and cultural understanding, co-operation and
integration laid down in the UN Charter and at its most advanced in the frame-
work of the European Union. In the long run, peace and freedom can be built
up only on the basis of constitutional states, tolerance, human rights and ethi-
cal standards. Together with competent political scientists and ethicists, in 2003
I referred to the specifically political problems in a book on ‘Peace Politics.
Ethical Foundations for International Relations’'
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Civilizations or cultures as such cannot be invited to dialogue, since they are
not self-contained entities; rather, the invitation must be to individuals, and
specific groups, from diverse cultural frameworks; above all to the politically,
economically and culturally responsible élites. In respect of Islam, both
Christians and non-Christians should ask: why do 1.2 billion people confess to
this religion—and the number is increasing—in the middle regions of the
Earth, from the Atlantic coast of Africa to the islands of Indonesia, from the
steppes of Central Asia to Mozambique? Why is Islam the largest of the world
religions after Christianity, and occasionally hopes that one day it may overtake
it? Why, in the conviction of its adherents, is it not only the newest and best reli-
gion but also the oldest and most universal? Why has it, more than any other
religion, been able to bring together people as different as nomadic Berbers,
Middle-Eastern Arabs, West and Fast Africans, Turks, Bosnians, Albanians,
Persians, Pakistanis, Indians, Chinese and Malays—in fact people in almost
every country in the world—despite their cultural differences? Where does the
power and fascination of Islam really lie? What are its sources, its values, its
symbols? What are its message, its essence, its constituent elements? What
shapes Muslim life, Islamic politics, culture and art? What are its weaknesses
and failings? What self-critical questions do Muslims need to ask themselves?

Making people capable of dialogue

Of course in view of the wealth of publications about Islam, one might ask why
yet another big book on the subject is needed. If one has worked intensively on
Islamic literature, the question becomes even more pressing. What is the real
interest, the distinctive profile, indeed the sense of such an undertaking? There
are plenty of cultural histories of Islam and religious and political histories in
many languages. However, I am not writing this book as a cultural historian or
a historian of religion, or a historian of politics or law. I am writing it in order to
help people to engage in dialogue in this decisive transitional phase towards a
new relationship between the civilizations, religions and nations, so that
whether they are Christian, Muslim or secular; politicians, business leaders or
culture-makers; teachers, clergy or students, they may be able to assess the
world situation better and react to it better. This cannot be done without an
understanding of the world religions. I shall work the history of culture and
religion, politics and law into a highly complex description, but at the same
time I shall keep this programme, with which I have been concerned for
decades, transparent. That is the contribution that I, as a theologian and
philosopher engaged in religious dialogue, hope to make with this book.

I hope to offer a fair account of Islam in history and the present. The fourteen
centuries of Islam are truly no simpler to present than were the thirty centuries
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of Judaism and the twenty centuries of Christianity in my earlier books. Like
them, this book is not a neutral, scholarly, scientific description of the history of
Islam, nor simply a systematic theological description of its teaching; rather, in
a chronological, objectively argued presentation, it sets out to be a synthesis of
both its historical and systematic dimensions. I also want to relate a great his-
tory, which is tremendously dramatic and varied. But I shall keep interrupting
the narrative to ask critical questions about the result of the changes that Islam
has undergone in different paradigms. There will be ‘questions’ and ‘questions
for discussion’, which arise particularly when a tradition has become fossilized
and almost incapable of communication. This book, like its two predecessors,
has been conceived in interdisciplinary terms: it dovetails the isolated disci-
plines and attempts to provide a multidimensional view of Islam.

I have been aware of the risks of such an undertaking on every page. I have
had carefully to walk a precarious tight rope: to find the balance between a deep
understanding, which cannot, however, be misused to justify the status quo,
and, in places, open criticism of Islam, though this must not lead to self-right-
eousness. This book, written by a non-Muslim, is the expression of a hope that
Islam will not grow weaker or even disappear, but will undergo an inner
renewal. Without any sense of superiority (of a Christian or secular kind), and
in awareness of the dialectic of the Enlightenment, it will argue for a renewed
Islam.

In the face of the ‘info-smog’—it is said that the mass of data in the world is
growing by thirty per cent annually—this book offers not only purely factual
knowledge but also orientation: it presents Islam, albeit in a differentiated way,
as a whole, not schematically. I have been able to venture on this extremely dif-
ferent undertaking only because, using paradigm analysis, I have at my disposal
atheoretical approach and conceptual apparatus which, after earlier reflections
in Does God Exist? The Problem of God in the Modern World (1978), 1 have devel-
oped and reflected on methodologically in my two books Theology for the Third
Millennium (1987) and Global Responsibility (1991). Paradigm analysis proved
itself in the 1990s in the historical assessments of Judaism and Christianity and
means that I can conveniently dispense with giving a detailed reconstruction of
the fourteen hundred-year-old history of Islam in its various periods and terri-
tories with all its different tendencies and central personalities; instead, I shall
refer at every point to the classic historical works and specialist literature, a lit-
erature which has become impossible even for Islamic specialists to survey.
Thinking in paradigms means understanding the dominant structures of his-
tory together with the figures that shape them. It means analysing the various
overall constellations of Islam, how they come into being, mature and often
become fossilized and describing how paradigms which have ossified into
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tradition live on in the present. Finally it means demonstrating the rise of new
paradigms and thus possibly new perspectives for the future.

Among Muslims, even more than among Jews and Christians, the view is
widespread that their religion has always remained the same, that it has under-
gone no great revolutions but developed continuously. I shall demonstrate that
this impression is false. However, I am not primarily interested in the past but
in the present: in how Islam has become what it is today—with a view to what it
could be. The specific characteristic of this kind of history-writing is not pure
chronology but the dovetailing of times and problems. That raises a challenge
on two fronts: for Muslim readers, how can a Christian theologian venture to
involve himself so much in ‘internal’ Muslim discussions and concerns? And for
Christian readers: how can a Christian theologian venture to go so far to meet
Muslims on many questions? I have never engaged in an inter-religious dia-
logue which has ruled out the contentious questions: I have tried to avoid the
‘inter-religious cosiness’ about which church people sometimes complain,
though these people have at best a superficial knowledge of other religions. But
at the same time I have always opposed the artificial confrontations engaged in
by dogmatic theologians on both sides, who do not investigate beyond their
own dogmas and claim true belief in God for themselves alone.

I hope that this necessarily broad approach will provide answers to questions
of every kind and stimulate Muslims and Christians (and Jews) to understand
one another. Of course, I have had to leave out numerous interesting details,
attractive anecdotes and even important aspects in order to achieve the neces-
sary sharpness of vision in an ever-changing historical perspective. I have had
to put the main centres of Islam, the Arab world, Turkey and Iran, at the centre
and deal with the special developments in India, sub-Saharan Africa and South-
East Asia only on the periphery. Above all I had to keep in view the development
of national and political Islam and could take account of popular Islam only in
the background and below the surface. My concern was not to lose myself in a
mass of detail but to work out the conditions and causes of each of the great
Islamic overall constellations or paradigms, the pressures on them and their
constants and variables, against the background of a brief sketch of their his-
torical development. I have done this within the paradigms of the original
Islamic community (P ), Arab empire (P IT), Islam as a world religion (P III, the
classic paradigm), the Ulama and Sufis (P IV) and finally Islamic moderniza-
tion (P V), in order to be able to survey and understand all the features of the
contemporary paradigm (P VI). Since earlier paradigms do not completely dis-
appear with the arrival of a new one, overlaps are not only unavoidable but also
illuminating.
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A long intellectual journey

Many studies and experiences stand behind my present reflections on Islam,
going back to my first visit to an Islamic country in North Africa asa young doc-
toral student in 1955: this was the time of my first major attempt at an ecu-
menical dialogue about the central question in dispute between Rome and the
Reformation, namely my dissertation on Karl Barth’s doctrine of justification
(1957): the whole issue is described in the first volume of my memoirs, My
Struggle for Freedom (ET 2003). I learned much about method for later inter-
religious dialogue from this book. The major dialogue lectures on Islam that I
gave in the University of Tiibingen in 1982 with my colleague Professor Josef
van Ess, a specialist on Islam (see Christianity and the World Religions, 1986/7),
were also fundamental to my scholarly work on Islam. I was able to deepen and
expand the insights gained then, above all through countless studies, trips and
colloquia, and through travelling for the seven-part television series
Spurensuche, made in the 1990s by Sudwest Rundfunk (Germany) and DRS
(Switzerland). The seventh film in this series is devoted to the various para-
digms of Islam. It is available on video, CD-ROM and DVD; English readers
will find an English version of the text in the companion volume Tracing the
Way (2002).

To my great delight, this third volume of my trilogy completes the project
‘The Religious Situation of our Time’, which concentrates on the three religions
of Near Eastern origin—Judaism, Christianity and Islam. The framework was
provided by the project ‘No world peace without religious peace’, sponsored
(1989-1997) by the Bosch Jubilee Foundation and the Daimler Benz Fund. I
have now fulfilled my promise: to analyse the spiritual forces of the millennia-
old history of these three religions which are still effective in the present, i.e. to
give a systematic historical diagnosis and from it to offer perspectives on the
different options for the future and with them practical and ecumenical
approaches towards a resolution of problems. In this third volume, particularly
in the systematic chapters, through a trilateral method I have dovetailed
description and criticism of Islam with self-criticism of Christianity (and
Judaism), so as not only to make dialogue with others possible, but also to hold
my trilogy together.

The best theoretical and practical fruit of the research project ‘No world
peace without religious peace’ was Global Responsibility, written in 1990 in
connection with the epoch-making changes in Europe. This led to further
publications: A Global Ethic for Global Politics and Economics (1997), Wissenschaft
und Weltethos (Science and the Global Ethic, 1998) and Friedenspolitik.
Ethische Grundlagen internationaler Beziehungen (Peace Policy. The Ethical



XXX THE AIM OF THIS BOOK

Foundations of International Relations, 2003), and also in 1995 to the creation
of the Global Ethic Foundation (www.welthethos.org), made possible by a gen-
erous donation from Count and Countess von der Groeben. Despite compara-
tively limited personal and financial means, the Foundation has been able to
develop an amazing range of activities in areas ranging from schools to inter-
national bodies such as the United Nations Organization.

A planned second volume about the present and future of Christianity has
proved superfluous. I have presented so many analyses of the present and
visions for the future in all my writings on the reform of the church, such as
Reforming the Church Today. Keeping Hope Alive (1990), that I can spare myself
from describing at length in a new volume things that are well known (and
unfortunately for the most part unrealized). I have written individual articles
on the situation in Africa and Latin America. My Short History of the Catholic
Church (2002) has opened the eyes of many people to the tremendous number
of problems which have accumulated in the ‘Roman Catholic’ Church and to
the structural crisis in which it now finds itself. More recent developments,
which are described with historical objectivity in that short history, are
expanded and illustrated in My Struggle for Freedom (ET 2003), which I men-
tioned earlier. Now that this volume on Islam has been published, if I am
granted enough strength and time, I shall set to work on giving an account of
the second half of my life, in which I was exposed to powerful storms, but came
through them to reach new shores and wide open spaces.

There is an extended word of thanks to all who have helped me at the end of
this volume.

Hans Kiing
Ttiibingen, 2007



A. ORIGIN

The religions of Chinese origin—Confucianism and Daoism—still appear to
most Europeans to be remote, alien, ‘Far Eastern), but in no way threatening.
The religions of Indian origin—Hinduism and Buddhism—seem to many
people closer, less alien, sometimes even sympathetic and, because they are usu-
ally peaceful and without long frontiers over which there is conflict with
‘Christian’ countries, are not seen as a threat, despite violent Hindu fundamen-
talism in India, which has increased since the end of the twentieth century.

The religions of Near Eastern origin—Judaism, Christianity and Islam—are
closely related, and in comparison with the two other religious systems, very
similar in many respects. However, between no other religions has there been,
and is there, so much quarrelling and dispute as between these three monothe-
istic prophetic religions, which seem to show special aggressiveness and think in
terms of friend and foe. I showed that in the case of Judaism and above all of
Christianity in the first two volumes of this trilogy “The Religious Situation of
our Time’! How do things stand with Islam?






A Controversial Religion

Islam, which has frontiers with Christianity extending over many thousands of
miles, is increasingly felt to be an explicit threat by many people in the West. In
1993, the American political theorist Samuel Huntington, whom I mentioned
in my introduction, stated bluntly: “The frontiers of Islam are bloody.? Aren’t
the frontiers of Christianity equally so? Thus a notion of Islam as opponent, as
enemy, has been produced: very useful for those ideologists (in America and
elsewhere) who urgently need an enemy for their imperialistic military policy
and hegemonial ambitions: the hostile image of Islam.

1. The hostile image of Islam

Although the fundamental phenomenon has probably existed since the
beginnings of human thought, the terms ‘hostile image’ or ‘hostile stereotype’
are modern; they emerged when the East-West conflict was losing its
tension and became popular in the Second Gulf War. Since the crime against
humanity committed on 11 September 2001 by blinkered fanatics, there has
been a danger that world politics will be utterly determined by the hostile
image of Islam, matched all too easily on the Muslim side by a hostile image of
the West.

The usefulness of a hostile image

‘The hostile image represents a more or less structured totality of perceptions,
notions and feelings which, unified under the aspect of hostility, are foisted on
to a person, a group of people or peoples and states.” The hostile image, which
always contrasts with the image of a friend (usually one’s own group), com-
prises not only notions and judgements, as is suggested by the English term
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‘concept of the enemy’, but also perceptions, feelings and prejudices—which is
why the visual media are particularly important.

A hostile image—in the West formerly Communism, today Islam—has
many uses. It has a variety of individual psychological and political-social func-
tions, as can be seen in the ‘war against terrorism’ governed by the US striving
for hegemony and given highly effective support by the media:

— The hostile image provides an excuse: ‘we’ (Americans, Europeans, our
European and Israeli friends) are not to blame; no, it is all the fault of the enemy,
Islam! Our repressed feelings of guilt and inferiority, our aggressions and frus-
trations, can safely be diverted and projected on to it. Hostile images make it
easy to think in terms of scapegoats.

— The hostile image stabilizes: ‘we in the West’ may disagree over many
things, but we are allies against the enemy, against the ‘evil empire’ or the ‘axis of
evil'l A common enemy reinforces togetherness, NATO, transatlantic friend-
ship. It allows us to stand united, to demonize critics and to exclude deviants.
Hostile images encourage thinking in terms of blocks.

— The hostile image polarizes: by a reduction of the possibilities to either-or
(‘He who is not for us is against us’) people can be grouped and exploited for the
political and military conflict as friend and foe, nations which are ‘for war’ and
those which are against it. We might not know what values we favour, but we
do know what we are against. The fronts are clear: everyone knows where they
and the other party stand. Hostile images force everything into a Manichaean
friend-foe scheme.

— The hostile image activates: precise information and orientation are
unnecessary: intelligence may be exaggerated, falsified, manipulated or, if need
be, invented. We may, indeed we must, defend ourselves against the ‘others’, for-
eigners, enemies, from without and within. Not only mistrust but also hostility
and if need be even force are appropriate against both things and persons: phys-
ical, psychological, political, indeed military force. In soldiers, hostile images
overcome inhibitions about killing even better than drugs. Hostile images pro-
vide motivation for war, cold or hot.

One consolation remains. Hostile images are not eternal ideas, unchangeable
necessities. Not only can they be transferred, for example from ‘the Russians’ to
‘the Arabs’; they can be corrected, if enemies become friends (for example
France and Germany), or they can lose their object (for example Communism).
They can also be overcome, by concentration on great common tasks (for
example the nuclear threat or the ecological crisis) and lead to a worldwide
community of destiny and responsibility which includes Islam.
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Intolerance, militancy, backwardness?

‘Peace among the religions as a harbinger of peace among the nations? Peace
among the religions even in Jerusalem, the city of three religions? That’s an illu-
sion!” This comment was made to me years ago by a television journalist and
‘Middle East expert’ who was popular at the time.* When I asked him what his
alternative was, he tersely replied, ‘War!” As if five Israeli-Arab wars had not
been enough: there was no other solution to Israeli-Arab antagonism.
Unfortunately, this man is representative of many journalists and authors in
Europe and especially North America who, because of their latently aggressive
disposition, communicate current events to an unsuspecting mass public in
such words and images as can even create an understanding of the aggressive
policies of Ariel Sharon and his ilk. These populist representatives of the media
share responsibility for the continuing existence of hostile images. If, for some
pious Christians, for a long time Judaism and then Communism were public
enemy number 1, for many of them today this place is occupied by Islam. There
are people who cannot live without a hostile image. ‘Islam wants to rule the
world! An anti-Christian, intolerant and aggressive superstition is already
spanning half the globe. That is what we hear from certain Christian funda-
mentalist quarters.

Such opposition to Islam in principle is not only to be found in right-wing
radical groups with a Christian and Jewish stamp. It has infiltrated the indus-
trial nations widely. When the Western media portray Muslims, they love to
portray them as fanatical bearded lawyers, extremist violent terrorists, super-
rich oil sheikhs and veiled women. No wonder that for many in the West the
image of Islam has become darker. Islam seems to be marked by:

- Internal intolerance: as a totalitarian religion which produces passion, irra-
tionality, fanaticism and hysteria, likes to suppress Christian minorities and
even engages in bloody persecutions of dissidents like the Baha’is and the
Ahmadis.

- Militancy towards the outside world: as a violent religion which wages ‘holy
wars, is intent on conquering the world and against which we have to be on our
guard.

- Backwardness: as a rigid religion that stubbornly clings to the Middle Ages
and has reductive, indeed archaic features: it is uncivilized, scorns women
and refuses to engage in dialogue.

Some of this criticism needs to be investigated: the extreme expressions of
a militant Islam, from Khomeini to bin Laden, have done great damage to
the image of Islam in the West. Nevertheless, those generalized, aggressively
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polemical and cynically disparaging verdicts urgently need to be differentiated
and clarified, since they can have devastating effects both on personal dealings
and in the wider sphere of politics. Those who have such a stereotyped hostile
image of Islam in their heads perceive reality in a selective way, where every-
thing that deviates from this picture is excluded or reinterpreted. For example,
some Christians fail to note that the same activities (‘mission’, financial sup-
port, the construction of places of worship on alien territory and aggressive
self-assertion) are ‘good’ when they benefit their group and ‘bad’ when carried
on by ‘the others’

But quite apart from double standards of evaluation, such an image corre-
sponds little with the reality of Islam. The hostile image provokes even more
hostile reactions, and in so doing proves to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. It
sharpens conflicts, encourages escalation, makes a realistically differentiated
estimate of others difficult and understanding apparently impossible, and thus
prepares the ground for military conflicts such as those in Afghanistan and Iraq.
But can one enter into a serious dialogue with Muslims at all?

Is dialogue impossible?

‘Which Muslims do you want to engage in dialogue with?, a television journal-
ist once asked me in an ironic and superior way. He is highly respected, but his
view of the world is formed by experiences of wars and antagonism between
religions and cultures; moreover his picture of Islam has been vigorously criti-
cized by Islamic specialists.’ ‘I engage in dialogue with Muslims to whom often
you have no accessat all, Ireplied, as  remembered the many friendly, lively and
eager faces of Islamic scholars, professors, intellectuals and students in
Islamabad, Lahore and Karachi; Jerusalem, Cairo, Riyadh and Teheran; Algiers,
Fez, Lagos and Dar-es-Salaam, not to mention conversations with extremely
knowledgeable Muslims in German-speaking countries, in France, Britain and
America.T am not prepared to reduce the difference between ‘the West’ and ‘the
Islamic world’ to an ‘essential’ dualism between rationality and faith, science
and piety, superiority and inferiority, indeed between peacemaking and a readi-
ness for violence.

As if there were only religious fundamentalists, demagogues in power and
fanaticized masses in the ‘Arab East’. As if one did not have to distinguish, even
among fundamentalists, between those who violently wage a ‘holy war’ (jihad)
and those who are concerned to establish their identity in a peaceful, religious
and cultural identity. As if the violent rebelliousness of popular Muslim groups
were grounded utterly in the essence of Islam—and not least also in the politi-
cal, social and economic abuses and frustrations caused by dictatorships and
the corruption of ruling élites who are often wooed by the West. As if today it
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were not important to develop efficient political, cultural and religious pro-
grammes as alternatives to militant fundamentalism: a democratization and
modernization and secularization which nevertheless takes seriously the con-
structive side of religion in society, the opposite of religionless secularism.
From a global perspective, European secularism in its forms which exclude reli-
gion represents a special way which, particularly in America, is time and again
opposed by religious practice (reactionary but also innovative).

On the basis of my own experiences, although every day I too am confronted
with negative reports from the Islamic sphere, I must nevertheless firmly object
to the ‘simplificateurs terribles’ who give tendentious reports of Islam, are silent
about many positive aspects, reinforce anti-Islamic prejudices and elevate all
controversies between Muslims, Jews and Christians into an eternal ‘Abrahamic
fight of destiny’. In this way, they foment even more the vague anxieties about an
‘empire of evil’ an ‘axis of evil, and an Islamic global conspiracy, so as to exploit
them in a political and military, economic and commercial way. If this is really
the case, as is constantly insinuated, directly or indirectly, by certain neo-
conservative ideologists, politicians and journalists, then a historic confronta-
tion between the West and Islam, indeed the “Third World War’ so desired in
America by the ‘neo-cons’ of the Israel lobby (supported by Christian funda-
mentalist ‘theo-cons’), could hardly be avoided, and efforts should be made to
form an ‘alliance of true humanity’. We can only guess at precisely what that
means, set against the background of present-day migration driven by work
and poverty, in the rich industrial countries. But what sounds so modern is
basically a lapse into the Middle Ages. The state of knowledge about Islam
among some of our contemporaries is, as it were, at a medieval level. A brief
look at history demonstrates what this means: what do Christians know and
what did they know then about Islam?

Eastern knowledge, Western ignorance

Early Greek Christian authors, especially those in Muslim territories, show
themselves to be relatively well informed about Islamic doctrines and the
Prophet Muhammad, but amazingly, in the Latin West, with the exception of
Andalusia, no substantive discussion with Islam took place until the twelfth
century.

What did people know in the Islamic East? There, the Nestorian, Syrian and
Coptic Christians felt Arab rule to be no more oppressive than the Byzantine rule
which had preceded it. The first Christian history of the world, written in Arabic
by Agapius (Arabic Mahbub ibn Qustantin), bishop of Hierapolis (Manbij) in
Syria in the tenth century, shows that in the Islamic world Christians too could
have some knowledge about the life and teaching of the Prophet Muhammad.
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Agapius gives a very objective account of the origins of Islam and the Prophet
Muhammad.® To explain to his fellow-Christians why such large and important
Christian territories could be conquered by the Muslims, the bishop refers to a
(legendary?) document of the Byzantine emperor Heraklios (610—42), a con-
temporary of the Prophet, in which, referring to the biblical promise for Ishmael,
son of Abraham, the ancestor of the Arabs, the emperor instructed his governors
in Egypt, Syria and Armenia to stop resisting the Arabs. Towards the end of the
‘Abbasid caliphate, the Jacobite bishop Gregorios Abu’l Faraj (Barhebraeus,
1226-86) took a relatively positive attitude to Islam, offering a very balanced
judgement on the prophetic claim of Muhammad.

The supreme head (Catholicos) of the Nestorian church, Mar Timotheos
(780—823), even had the honour of spending two days in a learned dialogue on
theological differences with the caliph al-Mahdi (775-85).” A purely fictitious
but very influential dialogue came from a pupil of the pupil of Yuhanna ibn
Sarjun, known as John of Damascus, who died around 750. He was the son of a
senior Arab Christian finance official of the Byzantine (Melkite) rite who col-
laborated with caliph Mu‘awiyyah. The young John was a private secretary in
the financial administration (then Arabized). When caliph ‘Umar II prohibited
Jews and Christians from holding high offices of state, John became a monk in
the famous monastery of St Sabas in Jerusalem. The Disputatio Christiani et
Saraceni® does not come from him, but the section on Islam in his dogmatic
magnum opus Source of Knowledge does. In this, he gives a brief history of some
hundred heresies, largely taken from another work; however, the concluding
section on Islam (number 100), the newest heresy, evidently comes from his
own hand.’ The self-confident and often ironic remarks about Islam are full of
misunderstandings and the Christian answers lack any self-critical reflection.
The section ends with a silly passage about a surah said to be about a female
camel. However, because John of Damascus is regarded as the most important
systematic theologian of the Orthodox Church, and the last church father, his
view of Islam came to be disseminated widely: Islam was not an independent
religion, Muhammad was not a genuine prophet, and his revelation was a
product of the imagination.*

A series of verdicts (Muhammad was a cheat, an epileptic, the Antichrist and
a servant of Satan) and legends were disseminated across the Greek world. It
was said, for example, that a Christian monk whom Muhammad later had mur-
dered taught him the Qur’an; that he regarded a dove which had eaten grains
from his ear as the Holy Spirit and revealer and that his tomb in Mecca had been
seen suspended in the air by magnetic forces.

What was the state of knowledge in Western Europe? Here, more than four
hundred years after the appearance of Muhammad, people still had no
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authentic knowledge about Islam: this was the ‘age of ignorance’!"* Only when
the last important abbot of Cluny, Peter the Venerable, who was convinced that
Islam could be conquered only with the power of the word, visited Spain in
1142 following the problematical consequences of the First Crusade, did more
precise studies of the sources of Islam begin. The first (Latin) translation of the
Qur’an was made by an Englishman, Robert of Ketton, in 1143. Although it was
published along with polemical and apologetic writings by Peter against Islam,
it is rightly praised as a landmark in Islamic studies which ended the age of
ignorance: ‘For the first time the West had an instrument for the serious
study of Islam.'? It was used by the eirenic Renaissance cardinal Nicolas of
Cusa, the Spanish Grand Inquisitor Juan de Torquemada, and the Reformer
Martin Luther.

Paradoxically the crusades, despite hostility and war, led to a more precise
knowledge of Islam and its Prophet. Emperor Frederick II, who was born in
Palermo and grew up among Christians and Muslims, had close contacts with
oriental Arab culture in Sicily and Southern Italy. The journey by Francis of
Assisi to Sultan al-Malik al-Kamil during the siege of Damietta (near the mouth
of the Nile) in the middle of the crusade is wrapped in riddles. Francis travelled
in 1219, apparently with no knowledge of Islam and no protection, at the risk of
martyrdom: ‘On reaching Damietta, Francis attempted to dissuade the cru-
saders from fighting and refused to take part in the attack. But the crusade
ignored him; it was the Sultan who was to listen to him! It thus seems fully
proven that Francis’ action is the exact opposite of any crusade mysticism.’'?

William of Tyre (1130-86) and William of Tripolis (1220-73) wrote very
fairly about Islam. Sultan Saladin of Egypt (1137-93) was also respected in
Europe and was widely regarded as the model of a chivalrous man. There was
great admiration of the superiority of Arab culture, philosophy, science, medi-
cine and the economic and military power of Islam, but not of Islam as a religion.

Thomas Aquinas was not really a pioneer of dialogue with Muslims in the
High Middle Ages. He knew Islam only from the works of the great Muslim
philosophers, and thought that he could defend Christian dogmas against
Islam philosophically, ata purely rational level,'* without being interested in the
Quran or conversing with Muslims (see C IV, 6). The real pioneers
were two of his contemporaries, who knew Arabic well: the English Franciscan
Roger Bacon (1220-92), a man of encyclopaedic learning, influenced greatly
by Avicenna, who worked energetically for a knowledge of Arabic sciences,
and the Catalan nobleman Ramon Llull (Raimundus Lullus, 1232-1316), who
devoted his life to the conversion of the Muslims, made three journeys to North
Africa and engaged in unpolemical, almost Socratic, dialogues with the
Muslims, based less on church documents than on rational grounds.'
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Twice deported, on his third journey he was stoned so badly that he died on the
way home.

A devaluation and rejection of everything Arab, including the Arabic lan-
guage, began as early as the Renaissance, despite the establishment of chairs for
Arabic, numerous translations from Arabic and the efforts of such significant
scholars and statesmen as Juan de Segovia, Nicolas of Cusa and the later Pope
(Pius II) Enea Silvio Piccolomini, who between 1450 and 1460, in what R.-W.
Southern has called a ‘moment of vision,'® grappled with the problem of Islam
in a new, more peaceful, perspective.

From polemical caricature to balanced reassessment

Around a century later, in 1530, the year of the Lutheran Augsburg Confession,
because of the steadily increasing threat to Christianity from the Turks (in
1529 they were at the gates of Vienna, in 1541 they captured Budapest), Pope
Clement VII (Medici) had the Arabic text of the Qur’an burnt immediately
after publication. It had been published in Venice, at that time called ‘the
Turkish whore’ because it had long collaborated in the Eastern Mediterranean
with the Ottoman empire. This first printed edition of the Qur’an may have
been intended for export to Islamic countries, none of which then knew the art
of printing. Be this as it may, in Rome as in Basle (where it was printed), people
feared an intensification of an anti-trinitarian tendency (which appealed to
the Bible).

Luther had spoken out for the translation and publication of the Qur’an, but
only so that everyone could see what—to use his own words—an accursed,
shameful, desperate book it is, full of lies, fables and every kind of abomination.
There are said to be Lutheran theologians who even today read the Qur’an in
this spirit. Because of the acute military threat and his apocalyptic anxiety,
Luther demonized the Muslims, the Turkish rulers, as servants of the devil and
claimed that in these end times Muhammad was a pseudo-prophet driven by
lust and that Islam was a power opposed to Christ."”

Before the pioneering work on religious history Pansebeia (1650), written
by the Scotsman Alexander Ross,' people in the West had a completely
distorted picture of Islam, as is abundantly demonstrated by Norman Daniel’s
study Islam and the West: The Making of an Image (1960)." Such a religion
could only be heresy and a deliberate falsification of the truth, a mixture of
violence and sensuousness. Muhammad was a cheat, possessed by the devil,
even the Antichrist. It was then easy to contrast this caricature of Islam with an
ideal image of Christianity as a religion of truth, peace, love and continence. To
immunize their own adherents against rival systems of faith, people defamed
the rivals.
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Another pioneering book was De Religione Mohammedica (1705) by the
Utrecht Orientalist Adrian Reland.” This was, after the Pansebeia, the first
approximately objective account of Islam and the Prophet and corrected some
of the erroneous insights then current in all apologetic; it was promptly put
on the Roman Index of Prohibited Books. But it was confirmed by the
English translation of the Qur’an by George Sale and his famous Preliminary
Discourse (1734),' commissioned by the Society for the Promotion of
Christian Knowledge but committed to the Enlightenment and a reasonable
and tolerant religion.

Enlightenment through literature

For after the Thirty Years War the Enlightenment honoured the notion of
tolerance, as demonstrated in Germany in exemplary fashion by Gotthold
Ephraim Lessing’s play Nathan the Wise (1779),% with its famous parable of the
three rings, that is, the three religions of which no one could tell for certain
which was authentic. 225 years later it is still highly topical. In 1984, I gave a
series of dialogue lectures at the University of Ttibingen, with the literary critic
Walter Jens, on eight writers of world literature. On 19 November I spoke about
Nathan, this ‘dramatic conversation between the three world religions of
Semitic origin and prophetic character, presented in vivid figures full of spirit
and understanding’. Lessing gives us an enlightened Jew (after his early play The
Jews[1749] the first noble Jew in a German play), a likewise enlightened Muslim
(the important sultan Saladin) and an immature but ultimately enlightened
Christian (a young crusader, a counterpart to the authoritarian patriarch).
Who could have guessed what grim topicality this play would continue to have,
with its ‘inspiring vision of peace between the religions as a harbinger for peace
among human beings generally’?*

Between 11 September 2001 and the end of 2003 Nathan was staged twenty-
four times in German theatres (and once in New York). Karl-Josef Kuschel has
made a brilliant analysis of the play, which demonstrates convincingly ‘why
Nathan still has no peer’: ‘Only Lessing’s Nathan has a “trialogical” structure:
only in this play do all three traditions and cultures express their potential for
conflict and reconciliation. We have no other great reference text in German lit-
erature about the relationship between Jews, Christians and Muslims. And now
for the first time since the crusades there is again this conflict between the
Jewish, Christian and Muslim world, focused on Palestine.*

Kuschel rightly criticizes the way in which some contemporary directors
focus their productions on the problem of the Germans and the Jews and
neglect the Muslims. For through the three Muslims who are portrayed pos-
itively on the stage, Lessing makes a ‘calculated or strategic re-evaluation of
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those who are despised’ in the intercultural or inter-religious discussion, which
is the ‘opposite of naive idealization’®

Besides Lessing, hardly anyone else in Europe contributed so much to the
re-evaluation of Islam as did Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in his ‘Western—
Eastern Divan’ (1819),% a collection (Persian diwan) of poems which came
into being as the result of an encounter with the poetry of the fourteenth-
century Persian poet Hafiz. With its ‘Western—Eastern), the collection expresses
the encounter of two poets, literatures and cultures—with the experience
of love in Suleiman at the centre and coming to a climax with the religious
problems in the last book. Following Goethe, the orientalist and poet
Friedrich Riickert used his unusual talent for language and form to imitate the
Qur’an.

In England, rather later, Thomas Carlyle,” a translator of Goethe, with
his striking lecture “The Hero as Prophet’ (1840) developed a psychological por-
trait which depicted Muhammad as an honest prophet—in complete contrast
to the utterly unhistorical tragedy Mahomet, first performed in Lille 1741, in
which Voltaire expressed his contempt for the Prophet, and showed him as an
unscrupulous figure in search of power. From one of the most notable champi-
ons of tolerance that is to be regretted.

Oriental studies and orientalism

The nineteenth century—the century of history-writing and European colo-
nial expansion—finally led to a tremendous surge in oriental studies and thus
in historical criticism of Islam. paving the way for a less polemical assessment of
Islam on the part of Christian theology and the church. In five respects, decisive
progress became evident in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries:?

- the historical—critical evaluation of the Prophet Muhammad by scholars
such as Gustav Weil, Aloys Sprenger, William Muir, Reginald Bosworth
Smith, Leone Caetani, Tor Andrae, Régis Blachere, Maxime Rodinson and
W. Montgomery Watt;

Theodor Noldeke’s history of the Qur’an, which remains fundamental

today, and the historical-critical editions of the Qur’an and adequate

modern translations associated with the names of Gustav Fliigel, Richard

Bell, Rudi Paret and Adel T. Khoury;

- a comprehensive investigation of Islamic culture from worship and
mysticism through law and morality to literature and art, by such
significant scholars as Ignaz Goldziher, C. Snouck Hurgronje, Annemarie
Schimmel, and above all the great orientalist Louis Massignon, who

called on Christians to make a ‘spiritual Copernican shift’ and argued for
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reconciliation between the religion of hope (Judaism), the religion of love
(Christianity) and the religion of faith (Islam);

- a historical—critical evaluation of the Qur’anic picture of Jesus—begun by
G.E Gerock 150 years ago and developed by traditio-historical investiga-
tions—which, with the comprehensive and more recent studies by Geoffrey
Parrinder, Heikki Riisdnen, Claus Schedl and Martin Bauschke (and Olaf H.
Schumann for the later Arabic Islamic literature) has finally replaced the
apologetic missionary approach.

- a multi-volume history of classical Islamic theology by Josef van Ess, made
on the basis of a careful study of the sources.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, oriental studies in Europe achieved
a tremendous amount, creating the foundations for an understanding of the
East in general and Islam in particular; I shall constantly refer to them.
However, for along time orientalists were not aware how much, despite all their
efforts to achieve academic objectivity, they were actually in the service of the
policy of economic and cultural hegemony practised by the European powers.
Since the 1960s, critical reflection on the history and self-understanding of the
orientalists (who initially were also admired in the Arab world) has begun in the
West; in this connection I must mention Norman Daniel and Jacques
Waardenburg.”

But above all Orientalism®® by Edward W. Said, a Christian Palestinian of
American nationality, professor of English and comparative literature at
Columbia University, New York, published in 1978, gave a healthy shock to and
laid the basis for a critical discussion of the post-colonial understanding of cul-
ture and post-colonial studies. This critic of literature, culture and society, who
after 1967 became a champion of the Palestinian cause, certainly went too far
when he sought to find in European oriental studies an anti-Arabism compara-
ble to earlier antisemitism and to demonstrate that the ‘East’ of oriental studies
(sensuous, corrupt, vicious, lazy and tyrannical) was a projection of the wishes
of a Eurocentric spirit: the East as the central paradigm of the other.* Having
said this, European oriental studies were indisputably also partly governed by
the national and religious interests of the colonial powers: European soldiers,
politicians, missionaries and orientalists often worked together, and the overes-
timation of European civilization went hand in hand with an underestimation
of Arab civilization. Thus this was, in many respects, a cultural, ‘spiritual’ impe-
rialism.?? After the Second World War and the Holocaust, the Israeli-Arab con-
flict added another factor: German orientalists, mindful of historic German
guilt, for the most part gave unilateral support to the Israelis.** Moreover, Said
also vehemently objected to the authoritarian leadership style of Yasser Arafat
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and, with the Jewish conductor Daniel Barenboim, founded the splendid
West—Eastern Divan Orchestra, currently celebrating worldwide success as an
act of reconciliation between Jews and Arabs.

Edward Said died of leukaemia on 25 September 2003 at the age of sixty-
seven. He has been called the ‘only Arab thinker of the twentieth century who
has notably shaped intellectual discussion in the West’** The last sentences of
what was, as far as [ am aware, his last article (written after 11 September 2001)
seem to me to be his testament: ‘The present time is full of tensions, but it is
better for us to ask whether communities are powerful or impotent and
whether secular policy is based on reason or ignorance, and better to judge
according to the universal categories of justice and injustice, than to get lost in
violent abstractions which, while they may offer provisional satisfaction, con-
tribute very little to self-knowledge and an objective analysis. The thesis of a
“clash of civilizations” is as simplistic a phrase as “the war of the worlds” and it
encourages self-righteous arrogance rather than a critical awareness of the
perplexing interdependence of present-day societies.”*

Leaving aside the fundamentalist Islamic organizations and their spokes-
men, the initially very heated discussion of Said’s book™ led to a more objective
view and above all to a more critical and differentiated assessment of oriental
studies (no Arab form of ‘Western studies’ has developed). It is no less welcome
that the 1990 Gulf War and the journalistic ‘panic makers’ have contributed to a
shift, particularly among German orientalists. Unlike British and French orien-
talists, they came not from colonial administration but from the scholarly
world of linguistics and history and therefore were spared Said’s criticism.
Respected professionals, who hitherto had contented themselves with being
privately horrified at journalistic best-selling authors and had practised their
scholarship in ivory towers, now recognized their political responsibilities.
They ventured into the public media to correct, with objective information,
sweeping and unhistorical caricatures of Islam and the Arabs—which were par-
ticularly dangerous at a time of increasing xenophobia.’”

However, even if as a Christian theologian one resolutely contests the carica-
ture of Islam, this certainly does not mean that one has to cherish an idealized
image of it instead.

2. The idealized image of Islam

Indisputably, hundreds of millions of people are fascinated by Islam. Those
who, like me, well remember the time of uncritical Roman Catholic apologetic
before the Second Vatican Council can imagine why some pious Muslims
attempt to depict their own religion in the brightest colours. Quite uncritically,
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many people describe a ‘whole world’ of Islam, which hardly differs from the
rose-coloured Christian depictions of Christianity.

An invitation to conversion

Thus Muhammad Ahmad Rassoud, a Muslim missionary in Germany, sent me
his work ‘What is Islam?’ with a kind invitation to become a Muslim. He told me
that I finally had the opportunity to enter the history of true faith and achieve
happiness in this world and the next. In his booklet he sums up ‘the essentials’
of his religion ‘in a brief and clear form’: first the ‘cornerstones of faith’ (in the
one God, his angels, his holy books, his messengers and the Last Judgement and
predestination) and then the ‘five pillars of Islam’ (confession of faith, ritual
prayer, almsgiving, month of fasting and pilgrimage). The point is made right
at the beginning: ‘Islam—this Arabic word means “complete submission and
surrender” to Allah, the One God. Allah himself in the Qur’an, the holy book of
Islam, describes the religion of Muslims with this expression: the word
“Muslim”—derived from the same root slm as “Islam”—denotes one “who has
submitted completely to Allah”.%*

Here we are presented with an idealized religion. Islam is uncomplicated in
life and morality; is reasonable and tolerant, the eternal doctrine of pure
monotheism. We are also told this in an official ‘Short Islamic Catechism’ from
Turkey.

‘The name of our religion is Islam.

This designation was not devised by human beings,

but given by God in the Holy Qur’an.

Therefore Islam is not the religion of just one people, one nation,

but the religion of all human beings,

itis the last religion,

it is the religion of understanding and science,

it is the religion of morality,

it is the religion of peace and order,

to those who believe in it, it is life.

Islam purged the laws which were already present in the religions, but had
been falsified by human hand. It rescued humankind from its spiritual abyss

and led it to a moral level that the spirit of human beings could not devise.*

Christians who want to engage in a fruitful dialogue with Muslims will welcome
such Islamic confessions, even if they are very well aware that in them Islam is
described at the expense of Jews and Christians, who have allegedly ‘falsified the
laws by human hand’. It is impossible to carry on any inter-religious dialogue,
far less write a book on another religion, without empathy, indeed sympathy.
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Incorruptible scholarly honesty, which speaks the truth undeterred, and pas-
sionate commitment which works untiringly against hatred and misunder-
standing and for peace and understanding are not mutually exclusive. And, of
course, this should also be shown from the Muslim side.

The fascination of Islam

Jews and Christians can also be fascinated with Islam. A witness who is above
suspicion is Ignaz Goldziher, one of the founders of modern Islamic studies.
Goldziher, a Jewish scholar of Hungarian descent, lived in Damascus and Cairo
in 1873—4. In just a few pages, his diary shows impressively how one becomes a
real Middle East expert.*” The spontaneous friendliness and welcome which
anyone can experience even today in Middle Eastern countries quickly made
the twenty-three-year-old from a strange country and religion familiar with the
‘powerful world religion of Islam’. ‘Moreover during these weeks I lived so much
in the Mohammedan spirit that ultimately I became inwardly convinced that I
myself was a Mohammedan, and shrewdly discovered that this is the only reli-
gion which can satisfy philosophical minds even in its official doctrinal form
and formulation. My ideal was to raise Judaism to a similar rational level. My
experience taught me that Islam is the only religion in which superstition and
pagan rudiments are made taboo not by rationalism, but by orthodox doctrine.’
He goes on: ‘My way of thinking was utterly sympathetic to Islam; my sympathy
also pulled me towards it subjectively. I called my monotheism Islam, and I was
not lying if I said that I believed in the prophecies of Mohammed. My copy of
the Qur’an can attest how I was inwardly drawn to Islam. My teachers earnestly
longed for the moment of my open declaration.*!

However, Goldziher remained a Jew and became a great scholar in Jewish
studies. In this he differed from a philosopher of our day, the Frenchman Roger
Garaudy. For a long time Garaudy was a Politburo member of the Communist
Party of France before he became a Reform Communist and for a time a
Christian. At the end of along spiritual journey he finally converted to Islam. He
then vigorously denounced the self-righteousness and blindness of the
Christian West, energetically called for a ‘dialogue of civilizations’ and, in the
face of the wave of Islamic fundamentalism, presented his readers with an ide-
alized Islam which had brought to the dying civilizations the soul of a new
common life. The main concern of his book is to emphasize the ‘promise of
Islam’ in a world which is falling apart: ‘Islam has not only integrated the oldest
and most developed cultures, those of China and India, Persia and Greece,
Alexandria and Byzantium, made them fruitful and spread them from the
Chinese sea to the Atlantic, from Samarkand to Timbuktu. It has also brought
the soul of a new social life to collapsing empires and dying civilizations,
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restored to people and their societies their specifically human and divine
dimensions of transcendence and society and, on the basis of this simple and
strong faith, nurtured a new flourishing of the sciences and arts, prophetic
wisdom and laws.** Remarks made by Garaudy in the 1990s which were felt to
be and in part were antisemitic indicate that such enthusiasm about Islam can
also have its dark side.

Is Garaudy a unique case? In Germany, too, the way of a convert is publicly
known and vigorously discussed. Murad Wilfried Hofmann aroused atten-
tion because he, with a legal and philosophical training, was the German
ambassador to Morocco and Algeria. In his account of his conversion he indi-
cates that, for him, classical Sunni Islam (unlike Garaudy, he thinks little of
Sufism) embodies an ideal, living, worthwhile religion. Moreover, he regards
Islam as the viable alternative for the future. ‘As long as the Western world and
Communism stood against each other, Islam could be understood as a “third
way’, as an option between these two worldviews. Today, however, it sees itself
as an alternative scheme for dealing with life in a world that again has become
dualistic. It is almost self-evident to far-sighted observers that in the twenty-
first century Islam will become a dominant religion worldwide. The title of my
book indicates why this will be the case, God willing. Islam does not just regard
itself as an alternative to post-industrial Western society. It is the alternative.*

May we be critical?

Of course I shall be examining this fascination with Islam carefully. Is it really an
‘alternative’ really the ‘promise’ that is conjured up? Just as we should not be ter-
rified by a hostile image, so too we should not be blinded by an idealized image.
Other converts to Islam also know this: in contrast to modern Western Islamic
studies, traditional Islamic scholarship does not regard critical investigation as
its task. Its perspective is, above all, the description, explanation and justifica-
tion of an ideal Islam. So may we seriously criticize Islam from the inside or
even from the outside?

Many orthodox Muslims a priori reject any criticism of their religion—just
as many narrow-minded Christians or Jews react in an ungracious and emo-
tional way to criticism of theirs. With my books on Judaism and Christianity I
experienced how my criticism of the policy of the state of Israel and my criti-
cism of the policies of Pius XII led a knowledgeable Jewish reviewer and a
knowledgeable Roman Catholic reviewer to target fragments of the book and
punish all the other parts by ignoring them. Conversely, at a very early stage,
some Muslim intellectuals have applied the criticism of Western scholarship to
their own religion, history and culture, so that today the front line between the
critical and the uncritical runs through Islam. Although it is often concealed,
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this provokes numerous internal conflicts. For in Islam, as in Christianity and
Judaism, as well as all the progress isn’t there also a great deal of regression?
Aren’t there also false developments, fossilizations and errors? Just as idealistic
and remote depictions of the church are far from the reality of Christianity, is
that possibly also the case with similar accounts of Islam? In the long run, all
idealizations, mystifications and glorifications are made at the cost of the reli-
gion itself. Don’t both Christianity and Islam call for truthfulness? Why not
then also truthfulness towards oneself?

Neither prohibitions of questions nor lame comparisons

No religious or state authority has the right to hinder the quest for truth by pro-
hibiting questions. Precisely for the sake of the truth of one’s own religion, one
must be unreservedly truthful, though of course this must be coupled with jus-
tice and fairness. Ultimately free discussion cannot be suppressed, even in
authoritarian and totalitarian systems: the Pope could not stop the debate
about the ordination of women with an ‘infallible’ statement, and Ayatollah
Khomeini could not stop the controversy over Salman Rushdie with a fatwa. So
it must be permissible to investigate whether and to what extent Islam, perhaps
in the form of some of its representatives, encourages intolerance (especially
towards religious minorities), inspires militancy (with its universal claims,
including plans to conquer the world) and embodies regressiveness (for
example in respect of democracy, human rights and the status of women).

I shall also discuss the great historic confrontations between Islam and
Christianity: the Arab conquest of originally Christian territories in the Middle
East and North Africa and the centuries-long occupation of Spain in the West
and the Balkans in the East. And the expansion of Islam in black Africa and
South-East Asia and the efforts to produce a single Islamic front against the
West cannot be ignored. Likewise, the European counter-offensives against
Islam must also be subject to close inspection: not only the crusades and the
Spanish reconquistabut also, and above all, the military, economic, cultural and
religious expansion of the West in the time of modern colonialism and imperi-
alism—up to the fatal Iraq war of 2003, the war of the big lies.

I hope to go into all these questions in a spirit of objectivity and fairness.
Both adherents of Islam (Muslim scholars) and experts on Islam (Western spe-
cialists) should be convinced that they can learn from one another. But should
we compare alleged Islamic intolerance with Western ‘tolerance’ and ‘enlight-
enment’ (as often happens from the Christian side, thinkingly or unthink-
ingly); Islamic militancy with the alleged Western love of peace and democracy;
Islamic backwardness with Western ‘progress’ and ‘modernity’; or even Islam as
areligion of the law with Christianity as a religion of freedom?
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Strong doubts immediately arise over these lame comparisons:

is a hostile image of Islam being compared with an idealized image of the
West?

- isn’t there much intolerance, militancy and backwardness in the West, and
much tolerance, love of peace and progress in Islam?

isn’t such a friend—foe scheme meant to mock and exclude what is strange to
us?
- is a picture of the real Islam really being sought here?

Today, Christianity is quite openly pluralistic and Islam is more pluralistic
than it seems. One of the best Christian experts on Islam, Wilfred Cantwell
Smith, has constantly emphasized, quite correctly, that Christians must under-
stand Islam as Muslims understand it themselves.** However, the question
immediately arises: which Muslims? Can we speak of ‘Muslims’ or ‘Islam’ just
like that?

3. The real image of Islam

There is a middle way between caricaturing Islam and glorifying it. The
common failing of these two approaches is that both are attached to a mono-
lithic and unbhistorical image of Islam and presuppose that Islam has always
been, and is, everywhere the same. However different Wahhabi Saudis,
Iranian Shiite mullahs, Egyptian Islamic Brethren, Palestinian Hamas fighters,
Pakistani Sufis or American Black Muslims may be, it is thought that there is an
eternal unchanging essence of Islam, radically different from everything
Western. In the face of such simplification, only a constant, differentiated con-
sideration of two perspectives can help. The image of Islam, like that of
Christianity, is governed throughout by a twofold dialectic: that of essence and
form and of essence and perversion.

The ‘essence’ of Islam in changing forms

If some earlier publications on Islam have shown a lack of tension, in forgetfulness
of the present, some current publications suffer from short-sightedness in an
obsession with the present. Only an up-to-date interpretation, with a historical in-
depth dimension, can help in the dialogue between religions and cultures. The
concept of Islam is determined by its concrete historical form at any one time, but
by way of exaggeration in the opposite direction, one could almost say that Islam
has never anywhere been the same. Each age has its own images and realizations of
Islam, which have grown out of a particular historical situation, been lived out of
and shaped by particular social and regional forces and Muslim communities, and
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formed both beforehand and afterwards by individual, intellectually stimulating,
personalities.

We must recognize that, for all the historical currents and counter-currents,
in the various constantly shifting historical images and lived-out realizations of
Islam there is an abiding element to which we shall have to devote all our atten-
tion: its basic components and basic perspectives stem from an origin that is by
no means random but is given with a quite specific historical personality, a holy
scripture. This remains an enduring norm. As in the history of Christianity, so
too in the history of Islam there is a persisting element, indeed an ‘essence’, a
common substance, or whatever one cares to call it.  am well aware of the mis-
understandings bound up with these traditional terms. Therefore, against all
rigid ‘essentialism) I would immediately add that this abiding essence shows
itself only in what is changing: there is an identity, but only in variables; a con-
tinuum, but only in the event; a constancy, but only in changing manifestations.
In short, the ‘essence’ of Islam shows itself not in metaphysical immobility and
remoteness but only in a constantly changeable historical form of appearance
or Gestalt. To get a sight of this original, abiding ‘essence’ of Islam—which is
dynamic, not static and rigid—one must note its changing historical manifes-
tation, its Gestalt.*®

Such a historical approach may seem unusual to some Muslims (and also to
some Christians), but only if we see the ‘essence’ of Islam in its changing histor-
ical manifestations do we grasp the Islam from which I want to begin in this
account: not an idealized Islam in the remote spheres of a philosophical, theo-
logical or juristic theory, but real Islam, as it exists in this world and its history.
The real essence of real Islam takes place in different historical forms.

Thatisilluminating: nowhere is there an essence of Islam ‘in itself’, detached,
distilled ‘with chemical purity’ from the flow of history: essence and form
cannot be neatly separated. At the same time, it is important to see essence
and form in their different natures. Otherwise how could Islamic ‘reformers’,
who have existed at all times and still exist today, define the abiding in what
is taking shape and judge the concrete, historical manifestation? How
otherwise could Muslims and non-Muslims have a norm by which to define
whatis acceptable or reprehensible in a particular historical and empirical form
of Islam? The important of this will emerge when we consider the second
perspective.

The ‘essence’ of Islam and its perversion

Not a few Muslims (and Christians) suffer because Islam (like Christianity)
can be distorted, falsified and misused both in everyday private life and in the
wider world of politics. Like Christianity, Islam often has been and is used by
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rulers as a political instrument instead of being lived out as faith and ethics.
Thus often Islam, like Christianity, has sown hatred and violence and inspired
and legitimated oppression and war, instead of disseminating justice and
humanity.

Those with a religious orientation should not deny that, as a human phe-
nomenon, religion is ambivalent. In any religion, essence and form, the abiding
and the changing, the good and the bad, saving and damning, essence and per-
version* are interwoven and can never clearly be separated by human beings,
who are themselves deeply ambivalent. Religion can be perverted even in its
most essential element, the Bible or the Qur’an. Even the best religious idealism
and readiness for sacrifice can be abused and be prone to evil. Power-hungry
and obtuse representatives of both religions prove that guilt and sin, both per-
sonal and ‘structural’, are possible even in the holiest things. In short, in Islam
too, real essence can be perverted. This is not its legitimate but its illegitimate
essence, not its authentic but its perverted essence.

The perversion of the essence of every religion is a dark shadow on all his-
torical eras. That is why one can see the history of any religion in a positive or a
negative light. If in Islam there is far less public complaint about this, it is
because such complaint is far more dangerous than in Christianity: in both reli-
gions, over the course of time it is possible to recognize not only a shaping and
forcing of history but also a degeneration and capitulation to it. Religion can
degenerate into a power apparatus working with very worldly means and a
bureaucracy centred on itself and become a superficial traditional religious
feeling which is poor in substance. Anyone, historian or war correspondent,
who wants to fix on the negative can easily write a ‘criminal history’ of Islam, of
the kind that has been written of Christianity, and completely miss its essentials
by focusing on blood and tears, death and acts of vengeance, wrong turns and
false developments.

This means that not only historicity in general but all the historical infection
of Islam by elements which are contrary to Islam will, even in its earliest history,
be lamented by many Muslims (three of the four rightly-guided caliphs were
murdered). What some Muslims today are saying in secret, a few are saying
publicly. And where an authoritarian political system does not allow people to
migrate, they have turned inwards. More recent critical voices, from Salman
Rushdie to Taslima Nasrin, may seem one-sided, arrogant, malicious, indeed
damnable to many Muslims, but they should be listened to. It would be wrong
to counter them only with cowardly apologetic, persecution, even threats of
death—instead of with a real apologia, a defence and justification of Muslim
faith, which knows how to distinguish between well-founded and unfounded
charges and fundamental reforms.



22 A 1. A CONTROVERSIAL RELIGION

The status quo as a criterion?

I will never simply take the present status quo of Islam as a criterion or justify
it (and here I believe that I am in company with many Muslims); after all,
many Muslims themselves hope for or urge a renewal of their religion. Rather,
writing as, so to speak, their Christian advocate, I will undertake a critical
reconnaissance that should be a help towards the renewal of Islam that is
constantly necessary. I chose this approach for Judaism and Christianity,
without falsely sparing my own religion, and I will attempt it for my account
of Islam.

Is this a presumptuous aim? Not at all. What I have said of Christianity
applies here: as an ecumenical theologian committed to fairness to all religions
and against all the constantly threatening frustration and resignation of
reformers of all religions, who sometimes feel that they are dogs baying at the
moon or are running up against a brick wall, I would like my analytical
approach to contribute towards a diagnosis of the present which, where neces-
sary, attacks abuses, identifies those responsible, increases the pressure for
reform and encourages structural changes. No religion—neither Judaism nor
Christianity nor Islam (nor the religions of Indian and Chinese origin)—can be
satisfied with the status quo in this time of upheaval. Everywhere there are
amazingly parallel questions about a future renewal. In the face of antisemitism
and increasing Islamophobia, what are called for are not uncritical philosemites
or Islamophiles (hardly anyone talks of Christianophiles), but rather authentic,
truthful friends of Judaism and Islam.

Like Judaism and Christianity, in this transitional phase of world
history Islam is involved in a fundamental conflict of tradition and innovation;
how this can finally be resolved in a balanced way is an open question. As
with Judaism and Christianity, so with Islam, one asks oneself whether this
religion will succeed in preserving its religious ‘substance), its ‘essence’, despite
all the differences and conflicts, despite all the different trends and schools
and the battles between traditionalists and modernists, and at the same time
reshape itself for a new generation. Will the Islamic peoples, who are caught
up in a tremendous crisis of existence at the height of modernity as a result of
their confrontation with Western imperialism and colonialism and with
European science and economics, technology and democracy, succeed in
accepting the challenge of a new era and work creatively towards a new post-
modern form of Islam? In this globalized world, all the great religions are in
transition from the crisis of modernity into a ‘postmodernity’ of some kind (or
under whatever name) and are thus exposed to the same kind of structural
problems.
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Understanding Islam from the inside

Outsiders can recognize the fruitful development of Islamic studies, which
today are being engaged in more and more by Western and Islamic scholars
jointly. Along with the political and economic revaluation of the Islamic
nations and Islamic immigration into Western Europe and America, this is the
premise for the unquestionably epoch-making reorientation of the Roman
Catholic Church, documented in the Declaration on the Non-Christian
Religions by the Second Vatican Council (1965).* After the Council it was also
expressed in a variety of meetings between Muslims and Christians, official and
unofficial. The World Council of Churches was also concerned with greater
openness towards other religions, and in 1979 for the first time published
Guidelines on the Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and Ideologies.*®

It is obvious that in Christianity there can be no going back to the old apolo-
getics and polemics, to immunization by defamation. The centuries of isolation
and mutual ignorance are in any case impossible for an increasing number of
people to take: books, mass media, travel, hundreds of thousands of adherents
of another religion in one’s own country, have all had their effect. Despite many
political acts of violence and wars, contempt for other religions is slowly giving
way to understanding, ignorance to information, mission to dialogue. If the
West changes its attitude to the Islamic world, that world will sooner or later
change its attitude to the West.

Christian theologians will not investigate Islam from a position of self-
assurance only from the outside, in detached objectivity. Since they too are
involved, they will constantly think of questions for their own religion and for-
mulate them openly. Christians (and often also Muslims themselves) far too
often still regard ‘Islam’ as a rigid entity, as a closed system of religion, rather
than as a living religious movement which over the centuries has undergone
epoch-making paradigm shifts in a constant process of change. It has developed
great internal diversity and shaped a great variety of people with a broad spec-
trum of attitudes and feelings.

Our concern must be slowly, as best we can, to understand from within
why Muslims see God and the world, worship and the service of humanity,
politics, law and art with different eyes and experience them with different
hearts. First, we should be clear that for the great majority of Muslims, even
today, Islam is not simply a part of life, what secularized people are fond of
calling the ‘religious factor’ alongside the ‘cultural factors’. For believing
Muslims their life and religion, religion and culture, are interwoven in a
lively way, as are their religion and politics. Islam seeks an all-embracing
view of life, an all-pervasive attitude wand a way of life which determines
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everything. We shall have to examine how far this can be realized in a new era of
world history.

In an age of aroused ecumenical awareness—more than ever after the attacks
in New York and Washington on 11 September 2001, in Madrid on 11 March
2004 and in London on 7 July 2005—I want to argue for the overall responsi-
bility of all for all, and especially for government and political responsibility, in
view of a world-political situation that has been made worse by a completely
perverse policy. Such inter-religious responsibility means that we must all be
interested in the well-being of Islam. Respect for Islam, indeed admiration for
its fourteen centuries of cultural and spiritual achievement, should be the basis
for formulating particular concerns for reform in the light of the nature of
Islam—and for inter-religious solidarity with countless Muslim men and
women who feel the pressure for reform far more existentially than any
Christian theologian.

But—and every author asks this question—where does one begin such an
account of Islam? My answer is: where else than at the beginning? But how is the
beginning of Islam to be dated? That question isn’t easy to answer.



All

Problems of the Beginning

Who was the first Muslim? The majority of Christians would certainly reply:
Muhammad, the Prophet. As a result, there are still many people today who
wrongly call this religion ‘Mohammedanism’ and its adherents
‘Mohammedans’—and in so doing greatly offend Muslims. We can read in any
elementary introduction to Islam what has already been laid down in the
Qur’an: the first Muslim is Adam, the first human being, for he already ‘submit-
ted’ to the one and only God, as did Noah and Abraham, Moses and all the
prophets, indeed finally Jesus. They all, in their own way, already practised
‘Islam’, ‘submission’, ‘surrender’ to the will of the one and only God. Although
the developments of this teaching were always adapted to different peoples and
times and thus differed in some respects, they were always about the same mes-
sage: submission to God, surrender to God.

This is precisely what the Prophet Muhammad proclaimed. As the last of the
prophets he simply elevated this eternal teaching to its highest, final stage. So
Islam is the one, true, perfect, eternal religion of humankind and the religion of
the very beginning. It is the teaching of the Qur’an, just as it is the teaching of
the Bible, that the first human being believed in the one God. That is the Muslim
self-understanding, and the Muslim theology of history. How much of it can be
proved historically?

1. Five thousand years of Near Eastern high religions

Before we turn to the personality of the Prophet Muhammad, to be able to see
the Prophet’s originality we need to picture some defining structures and mark
out the framework within which he lived. For this, however, we have to go back a
long way. How far? To the beginning of human history? In their early enthusiasm
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to see a development, ethnologists wanted to go straight back to the very first
beginnings of religion. But they have now abandoned the search for a primal
religion, whether animistic or monotheistic. Why? Because they simply do not
have the necessary sources for a historical explanation of the origin of religion;
contemporary nature-peoples have by no means remained pure ‘primal
peoples’, as was once thought. They too have a long, if unwritten, history.'

What about the Bible? Christian theologians should openly concede that the
Bible contains no historical information about the beginnings of religion.
Given their literary genre, stories in the book of Genesis about a paradisal
primal state of human beings and their subsequent fall do not set out to be
‘remembrances of primal times’, historical accounts; they contain a poetic mes-
sage, in religious garb, about the greatness of the one God and Creator and the
fundamental goodness of his creation, and about human freedom, responsibil-
ity and guilt. Present-day Christian theology has therefore lost its early interest
in a ‘primal monotheism’: it has no difficulties in accepting an evolution of the
world and of human beings from lower organisms, and does not try to make a
synthesis between biblical testimony and ethnological evidence. It is enough to
know that in the thousands of years of human history no people and no tribe
have so far been found that have no characteristics of religion (in the broadest
sense of the word, which includes magic).

Arabia on the periphery of the great empires

We are relatively well informed about the earliest high cultures, because they are
the first cultures with writing. Although the discussion about where the first
human being (homo sapiens) appeared, whether in Africa or elsewhere, is still in
full swing, the discussion about the first early historical high cultures and high
religions which arose around five thousand years ago has long since settled
down. The earliest high culture developed long before the Indus culture in the
Indus valley, the Shang culture in the valley of the Yellow River and probably
before the Egyptian culture in the Nile Delta—in southern Mesopotamia, in the
flood plains of the Euphrates and the Tigris; and this culture had offshoots as far
as Arabia.

What would Arabia have been without the inventions made in the temple
cities of Sumeria: of the wheel, the potter’s wheel, the wagon, the oldest system
of calculation (used for the temple economy and to establish an order of godsin
the cosmic system)? What would Arabia have been without the invention of
writing: in Sumer first of all a pictorial script scratched on clay tablets (of a kind
invented almost contemporaneously in Egypt), from which cuneiform and
finally a syllabic script came into being?®> Without writing, administrative
registers cannot be set up, nor can messages be transmitted over long
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distances—prerequisites for the organization of large populations and for
retaining learning for later generations.

Historical research shows that from the earliest times to the time of Islam a
micro-structure and a contrary macrostructure influenced Near Eastern
society.

— The fundamental microstructure, which had been shaped by small groups,
was held together by kinship and neighbourliness. Families, clans and tribes
were responsible for marriages and bringing up children; they settled disputes
and formed a common defensive front against the outside world.

— Over above and this, and running contrary to it, was a macrostructure
formed on the one hand by religion and on the other by empires which con-
stantly increased in number and replaced one another. This structure was capa-
ble of integrating clans, villages and tribes into a single society, leading to great
cultural achievements from the invention of writing, through the creation of
important works of myth, religion and poetry, to masterpieces of architecture
and sculpture.

The gigantic Arabian peninsula, between the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea,
lay on the periphery of the first great cultural sphere, which had developed into
a great semicircle, the ‘Fertile Crescent’> The name of its inhabitants, ‘Aribi,
appears for the first time in the ninth century BCE, in a cuneiform account of the
battle of Qarqar (853 BCE) by the Assyrian king Shalmaneser III; there is some
dispute as to precisely what lies behind this name (ethnically or geographi-
cally).* By the first millennium BcE, Semites from the north had advanced into
the south of the peninsula. In the oasis regions of the rainy south-western tri-
angle, well protected by the Arabian Sea and the Red Sea and the great desert
within Arabia, they built several city-states with great temples, monuments and
irrigation systems. In addition to the northern Semitic civilization of the Fertile
Crescent, here was a southern Semitic civilization—an outpost (the ‘Phoenicia
of the south’)—with the longest trade routes in the world at that time. These
were the people of Ma‘in, Saba’, Qataban and Hadramaut, who are usually
called Sabaeans, later Himyarites (Homerites), but today also Yemenites. For
long centuries this southern Arabia dominated—because of its favourable
climate (proximity to the monsoon), its lucrative monopoly in incense, and
above all its geographical situation, which in antiquity was outstanding for
trade between east (India) and west (Egypt, the Mediterranean countries,
Mesopotamia). With good reason, southern Arabia, with its harbours of Aden
and Qana, has been called Arabia felix.

Northern Arabia was fundamentally different from this rich and ‘fortunate
Arabia) a producer and importer of luxury goods, but without leaving any great
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intellectual, artistic or spiritual achievements: it was arid, inhospitable, sandy,
stony, rocky and had no lakes and rivers, only wadis. This land required of its
plants, animals and human beings, date palms and camels (‘the ships of the
desert’), the utmost in hardness, endurance and fighting spirit. But it was this
particular northern area, with its sandy deserts, steppes and basalt hills, but also
its oases, that made it possible for the Bedouins to settle, cultivate the land and
trade (and later possibly breed horses, which were important for militariza-
tion). This north changed markedly because of the greatly increased caravan
trade on the ‘incense route’, which had to be organized, protected and encour-
aged. Northern, or to be more precise Western Central, Arabia is the real home
of the Arabs; with its rising cities of Mecca, Taif, Yathrib (later renamed
al-Madinah—Medina, ‘the city’ of the Prophet—after Muhammad) and
Najran it is the birthplace of Islam. The future was to belong to it.

The great Mesopotamian empires (Babylonian, Assyrian, Chaldaean) which
replaced the early Sumerian city states perished as early as the seventh century
BCE. Their place was taken by the first comprehensive Near Eastern great
empire, that of the Persian Achaemenids. This in turn was destroyed in the
fourth century BCe by Alexander the Great, who also conquered Egypt and
incorporated its independent culture and religion into his Hellenistic empire. It
was of decisive long-term significance for Arabia that this first great empire,
stretching from west to east, was finally divided again: in the east it became the
Persian empire, first that of the Parthians and from the third century ck that of
the Sasanians (with its capital Ctesiphon on the Tigris); in the West it became
the Roman empire, which since the fourth century ce had been ruled from
Byzantium. Arabia, lying so to speak in between, had for along time been a play-
thing of the great powers; as well as Persia and Byzantium, Christianized
Ethiopia (with its capital Aksum) played a role.

The Arab tribes advanced far from their peninsula, into Syria and as far as the
Mediterranean. In the centuries before Islam this did not happen through con-
quest, but through a slow process of migration and infiltration of Arabic-
speaking individuals and tribal groups, some nomadic, some semi-nomadic
and some settled. The Arabs were not remote from the great cultures, but on
their doorstep.

The opportunity for Arabia to make its mark on world history was still to
come—and would be of decisive significance for the spread of Islam—when in
the seventh century ct both the Byzantine and the Sasanian empires went into
decline. A power vacuum formed, which the expanding Arab forces could fill.
This expansion would have been inconceivable had it not been spurred on by a
new faith. Yet was this faith really new?
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The breakthrough of prophetic monotheism—Israel and Iran

Not only the empires but also the religions in the Near East underwent great
upheavals. Often the gods of the families, villages, tribes and cities were replaced
by universal gods, the gods of empires, who mostly formed pantheons and hier-
archies. From there, as is often asserted, it was only a small step (but even in
Israel a long development, for even in Israel polytheism was widespread until
the Babylonian exile in the sixth century BcE) to belief in the one God who is the
God of the whole universe and the whole of humankind.

Monotheism arose in Israel only on the basis of a whole series of
upheavals:®

— In the eighth century BCE an initially minority Yahweh-alone movement
began the worship of one God (monolatry) but without the denying the exis-
tence of other gods outside Israel—hence the sharp polemic of the prophet
Hosea against the worship of other gods in Israel and against prostitution in the
temple precinct, which was the expression of this alien culture.

— In the seventh century, sole worship of Yahweh became established: in
Israel only Yahweh was to be honoured in worship; under King Josiah there was
areform and centralization of the cult on Jerusalem.

— Only in the sixth century did the sole worship of Yahweh (monolatry)
develop into a strict belief in one God (monotheism) which denied the exis-
tence of all other gods. Thus Second Isaiah (Deutero-Isaiah) proclaims: ‘There
is no God but me. There is no just and saving God alongside me. The conquest
of Jerusalem by the Babylonians, the destruction of the temple of Solomon and
the deportation of the whole upper class to Babylon (587/86 BcE) were inter-
preted as a punishment for straying into polytheism and the old scriptures were
subsequently revised in a strictly monotheistic sense. In the seventh century in
the Persian empire, monotheism had likewise become established through the
prophetic figure of Zoroaster.

Once Christianity had adopted Jewish monotheism seven centuries later,
almost all the peoples around Arabia—the inhabitants of both the Persian
Sasanian empire and the Roman Byzantine empire—confessed the one God.
And as contacts between the peoples of the Near East deepened, belief in one
God, also supported by the Byzantine and the Persian empires, could develop its
missionary force. Arab traders and caravans did not have to travel far on any of
the great trade routes before encountering monotheistic peoples. As well as the
Byzantine imperial church there was the Coptic Church in Egypt, the Jacobite
Church in Syria and the Nestorian Church in Iraq.
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2. Jews, Christians and Jewish Christians in Arabia

In Arabia in 600 ck there were Jews and Christians who believed in one God, but
also Arabs who were neither Jews nor Christians. First we shall look at the Jews,
then at the Christians in Arabia.

The Jews in the competition over Arabia

Jews had already long been present on the Arabian peninsula before the
Christians. They had contacts with the Sabaean kingdom, which is mentioned
on several occasions in the Hebrew Bible, in the genealogical lists of the sons of
Joktan” and Abraham,® but especially in connection with the narrative of the
visit of the legendary queen of Saba (Sheba in Hebrew) to King Solomon in
Jerusalem.’ The first Jews may have come to southern Arabia as early as the first
century BCE, as traders or with the Roman army of occupation in 25.'° Arabia
became even more important for the Jews after the destruction of the Second
Temple in 70 ck, their banishment from Jerusalem in 135 ct by the Romans and
the rapid expansion of Christianity in the Roman empire. After that, the two
great monotheistic religions existed side by side in Arabia, in competition.

In the long centuries of the dominance of south Arabia, Judaism was widely
disseminated. There Christianity was associated with Byzantium and Ethiopia,
two traditional enemies. However, as early as the fourth century ce Theophilus
the Indian (probably an Eritrean, he died in 365), a Byzantine missionary of the
Arian confession, allegedly persuaded the Himyarites, who had ruled southern
Arabia since the first century BcCE, succeeeding the Sabaeans, to accept
Christianity; he is said to have baptized many people and to have built three
churches in Tapharan (Zafar?), Aden (‘Adan) and Hormuz. Yet although
Christianity spread widely in the Hadramaut and especially in Najran, which
was now Arabized, the position of Judaism remained unshaken.

The competition between Jews and Christians intensified in an ugly way in
the first quarter of the sixth century: there was more than one Jewish persecution
of Christians in southern Arabia. Clearly, no religion which has come to power is
inoculated against the abuse of power. In particular King Yusuf (Dhu Nuwas),
who had converted to Judaism, attempted to disseminate Judaism systemati-
cally; he persecuted the Christians, provoking a military intervention from
Aksum, Christian Ethiopia. Numerous forcible conversions and destructions of
churches and villages culminated in the massacre of Christians in Najran, today
a city on the frontier between Saudi Arabia and the Yemen."' Surah 85.1-9 of the
Qur’an is said to refer to this event but the reference is disputed.'? At any rate this
was the turning point: around a thousand years of dominance in southern
Arabia was ended when in about 520 an Ethiopian expedition with Byzantine
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support crossed the strait of Bab al-Mandab, defeated the last Judaizing king of
Himyar and for fifty years made southern Arabia an Ethiopian protectorate.
Najran became a great Christian centre: a holy city with its holy martyrs Arethas,
Elesbaas and Gregentius, and a famous church, an Arabian place of pilgrimage.
The Jews had a hard time until the land was finally conquered by the Persians in
575. The Persians then ruled south Arabia for fifty years—until it was conquered
by the Arabs. From March 630 to March 631 they received numerous delega-
tions, including ‘a delegation of Christians from Najran to God’s Messenger,
around 60 knights in strength and 14 of the most prominent among them’, as Ibn
Hisham reports in his biography of the Prophet. What was discussed on this
occasion with these Christians, who were manifestly Monophysites, has yet to be
discovered, despite intensive research.'?

However, Judaism had been strongly represented not only in the south, but
for along time also in the north, perhaps since the Babylonian exile and certainly
since the first century BcE.' Jews lived in several of the fertile palm oases of the
Hijaz (Western Arabia) as farmers and craftsmen, apparently not in Mecca but
particularly in Yathrib (later Medina). A third of the population of Yathrib is said
to have been Jewish: there was even a Jewish clan of goldsmiths and there were
armourers and scholars familiar with the Hebrew Bible and the Talmud. The
names and works of Jewish poets in Arabia a generation before Muhammad and
in his time are preserved in classic Arabic poetry. Arab historians mention that
around twenty Jewish tribes lived in the region and there are also reports of Jews
in numerous other places in the northern Hijaz. But how were things with the
Christians?

Six centuries of Arab Christianity

Ignaz Goldziher, who combined great learning with an insuperable antipathy
to Christians, was ‘convinced’ of ‘a lack of any receptivity on the part of the Arab
world to the ideas taught in Christianity’. He argued that it was necessary to note
‘the superficial way in which Christianity penetrated those few strata of the
Arab world into which it found entry, and how completely alien and indifferent
the nucleus of the Arab people was towards it, despite the support that this reli-
gion found in some parts of Arab territory’.'>

By contrast, Kenneth Cragg, aleading Christian expert on Islam and the Near
East, has demonstrated in a first comprehensive scholarly history of Arab
Christians'® what a role Christianity played in the Near East at a very early
stage.'” Prince Hassan bin Talal of Jordan, the learned spokesman of an Islam
ready for dialogue, has confirmed this in a historical investigation.'® According
to Cragg, hardly anything can be inferred from the mention of ‘Arabs’ in the
Pentecost narrative of the Acts of the Apostles;'® we do not know what Arabs
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these were, but they were certainly not Arabs from the Arabian peninsula (jazi-
rat al-Arab, ‘island of the Arabs’). And the stay in ‘Arabia’® which Paul says he
made does not need to have been a stay on the Arabian peninsula (or in Sinai).
In both cases he could be referring to the Syrian desert close to Damascus.

Unquestionably there was considerable Christian influence on pre-Islamic
Arabia, above all among the allies of Rome (confoederati), not least through
Syrian monks, whose monasteries penetrated the desert to a greater extent than
did the churches. However, if we are to be able to assess this influence correctly,
we must distinguish between three senses of the term ‘Arabia’:

— In the north-west and north-east of the Arabian peninsula (roughly north
of a line between present-day Basra/Kuwait and the Gulf of ‘Aqaba), after the
annexation of Petra in 106 cE there was the Roman province of Arabia (the
Arabic ar-Rum could denote the old or new Rome, Byzantium); south of
Damascus was the Christian Arab tribe of the Ghassanids (Banu Ghassan =
‘sons of Ghassan’), who were Monophysites, a buffer state to protect Rome. The
Christian Arab princedom of the Lahmids lay on the lower Euphrates (excava-
tions in 1936 in their capital, Hira, revealed two churches decorated with fres-
coes); this had a Nestorian orientation and was under Persian domination.
These Arab princedoms were in constant contact with the centres of Aramaic
Christianity: Edessa, Jerusalem, Palmyra and Damascus.

— In the south-west was Arabia Felix, which has already been mentioned. It
had always been in contact with Monophysite Christian Ethiopia and its capital
Aksum, west of the Red Sea. Here, during the fifty-year Ethiopian rule over
southern Arabia, Abraha, an Ethiopian upstart, who had killed the Himyarite
viceroy of the Negus, had rebelled successfully against Aksum. De facto inde-
pendent, amongst other government measures, he also built a splendid church
in San‘a’ Indeed, he ventured a military attack on the caravan city of Mecca, in
the north, which with its pagan Ka‘bah cult was now growing increasingly pow-
erful. However, this was not a success; surah 105 of the Qur’an (‘The Elephant’)
refers to it, and Muslim historians connect the campaign with the year of
Muhammad’s birth, 570, when Abraha was presumably no longer alive. When
southern Arabia then came under Persian rule, the Christian church there
became subject to the Nestorian Catholicos in Seleucia-Ctesiphon. But fifty
years later (in 634) the last Persian governor went over to Islam, soon to be fol-
lowed by the whole people.

— Finally there was the east coast of the Arabian Gulf: according to isolated
reports, south of the Lahmid territories there was a series of Christian
Nestorian dioceses dependent on Hira and Edessa, as far as Bahrain, Qatar and
Oman. The Nestorians, who were often engaged in trade, stood out for their
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intensive missionary activity, which extended as far as Central Asia and China.
In this region a prophet Maslama (or Musailima) appeared, who in competi-
tion with the Prophet Muhammad proclaimed the one God, ‘the Merciful’.
From the coast Christianity infiltrated the interior.”'

We can therefore see that Christian influence was by no means limited to a
‘few strata of the Arab world’: there were six centuries of Arabic Christianity
before the arrival of Islam. According to Cragg, ‘a widespread and persisting
Christianity did in fact belong in Jazirat al- Arab’. There was ‘an achievement of
Arab and Christian, of this people and that faith’??

Arabic—also a language of Christians

The Arabic language (al-‘arabiyyah) also attests the presence of Christianity
(and Judaism) in Arabia.

— The classical Arabic script developed from the late-Nabataean form of
Aramaic. The Aramaic alphabet of the Arab Nabataeans, whose capital was
Petra, is the forerunner of Arabic script. The script of Arabic graffiti was pre-
dominantly Aramaic or Nabataean.” According to the kitab al-aghani (‘Book
of Songs’), two Christians from Hira (Zaid ibn Hammad and his son) were
among the very first to invent Arabic script.** However, the fact that trilingual
Christian inscriptions in Syrian, Greek and Arabic from 512 or 513 ck have
been found in Zabad (south-east of Aleppo)—the oldest evidence of Arabic
script found so far—is no proof that the script was invented by Christian
missionaries.

— What is indisputable is that Christian Arabs played a role in the history of
the Arabiclanguage in the sixth century.” The earliest texts of a ‘classical’ Arabic
appear in the third century ce and very soon an artistic Arabic poetry devel-
oped which is unique in the Semitic sphere. The Arabic language and script
were decisively developed further at the court of Hira, an Arab city on the west
bank of the southern Euphrates with a bishop’s see that is often mentioned, a
first great Christian centre even before Najran in southern Arabia. Here, people
learned the art of writing long before it was practised generally on the Arabian
peninsula. Arabic finally became fundamental to the Arab sense of unity and
identity.

On the other hand, it is by no means a slight on the originality of the Qur’an
if, for example, one recognizes with the help of A. Jeffrey’s Foreign Vocabulary of
the Qur’an®® that not only were profane words like gasr (from the Latin castrum,
‘camp;, ‘castle”) borrowed from other languages but also words which became
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highly relevant for the Qur’an and Muslim use of language, such as galam (from
the Greek kalamos), which means ‘writing instrument’, through which God has
taught people what they did not know before.?” The following words come from
Semitic Jewish or Christian sources:

sirat—"‘the right way’, ‘guidance’ (from the Latin strata, ‘paved street’), which
occupies a central place as early as the opening surah of the Qur’an;*
surah—"a piece of writing’;

rabb—‘Lord’ (in the Qur’an reserved for God);

‘abd—‘servant’ (in the Qur’an reserved for worship);

ar-rahman—‘the Merciful’ (used twice programmatically in the opening
surah, together with the similar sounding ar-rahim—the ‘One who has
mercy), two names for the one God, the all-Merciful).

The Syriac geryana (= ‘reading’ in the liturgy) demonstrates a connection
with the name al-Qur’an (through the related verb gara’a—"to read aloud’).
But even more importantly, the word which the Qur’an knows for the one and
only God was manifestly used in Arabia for the supreme God (‘high God’) well
before Muhammad: if it is of purely Arabic origin, Allah (Muhammad’s father
was called ‘abd Allah’ = ‘servant of Allah’) came into being from the combina-
tion al-ilah (the God). However, according to other authors, it could also have a
non-Arabic, Semitic origin (with echoes of the Hebrew elohim or the old-
Syrian alaha = ‘the God’).* Even now Jews, Christians and Muslims know no
other Arabic word for God than Allah, so Allah has to be translated simply as
‘God’. Jews, Christians and Muslims worship one and the same God.

No roots in Hellenistic Christianity

‘Although Christianity was championed by Byzantium, says ‘Irfan Shahid, ‘it
remained for the Arabs a Semitic religion, preached to them by Eastern ecclesi-
astics, whose liturgical language was Semitic, and whose two great centres, Hira
and later Najran, were dominated by Syriac culture’*® Was Arabia really in
process of becoming Christian around 600, as individual Christian historians
think?

The old Arab religion was still strong in western Arabia, with Mecca as its cul-
tic centre, which was particularly important for the future. However
much Christianity had spread in the north, south and east of Arabia, it must
be conceded to Goldziher that neither Orthodox Byzantine, Monophysite
nor Nestorian Christianity succeeded in permanently rooting Christian faith
in the Arab consciousness. Why not? Monotheism seemed acceptable to many
Arabs in the pre-Islamic period, and they were open to prophets and holy
writings, but what seemed completely unacceptable was a Hellenistic
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christology which had deified Jesus, the Messiah/Christ, identified him with
God, and proclaimed an incarnate and even crucified ‘God’. I shall be investi-
gating this in detail later.

Cragg, too, notes a lack of roots for Christianity in the Arab consciousness
and asks: ‘Might Arab Christianity, both in the pre- and post-Islamic centuries,
have fared more hopefully had the Greek factor in its story been less intellectu-
ally fastidious about formulas, more tuned to Arab sympathies and cast of
mind?”! Cragg is right: ‘At stake was the very nature of Christianity as Hebraic
in its messianic quality and Greco-Roman in its christological expression. Islam
brought an imperious theism, reasserting a Semitic faith that had been not only
subtilized but betrayed—as Islam saw it—by Christian theology.*

That still does not focus the problem sharply enough. Cragg has clearly
not paid sufficient attention to what could have been the real corrective to this
Christianity formed in Greek. This was not only an ‘Aramaic-speaking
Christianity’—in many respects it was nevertheless a Gentile Christianity
which thought in Greek and, having been declared a ‘Nestorian” heresy in the
fifth century, shifted its focal point east and north, above all to Persia. The cor-
rective could have been provided by the original Jewish Christianity of the first
disciples of Jesus, the original Jerusalem community and the communities east
of the Jordan: in other words the very first paradigm of Christianity (P I) before
the shift to the Greek Hellenistic paradigm that already begins with Paul (P II).
I have already referred to the present state of research (which is still by no means
complete)* and described this in detail in the second volume of this trilogy (on
Christianity): lines lead from the very first Jewish Christianity to the seventh
century, indeed to Islam.**

Traces of Jewish Christianity

In his church history written at the beginning of the fourth century®* Eusebius
reports that after the execution of its head, James, the members of the earliest
Jewish—Christian community in Jerusalem left before the outbreak of the
Jewish—Roman war in 62 and settled in Pella in Transjordan. Recent investiga-
tions™ have confirmed this information as credible, at least for part of the prim-
itive community.’’

We can no longer establish how long members of the primitive community
remained in Jerusalem or whether they returned there after the war. According
to Eusebius’ list of bishops, until the ominous year 135 there were no less than
fifteen Jewish—Christian ‘bishops’ in Jerusalem—all circumcised (perhaps this
included presbyters and kinsmen of Jesus).”® Another Jewish revolt then
brought the complete destruction of Jerusalem, the expulsion of all Jews, the
renaming of the city Aelia Capitolina, and thus also the end of the



38 A II. PROBLEMS OF THE BEGINNING

Jewish—Christian community of Jerusalem and its dominant position in early
Christianity. For the Gentile Christians, its aura had now departed.

Modern church historians do not hesitate to disparage Jewish Christianity as
the ‘palaeontological period’ of church history. Christian dogmatic theologians
who note the result of critical exegesis and the history of dogma only so far as
they do not disturb their system, constructed as it is on a Hellenistic—Latin
basis, usually ignore biblical Jewish Christianity. The further history of Jewish
Christianity in the first centuries is among the darkest chapters of church his-
tory. There are many reasons for this.* 1) European study of the ancient world
was initially exclusively orientated on Graeco-Roman antiquity; 2) even the
Greek- or Latin-speaking theologians of the first centuries showed little inter-
est in manuscripts in Semitic languages; 3) the Jewish—Christian communities
bordering on the Roman empire were a priori suspect of heresy, as they had
been in contact with Baptist and Gnostic sects; 4) a large part of the writings was
lost, since the moist mud around the Euphrates and Tigris did not preserve the
documents of Jewish Christianity as well as the dry sand of the Egyptian desert
preserved those of the Coptic Church (at that time in Syria and Palestine
people no longer wrote on clay tablets).

Thus, for the Jewish—Christian communities of the Near East, where (to
exaggerate somewhat) we have only a few pages of documents covering whole
centuries, we are far more dependent on conjectures than for the church of the
West, where we often have thousands of pages to assess ten years. And for
example, whereas Simon Peter is mentioned by name about 190 times in the
New Testament and Saul/Paul about 170, James, the head of the Jewish
Christians, is mentioned only eleven times, just three of them in the Acts of
the Apostles; this suggests a suppression of Jewish Christianity (and the
brothers of Jesus).

However, many specialists are now devoting themselves to the exciting
task of discovering traces of Jewish Christianity, with its wide ramifications.
It is richly documented in the New Testament writings* and can also be traced
in the post-New Testament period. There are many pointers to Transjordan.
The ongoing existence in the post-New Testament period of Jewish Christians
who appealed to Peter or James and who were as yet by no means permeated
by Gnosis cannot be denied. This is attested by pieces of tradition which
appear incorporated into a Christian romance (attributed to Clement of
Rome and therefore called the ‘Pseudo-Clementines’) about a recognition
(the conversion of the Roman Clement, companion of Peter in Palestine and
Syria, and the rediscovery of his family, believed to be dead), by the Kerygmata
Petrou (‘Preachings of Peter’) and above all by the ‘Ascension (anabathmoi) of

James’.*!
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The background here is made up of Greek-speaking Jewish Christians, prob-
ably in Transjordan, in the second half of the second century. They practised
baptism in the name of Jesus but at the same time observed the law of Moses
(and probably also circumcision). They venerated James as the leader of the
Jerusalem community and accused Paul of having hindered the possible con-
version of the whole Jewish people to the messiah Jesus by his mission free of
the law. Their situation was precarious: their insistence on the observance of the
law distinguished this Jewish—Christian community from the new
Gentile—Christian community, but belief in Jesus, who was a prophet like
Moses and identical with the Messiah whom so many Jews had expected, sepa-
rated it from the mainstream of Judaism.** Furthermore, in Syria there were
Jewish—Christian communities faithful to the law who are attested in the
Didaskalia (Instruction) of the apostles. In the Jordan valley and on the upper
reaches of the Euphrates there were the adherents of Elkesai, who represent a
sect which was Jewish—Christian and Gnostic—syncretistic at the same time.

Vilification of Jewish Christians

Jewish—Christian customs evidently continued to be widespread for a long
time. Even after the shift under Constantine, Christian synods—in Spain the
Synod of Elvira (¢. 305) and in Asia Minor the Synod of Laodicea (between 343
and 381)—opposed them. Around the end of the fourth century the church
father Jerome tells of the existence of a small Jewish—Christian community
known to him—and evidently not yet separated from the mainstream church:
the community of the Nazareans (Nazareni) in Beroea (Aleppo, Syria), which
recognized Paul as the apostle of the Gentiles but evidently used a Hebrew
Gospel of Matthew.*

It was the fate of these Jewish—Christian communities that at a very early
stage they were ignored, scorned and vilified by Gentile Christians with a clas-
sical education. They were attacked first by bishops such as Ignatius of Antioch,
who already around 110 had categorically excluded any connection between
Christian faith and Jewish practice.* In 180-5 they received similar treatment
from Irenaeus of Lyons, who also wrote in Greek: he sweepingly called the
Jewish Christians ‘Ebionites’ (this name first appears with him) and explicitly
classed them among the ‘heretics’*

We know incomparably more about Near Eastern Gentile Christians than we
do about this Jewish Christianity. According to the church fathers, sources
which need to be read critically, we must differentiate between different groups
in different areas and with different names, even if it is difficult to make a
historical reconstruction of what is really concealed behind the names.*
Whereas ‘Ebionites’ (God’s ‘poor’) was the self-designation of a particular
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Jewish—Christian group (there was no ‘Ebion’), and ‘Cerinthians)
‘Symmachians’ and ‘Elkesaites’ point to individual persons (Cerinthus,
Symmachus, Elkesai or Elchasai), the Nazoreans (followers of the ‘Nazorean’
Jesus) go back to the Hebrew—Aramaic designation of Christians by Jews. Isn’t
it strange that nasara, this word of Syrian origin, is also the name of Christians
in the Qur’an?

It is important for Christian—-Muslim dialogue to note that present-day
scholars recognize the continuity of Jewish Christianity with the beginnings of
early Christianity more than its heretical distortion. Jewish Christians are
regarded as the legitimate heirs of early Christianity, whereas for the most part
the New Testament reflects the view of Gentile Christianity as defended by Paul
and his followers. The Gottingen exegete Georg Strecker clearly emphasized the
current theological significance of Jewish Christianity: “Though Jewish
Christianity may not be identified with a “natural” Ebionite christology (the
notion of pre-existence also appears), the return to the historical foundations
of Christian faith can help to limit the tendency to docetism or spiritualization
in the mainstream church or outside it’* Thus Jewish—Christian theology is a
critical corrective to an all too remote christology exposed to the danger of
docetism*® and spiritualization.

For me, the extraordinarily exciting question is whether the Qur’an, which
on the whole likewise rejects a docetism in christology, shows Jewish—Christian
influences. After the first half of the fifth century, the traces of Jewish
Christianity get increasingly lost and syncretistic tendencies become stronger,
so the historical question arises: what became of the Jewish—Christian groups?
Neither Judaism nor the mainstream church can have absorbed them com-
pletely. Perhaps alook at Arabia will help.

Jewish Christianity on the Arabian peninsula?

Finding specific traces of Jewish Christianity among Arabia’s major neighbours
is important for the question of the possible influence of Jewish Christianity on
the Arabian peninsula. Christianity came to Arabia from Syria (as has already
been mentioned), Iraq and finally also from Ethiopia:

— In Ethiopia (Arabia’s neighbour across the Red Sea, with which there had
always been numerous commercial and cultural relations) Christianity was
Monophysite: Christians believed only in the one, divine, physis or nature in
Christ. However, among this Semitic people an earlier Jewish—Christian para-
digm seems to have existed beneath the official Monophysite Hellenistic
Christianity. I observed this on a visit to Addis Ababa at the feast of the Epiphany:
there was veneration of the Mosaic ark of the covenant (tabot), a Semitic
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liturgical language (ge ‘ez), and priests who sang the psalms and danced to the
accompaniment of drums and trumpets. Alongside baptism they observe cir-
cumcision, and alongside Sunday the Sabbath. They have special regulations
about fasting and food: pork is prohibited.*’ It seemed to me that under the pre-
cious Hellenistic brocaded garments, embroidered with silver, perhaps there was
a simple Jewish-Christian linen cloth.

— InSouth India thereis an ethnically distinct group of around seventy thou-
sand people, the Tekkumbagam Christians or Southists. According to their
local tradition seventy-two Christian families were led to Kerala from Syria or
Mesopotamia by one Thomas of Cana (Canaan?) in the year 345. These were
Jewish Christians who believed in Jesus as the messiah for the Jews, whereas the
Christians already living in Kerala were disciples of the apostle Paul.*® On the
other hand, there is a tradition in Eusebius’s Church History®' that the apostle
Bartholomew (beyond doubt a Jewish Christian) himself proclaimed the
Christian message in India and left for the Christians there the Gospel of
Matthew in Hebrew (which is now completely lost). This tradition was noted by
the Alexandrian philosopher Pantaenus, who went to India as a Christian mis-
sionary and successor to the apostle. Therefore some scholars conjecture that
there were possibly not only intensive trade relations but also missionary rela-
tions between the Christians in southern Arabia and those ‘overseas’—in South
India.

— Southern Babylonia (Iraq) was the scene of activity of the famous Persian
Mani (Greek Manes, Manichaios, 216-276), who in succession to Adam, Seth,
Enoch, Noah, Zoroaster, Buddha and above all Christ, understood in Gnostic
terms as the final and universal prophet (‘seal of the prophets’) and the promised
paraclete (‘comforter’), founded a novel ‘Christian’ world religion: dualistic and
ascetic Manichaeism. In the third and fourth centuries this became a serious
rival to Christianity from the Atlantic to China, from the Caucasus to the Indian
Ocean. This has long been known to scholars; the new discovery in our day is
that, according to the tradition of the Arabic bibliographer Ibn an-Nadim and
the Greek Mani Codex™ recently discovered in Cologne, in his youth Mani
belonged to the Jewish-Christian sect of the Arab Elkesai: Jewish influences, like
legalism and apocalyptic thought, came to him via Jewish Christianity,
remarked the Tiibingen Mani specialist Alexander Bohlig at a congress on the
Cologne Codex: ‘The Baptists, among whom Mani was prominent, were
Elkesaites. They saw Elkesai as the founder of their law ... The legalistic character
of Judaism is the basis of the legalistic character of Manichaeism.>® The
Elkesaites are therefore the link between the Palestinian Baptist movement and
Jewish Christianity on the one hand and Manichaeism on the other. But there is
another much more important trace which takes us further.
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If we can trust the research, the Jewish—Christian communities with their
theology—despite all the vilification, syncretism and extermination—must
have developed an influence which was to be of historic importance in Arabia
in particular, through the Prophet Muhammad. Underground links between
Jewish Christianity and the message of the Qur’an have long been discussed by
Christian scholars.®* In 1926 the distinguished Protestant exegete from
Tiibingen, Adolf Schlatter, wrote: ‘However, the Jewish church had died out
only in Palestine west of the Jordan. In eastern regions Christian communities
with Jewish customs continued to exist, in the Decapolis, in Batanaea, among
the Nabataeans, on the periphery of the Syrian desert and into Arabia, com-
pletely detached from Christianity and without any fellowship with it ... For the
Christians the Jew was still an enemy, and the Greek disposition which over-
looked the murders by Trajan’s and Hadrian’s generals as being the well-
deserved fate of the malicious and contemptible Jews, also passed over into the
church. Its leading men such as Origen and Eusebius, who lived and taught in
Caesarea, remained amazingly ignorant about the end of Jerusalem and its
church. However, Schlatter adds: ‘None of the leaders of the imperial church
suspected that the day would come when this Christianity which they despised
would shake the world and destroy a large part of the churches that they had
built up; it came at the time when Muhammad took over the possession
guarded by the Jewish Christians, their consciousness of God, their eschatology,
which preached the day of judgement, their customs and legends, and estab-
lished a new apostolate as “the one sent by God”>®

This thesis of the influence of Jewish Christianity on the Qur’an had already
been discussed and reinforced by Adolf von Harnack® and later by Hans-
Joachim Schoeps.”” Present-day scholars too have concluded: ‘In the course of
time the Ebionites together with the Sabaean Baptists seem to have become
established in Arabia. This fertilization invites the hypothesis that the Qur’an
reflects Ebionite prophetology.*® Indeed, Georg Strecker says that it is ‘indis-
putable that Islam was open not only to Jewish and Christian but also to
Jewish—Christian influences, even if this is an area of research which so far is
largely unexplored’*® The original Jewish—Christian paradigm must have been
handed on, in whatever form. But is there really a connection with the Qur’an?
More than a century lies between the Jewish Christianity of the fourth and fifth
centuries and the Qur’an.

When considering possible links between Jewish Christianity and the
Qur’an we should probably not think directly of the early Christian Nazoreans.
Since Harnack, reference has been made to Jewish Christians of a Gnostic
stamp such as the Elkesaites, who according to more recent research must have
been identical with the ‘Sabians’ mentioned in the Qur’an.®® The existence of
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Jewish—Christian writings in Arabic can hardly be disputed any longer. Not
only were the Ibadians® of Hira and Anbar and some poetic personalities
already mentioned by name by Julius Wellhausen,** but as the Berlin expert in
religious studies, Carsten Colpe, indicates in summary form,* sufficient refer-
ences have been found to liturgical books for an Arabic Christian liturgy to
indicate the presence of Christian communities on the Arabian peninsula; evi-
dently there were Arabic translations of the Psalter and the Gospels.

In addition, Colpe made a surprising discovery: the famous Qur’anic designa-
tion of the Prophet Muhammad as ‘seal of the prophets’®* already occurs in one of
the earliest writings of the earliest Latin church fathers, in Tertullian’s Adversus
Judaeos (before 200)%—as a designation of Jesus Christ.® Was this title claimed by
the Prophet Muhammad in a controversy with Jewish Christians (perhaps in
Medina) or Manichaeans?®” We know from the Qur’an who the previous prophets
are: with the exception of Jonah ( Yunus) they are not Israel’s ‘minor’ prophets (for
example, Amos and Hosea) or ‘great’ writing prophets (such as Isaiah and
Jeremiah). Rather, they are biblical figures of whom Muhammad with his interest
in religion may possibly have heard on his travels or in other contacts with
Christians: Adam (Adam) and Noah (Nuh), the patriarchs Abraham (Ibrahim),
Isaac (Ishaq) and Jacob (Ya‘qub), Joseph (Yusuf), Moses (Musa) and Aaron
(Harun), Elijah (Ilyas) and the kings David (Dawud) and Solomon (Sulayman),
Ezra (‘Uzayr) and of course Jesus ( ‘Isa).

Some other traces can be found. Colpe follows one of them himself, when by
means of a text from the Byzantine Sozomen’s Church History (written between
439 and 450) he describes Jewish Christians who perceived their legitimacy in
being descendants of Ishmael and his mother (Hagar), that is, as Ishmaelites or
Hagarenes: ‘In this way an oriental Jewish—Christian “confession” emerged which
is older than Nestorians and Jacobites, and which later continued alongside the
latter, predominantly among Arabs. In type they could have been Jews from
whom Muhammad received his Jewish traditions—Jews with midrashim but
without Talmuds, at the same time Christians who worshipped Jesus and Mary
but had no Dyophysite or Monophysite christology. They can have been the vehi-
cles of the biblical and biblical-interpretative traditions of the kind that can be
found in the Qur’an.®

The Jewish scholar S. Pines (though criticized by his fellow-Jew S.M. Stern)
found a second indicator in an Arabic manuscript of ‘Abd al-Jabbar, who
worked in Raiy (Iran) between the tenth and eleventh centuries (or of an earlier
Muslim scholar), into which a Jewish—Christian text, probably from the
fifth/sixth century, had been incorporated. This manuscript contains an early
history of the Christian community, laments the split between Judaism and
Christianity, criticizes the ‘Romanization’ of Christianity and claims to be
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continuing the original uncorrupted tradition of the Jerusalem community as
ithad been founded by Jesus’ first disciples, who believed that he was a man and
not a divine being and observed the Mosaic laws.® Here is evidence of a Jewish
Christianity for the sphere of both Palestine-Syria and Arabia and Babylonia—
alive at least until the seventh century.”

The fact of Jewish Christianity in Arabia is also recognized by Muslims today.
However, Prince Hassan bin Talal, a practising Muslim, educated archaeologist
and descendant of an Arab royal house which traces itself back to the Prophet
Muhammad, states the challenge which arises for Christianity:

Such Jewish Christians, possibly of the Ebionite persuasion, still existed in
Arabia (as also perhaps in other marginal parts of the Christian world) in the
days of the Prophet Muhammad. In Arabic, they were called Nasara, which was
also the Arabic appellation for Christians in general. From the Qur’an, one
learns that the true Nasara recognized Jesus as a Messiah (Arabic masih), the
son of the virgin Mary by the Holy Spirit (a doctrine which the Qur’an fully
endorses),and a prophet to Israel, without attributing divinity to his person, as
the other Nasara did, or conceiving of the One God as a Trinity; also, that the
scriptures of these true Nasara were a ‘gospel’ (Arabic injil, in the singular).
From Muslim tradition one learns that this injil of the Nasara was not written
in Greek, but in al-‘Tbraniyya: in the Arabic usage of the period, a term denot-
ing Hebrew as well as Aramaic, which were commonly written in the same
script. The Qur’an commends the sincerity and modesty of the true Nasara,
and the affection they demonstrated towards the nascent Muslim community,
whose concept of Jesus as a human Christ endowed with the Holy Spirit did
not differ much from theirs. Muslim tradition depicts the priests and pious
among the Nasara as wearing white, apparently as a sign of purity.”

We can draw a provisional conclusion:

e There are demonstrable historical references to Christian or Jewish com-
munities or individuals, which are also mentioned quite naturally in the
Qur’an. But in terms of source criticism, they do not call in question the
originality and authenticity of the revelations of Muhammad.

e It must remain open what historical and genetic affinities the Qur’an dis-
plays to any Christian group and with what degree of intensity.

® The analogies between the Qur’anic picture of Jesus and a christology with
a Jewish—Christian stamp are perplexing. These parallels are irrefutable and
call for more intensive historical and systematic reflection. I shall discuss
what all this means, and what inter-religious consequences are to be drawn
from it, later in this book (D IV, 2).
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However, first we must bring into the foreground a biblical figure of funda-
mental significance for Jews, Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians, and also
for the Prophet Muhammad. To the present day he can unite Jews, Christians
and Muslims as the ‘father of faith’ His name is Abraham.

3. Abraham—the common ancestor of the ‘people of the book’

The fundamental importance of Abraham for the history, piety and theology
of Judaism, Christianity and Islam is obvious. It is impressively brought
out in the very first book of the Hebrew Bible and in the Gospels, as it is in the
Qur’an. According to the texts of the Hebrew Bible, Abram, programmatically
renamed ‘Abraham), the ‘father of many nations’ (the later interpretation),
is clearly the ancestor of the people of Israel; according to the New Testament,
he is also the spiritual ancestor of Christians; and according to the Qur’an
he is the physical ancestor especially of the Arabs. But what lies behind this
towering biblical and Qur’anic figure? We must first turn to the earlier, biblical
evidence.

Who was Abraham?

We have hardly any certain knowledge about his person; a biography is impos-
sible.” The patriarchal narratives of Genesis 11-357* are our oldest sources and
they are not biography or history in our sense. In the case of all the patriarchs,
they are a series of short stories, loosely linked together, with doublets and con-
tradictions. More precisely, they are sagas which were handed down orally long
before they were fixed in writing.” Sagas are not fairy tales:” as a rule they have
a historical nucleus, for all their brevity, simplification and concentration on a
few persons. Abraham, Isaac and Ishmael seem to have been historical figures,
not least because of their common West Semitic personal names, even if
attempts to date them have so far failed.

The social and cultural conditions that must have prevailed in the Near East
in the time between 1900 and 1400 Bck glimmer through the patriarchal stories
(their ‘Sitz im Leben’). We are informed to some degree about them by the story
of Sinuhe the Egyptian, who lived there among semi-nomads (in the twentieth
century BCE); by Egyptian execration texts, which cursed rebellious rulers (in
the nineteenth/eighteenth centuries); by the Mesopotamian texts from Mari on
the middle Euphrates (eighteenth century) and from Nuzi near Kirkuk (in the
fifteenth/fourteenth centuries); and by the letters from the state archive of
Pharaohs Amenophis II and Amenophis IV Akhenaten (whose novel belief in
one god threw the Egyptian kingdom into a deep crisis), discovered in Amarna
on the Middle Nile.”
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In the case of Abraham, his sons and grandsons, we do not, as is sometimes
claimed, have just a private family history extending over three generations.
The religious and political implications of these stories, which are hinted at in
the Bible and in the Qur’an, are too serious for that; the world—political horizon
is also part of the picture. We cannot overlook the fact that in the book of
Genesis the story of Abraham is bound up with the prehistory and universal
history of humankind, which initially seems to have concluded with the build-
ing of the ‘tower’ of Babel.”” According to the biblical tradition, which attempts
to combine two traditions,”® Abraham’s family migrated from the rich mercan-
tile city of Ur in southern Mesopotamia (whose ziggurat or high temple, dedi-
cated to the moon god Sin, was excavated between 1922 and 1934) and the
north Mesopotamian city of Haran on the great bend in the Euphrates, to the
land of Canaan, as did so many people from Mesopotamia and the wilderness
of Syria and Arabia in the second millennium Bcg.”

This origin repeatedly took on great symbolic significance in Jewish history
with its many changes. From the beginning Abraham was not an indigenous
inhabitant but an immigrant: ‘a stranger and sojourner’®® The only property
that he is said to have acquired is a tomb in Hebron;* to the present day Jewish,
Christian and Muslim pilgrims are shown ‘Abraham’s tomb’ and mark it with
religious observances, even in the midst of the Israeli—Palestinian conflict. As a
semi-nomad, moving between towns and villages, Abraham certainly had some
contact with the indigenous population. But he must have kept some distance
from them; his way of life did not allow him, like the other patriarchs, to enter
into any marital alliances with indigenous families. Granted, Abraham is
described as a ‘Hebrew’ (“ibri®?). But according to the most recent scholarship
that is not simply synonymous with ‘Israelite’, for the habiru or hapiru of the
Mesopotamian cuneiform texts and the ‘prw of the Egyptian texts, who are
probably identical with the ‘Hebrews), are less a particular people and more
those in a lower social stratum or way of life: often foreigners, vagrants, merce-
naries or forced labourers, ‘outlaws’ who nevertheless could rise to the highest
positions.*

Abraham, Isaac and Ishmael: biblical perspectives

Something else is of no less importance for the present-day situation of the reli-
gions: Abraham’s genealogy.®* Abraham seems to be incorporated into Semitic
‘kinships’: with Abraham, his son Isaac and his grandson Jacob—possibly
brought together in this way only at a later stage—are regarded as the original
ancestors of Israel. Today, especially Christian critics of Islam should note that
polygamy was taken for granted by the early biblical tribal cultures as well: as is
well known, Abraham himself had several concubines.?’
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According to the book of Genesis, by his wife Sarah Abraham fathered
Isaac,* the father of Esau and Jacob (later called Israel), who was regarded as the
father of the twelve tribes. However, first, by his Egyptian concubine, the slave
Hagar, Abraham fathered Ishmael,*” the ancestor of the twelve groups belong-
ing to the Ishmaelite alliance.®® The Bible does not use the expression ‘Arabs’, but
certainly means the desert dwellers of the north-west Arabian desert (scholars
speak of proto-Arabs). Finally, with his second concubine Keturah, Abraham,
became the ancestor of sixteen (proto-)Arab nomadic groups.* This is signifi-
cant for present-day questions: Israel originally felt related to the Semitic
Arameans of the late second millennium and to the (proto-)Arabs of north-
west Arabia in the first half of the first millennium, who were likewise Semitic.
The genealogies (the details of which are hardly historical) seek to state at least
this: we read in the book of Deuteronomy (26.5) that ‘My father was a wander-
ing Aramaean’

But in the Hebrew Bible isn’t Abraham’s son Ishmael, son of the wilderness,
totally devalued by comparison with Isaac and treated contemptuously in the
New Testament, in Paul’s letter to the Galatians, with its Sarah—Hagar
allegory?® That is indisputable, but is only one aspect. The firm biblical
preference for Isaac over Ishmael in the Jewish—Christian tradition is a fact,
but we should not fail to note that the Hebrew Bible makes not only ‘biograph-
ically’ interesting statements about Ishmael but also theologically relevant ones.
Karl-Josef Kuschel is right in his book on Abraham when he works out precisely
the positive statements about Ishmael in the interest of an Abrahamic
ecumene:®!

- Ishmael, not Isaac, was the firstborn son of Abraham (at the wish of his wife
Sarah). Ishmael—‘God (hears)’.*?

- Even before Isaac, Ishmael receives the sign of God’s covenant: circumcision.”

- Both Isaac’s survival and Ishmael’s survival are under God’s special protec-
tion. Ishmael’s rescue from the wilderness, narrated twice, corresponds to
the rescue of Isaac from the threat of being sacrificed.**

- God’s promise of fertility and numerous descendants applies to both Isaac
and Ishmael: ‘I will so greatly multiply your (Hagar’s) descendants that they
cannot be counted for multitude.® Like the sons of Jacob, Ishmael’s descen-
dants form a group of twelve tribes. God explicitly says to Hagar: ‘As for
Ishmael, I have heard you; behold, I will bless him and make him fruitful and
multiply him exceedingly; he shall be the father of twelve princes, and I will
make him a great nation.”®

- Not only Isaac but also Ishmael is present at Abraham’s burial: even though
Hagar and Ishmael have been cast out into the wilderness,” surprisingly
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Ishmael reappears at the death of his father Abraham: ‘His sons Isaac and
Ishmael buried him ...)?

What kind of a God is being spoken of in these patriarchal narratives? From
the beginning, the God of patriarchal religion was not bound either to heaven
or to a sanctuary. He is the one ‘God of the father’ (the patriarch) to whom he
has communicated his revelation: the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the
God of Jacob, the God of the fathers. After the settlement this God took on ele-
ments of the Canaanite God El (under different names, such as ‘El Shaddai’), so
that the God of Genesis can be described both as the God of the fathers and as
El, and at the same time presents himself as a personal and a cosmic God.” Thus
today there is agreement among biblical critics that, like the lofty ethic of the
Bible, its strict monotheism cannot have prevailed as early as the time of the
patriarchs; from a historical perspective Abraham was certainly a henotheist
who presupposed the existence of several gods but accepted only one God, his
God, as the supreme and compelling authority.

What about circumcision?'® This was not a completely new rite, introduced
at that time, but an age-old custom (performed with a stone knife), originally
widespread not only among Israel’s Semitic neighbours in Canaan and
in Egypt, but also in Africa, America and Australia. It was not, however,
practised by the Philistines, Babylonians and Assyrians. Circumcision was
practised either for hygienic and medical reasons or for social and religious
reasons (that is, as a rite of initiation). The Israelites took this rite for granted
from the time of the settlement in Canaan; it does not appear at all in the
earliest strata of Israelite law and is mentioned only once in the book of
Leviticus,'®" without any special emphasis. However, after the downfall of the
kingdoms of Israel and Judah and the exile among the Babylonians (who were
not circumcised), circumcision, which had previously been taken for granted,
became a special religious sign of membership of the Israelite people. Only now
did it take on its special significance as an indelible mark of belonging to God
and as a sign of the covenant, finally formulated almost as a legal precept in
Genesis 17.

If we follow the book of Genesis, what is more important for Abraham is
trust in God. Unconditional trusting faith is fundamental. It is said that this
faith is ‘reckoned to Abraham for righteousness’'® Throughout the Hebrew
Bible faith (Hebrew aman—Dbe firm; causative form he’emin—Dbelieve, trust) is
never understood as acceptance of a truth which has been laid down, as holding
the unprovable to be true, but as unshakable trust in a promise which cannot be
realized in human terms: as faithfulness, as confidence, as saying ‘Amen’.
Abraham is the prototype of someone who believes in this sense, a man who, on
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the basis of this faith, can then withstand the greatest test: the sacrifice of his son
Isaac, which is asked of him but in the end is not willed by God.'*

A first, welcome conclusion is that, with good reason, the three religions which
refer to Abraham and in which human beings stand ‘before’ God, wholly devot-
ing themselves to God and thus believing ‘in’ God (in contrast to the mystical
unity religions of India or the wisdom religions of China), are called religions of
faith. Thus Abraham appears as the common ancestor of all three great religions
of Semitic origin, which are therefore called the three Abrahamic religions. They
can be understood as a great religious river system of Near Eastern origin, essen-
tially different from the river systems of Indian or Far Eastern origin.'**

Yet we cannot overlook the fact that for all that they have in common, already
with Abraham, the one ancestor, a conflict between the three Abrahamic reli-
gions is also developing, Why? How is Abraham regarded in Islam?

Dispute over the Abrahamic heritage: Qur’anic perspectives

In the Qur’an Abraham (Ibrahim) is the most frequently mentioned biblical
figure after Moses. Around 245 verses in 25 surahs refer to him. There are strik-
ing parallels not only to biblical depictions of Abraham but also to rabbinic
depictions outside the Bible. Historically, it is important that even before
Muhammad’s emergence as Prophet there was a monotheistic reform move-
ment among Arabs that appealed to the ‘religion of Abraham’. Its adherents
were called hanif, meaning something like ‘God-seeker’ or ‘devoted to God’.
Reports about the hanif, which appear at an early stage in Islamic historiogra-
phy, are also accepted by critical historical research today: ‘Here and there in
ancient Arabia even before Muhammad there must have been reflective people,
prone to brooding, who no longer found any satisfaction in the indigenous reli-
gious tradition and took up all the more readily ideas which were currently
offered by Christians and Jews—if we may put it this way —, making them their
own. It can be indirectly inferred from the language of the Qur’an that in par-
ticular they confessed monotheism. Here the term hanif has the meaning of
something like “Muslim monotheist™!%

The patriarch Abraham plays an important role in the Qur’an: one surah
even bears his name (surah 14).'° In the early Meccan surahs Abraham appears
above all as a fighter against the idolatry of his father Azar (according to
Genesis 11.26, Terah) and of his fellow countrymen and thus for Muhammad
proves himself to be the prototype of a speaker of the truth and a great prophet.
In the later Medinan surahs Ishmael then appears; he has been mentioned with
no close reference to Abraham. The Arabs are his descendants, whereas the Jews
stem from Isaac and his son Jacob. Ishmael supports his father Abraham in the
effort to build the Ka‘bah in Mecca and to make it a place of pure monotheistic
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worship of God and a pilgrimage centre.'”” This justifies the adoption in Islam
of the Ka‘bah cult, which is intrinsically pagan.

There is no historical evidence that Abraham, who also according to the
Qur’an was active in Palestine and whose tomb is generally thought by Muslims
to be in Hebron, travelled so far south. Since the Dutchman Christiaan Snouck
Hurgronje, who visited Mecca, explicitly developed the thesis in his 1880 dis-
sertation Het Mekkaansche Fest that it was only in Medina that the Prophet
Muhammad put forward the view of Abraham as hanifand the first Muslim'*
to support his position against critical Jews, the dispute has never ceased.'®” In
the meantime, even Western scholars have had to recognize that the association
of Abraham with Mecca appears even in the early Meccan surahs,''° and that the
expression ‘religion of Abraham’ (millat Ibrahim) ‘does not go back exclusively
to the early polemic with Jews (and Christians) in Medina, but arises from a
development ‘which extends back deep into the Meccan period’'"! The general
position is that Muslims assume as a historical fact that Abraham was in Mecca
and according to one verse in the Qur’an''? built the Ka‘bah, the Islamic central
sanctuary, with his son Ishmael, or according to another verse'”’ merely
‘cleansed’ it of idolatry. Non-Muslims regard this as a pious legend,'"* though it
cannot be proved to be impossible.

The Qur’an, too, calls Abraham the ‘friend of God’.!"> However, it is above all
important for the Qur’an that Abraham ‘was neither a Jew nor a Christian, but
was a hanif, having surrendered himself unto God: and he was not of those who
ascribe divinity to aught beside Him’.!'® It was Abraham who, chosen by God,
converted to the one God and opposed all idolatry.""” In this way he already
practised islam, unconditional ‘submission’ to the will of God, especially when
he undertook the sacrifice of his own son (Isaac’s name is not mentioned at this
point,''® traditional Islamic exegesis thinks here of Ishmael).

The picture of Abraham in the Qur’an, especially from the second Meccan
period, can be defined by the following fixed points (I am again following the
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systematic analysis by Karl-Josef Kuschel):

- Abraham stands for a consistent and unambiguous monotheism which the
Prophet himself has rediscovered and revived: the ‘religion of Abraham’.

- Abraham is the archetypal figure of rejection of idolatry, who repudiates
radically as hostile to God any form of religious veneration or glorification
of earthly values or persons (idols).

- Abraham is the model for the deliverance of a monotheistic champion of the
faith by God himself and the promise of descendants to him.

- Abraham appears as the intercessor for the righteous, as is shown by the res-
cue of his brother Lot at the destruction of Sodom.'*
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Thus from the beginning Abraham has been a great prophet of the one God
for the Muslims. It is therefore understandable that the claims of Judaism and
Christianity to be the only true religion should be undermined by the Qur’an
for, according to its understanding, Abraham was neither Jew nor Christian
but, after Adam, the exemplary Muslim: ‘T shall make thee a leader of men.'*!
Abraham was a believing monotheist, chosen by God, long before the Torah
(Arabic tawrah) and the Gospel (Arabic injil)—the other two books which are
holy, but unfortunately have been falsified by Jews and Christians. Islam can
thus legitimate itself through Abraham as the oldest and most authentic reli-
gion, taught by all the prophets (the same thing was revealed to all of them) and
finally proclaimed in a new and definitive way by Muhammad, the confirming
‘seal’ of the prophets, after the Prophet had received it directly through an angel
from the one true God, without the errors and distortions of the Jews and
Christians. For the Qur’an, it is clear that Muslims stand closest to Abraham; in
the descent from Abraham they are not the only worshippers of God but they
are his only true worshippers. They owe much to Abraham: their ‘name’
(Muslim), their faith, their rites in Mecca, their theocentricity and their
universalism.

A second, less welcome conclusion is that, even with apparently so harmless
an example as Abraham, it is clear that there are questions between the religions
which are extremely difficult, vigorously disputed and also politically explosive;
indeed here the very identity of each of the three religions is at stake.

Does that mean that Abraham represents ‘a common point of reference’ for
the three religions only at first glance, while at a second glance ‘from the per-
spective of each religious tradition he is also the embodiment of what distin-
guishes them from one another and divides them), so that Abraham can hardly
be regarded as ‘an ideal starting point for present-day dialogue’?'?? If we look
more closely, Abraham does not necessarily appear to be an ideal starting point
for what today can be called a ‘trialogue’ (a philological neologism) between
Jews, Christians and Muslims. However, he is a real starting point.

What binds Jews, Christians and Muslims together

Looking yet more closely, it emerges that while there is not total accord between
the three religions in respect of Abraham, there is not total dissent either, but
rather a convergence which makes a dialogue seem meaningful. Might one of
the three religions lay exclusive claim to Abraham? Doesn’t Abraham ‘belong’ to
all three religions, indeed today couldn’t he even be a challenge for them all?
Jews must not overlook the fact that even in the worst times of either
medieval or modern anti-Judaism, Christianity could never completely forget
that it came from Judaism, which appealed to Abraham, sharing with it at least
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the Hebrew Bible, the Psalms and many Hebrew elements of worship (from
‘Hosanna’ to ‘Amen’). The two great Gospels of Luke and Matthew (who him-
self came from Judaism) explicitly recalled through Jesus’ genealogy that Christ
Jesus had been a descendant of Abraham.'* And the God who ‘glorified his ser-
vant Jesus’ was none other than ‘the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’.!** If
Christianity after Paul insisted on justification by trusting faith, on the model of
Abraham, the father of faith,' it did not want to dispense with good works:
according to Paul, faith should be active in love.'?® Finally, with the Gospel of
John, which calls for an action like that of Abraham,'*” the letter of James in par-
ticular emphasizes the necessity of works extraordinarily sharply over againsta
‘faith’ which consists only in inactive confessing.'?

Conversely, Christians should note that in Judaism, while the rabbis empha-
size the significance of Abraham’s obedience to the Torah'®’ and regard only the
children of Isaac as the legitimate children of Abraham, among them there is
also the idea that physical descent by no means decides exclusively who are chil-
dren of Abraham. Members of Gentile peoples can also become children of
Abraham as ‘proselytes’ (literally ‘those who come in’, converts). Evidently the
argument in the Qur’an has touched on a correct point here: before Abraham
became the first monotheistic ‘missionary’, for long years he had been a ‘con-
vert’ to the true faith. According to the explanations of rabbis, precisely because
of his very late circumcision (at the age of ninety-nine!) Abraham had opened
up also to non-Jews for all the future the possibility of going over to Judaism,
thus becoming the model not only for the Jews but also for Gentiles who go over
to Judaism (proselytes), and thus the ancestor of all nations. So, at least to some
extent, for Judaism too a spiritual descent from Abraham has been possible for
some time. To the present day the convert summoned to read the Torah is
addressed as X, son of our father Abraham’.'* Furthermore, according to pre-
sent-day Jewish theology, Christians who want to remain Christians, together
with Muslims, may be regarded as ‘children of Abraham’. As the Jerusalem
scholar David Flusser remarks: ‘In the Jewish religion the existence of
Christianity (and Islam) can be understood as a fulfilment of God’s promises to
Abraham, to make him the father of many peoples.’**!

Finally, Muslims should not overlook the close relations between Islam and
Judaism—despite all the special teachings of the Qur’an. Muslims appeal for
their faith to the same Abrahamic origin. Conversely, Israelites felt related to the
early Arabs in origin. As we saw, from a historical perspective, from the time of
King Solomon at the latest there were numerous demonstrable economic ties
between Canaan and Arabia which lasted to the time of the Prophet
Muhammad, when numerous Jewish communities lived in Arabia. Moreover,
Islamic Qur’an exegesis and historiography, without any inhibitions,
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supplement the statements of the Qur’an about Abraham in the Hebrew Bible or
the Jewish Haggadah, and influence Jewish tradition and interpretations. The
Hebrew Bible itself contains a series of allusions to the close relations between
Jews and Arabs: numerous Arabic words have found their way into the books of
Job and Proverbs and the later Mishnah also contains sections which refer to the
conduct of Jews in Arabia. Thus it is not so surprising that all through their his-
tory the Jews have felt a certain affinity with Arab culture. The most flourishing
centres of medieval Judaism could develop in Muslim countries in particular:
under the ‘Abbasids in Iraq, under the Moorish rulers in Spain and, after the
expulsion from Spain, among the Ottomans in Istanbul and Saloniki.

What unites the religions of the Near Eastern river system beyond all the
more or less chance historical relationships? What in principle unites Jews,
Christians and Muslims? What can be regarded as the real foundation of an
Abrahamic community which is emerging into consciousness and, given the
independence of all three religions, has to be realized anew? What unites the
three Abrahamic religions now? In inter-religious dialogues with Jews and
Muslims one need only sit opposite representatives of the Indian and Chinese
river systems to note how much is common to Jews, Christians and Muslims
despite all the disputes: a largely similar basic understanding of God, human
beings, the world and world history.

A fundamental and at the same time anticipatory conclusion is that Judaism,
Christianity and Islam are linked by great common features associated with the
name of Abraham: a kind of Abrahamic ecumene rooted in a long history,
which hostility and wars could not obliterate. Kurt Rudolph called it ‘an inher-
ited history of the utmost extent, which here comes to light in the history of the
religion of our cultural circle and which to the present day governs the relation-
ship of the three great religions of the Near East, even if this is often not per-
ceived by believers (whether deliberately or not)’.'**

One question arises in the face of this Abrahamic ‘ecumene’ and the similar
basic understanding of God and human beings, the world and world history in
the three Abrahamic religions. The Christian understands Christianity as the
way to eternal salvation but the Muslim also understands Islam, this all-
determining way of life, as a way to eternal life, to ‘paradise’, to eternal salvation.
What can a Christian theologian say to this claim? This is a basic question of the
first order for a better understanding of Christians and Muslims and accord-
ingly also for Christians and Jews.

Is Islam a way of salvation?

I put this question so bluntly, not least in view of the divided attitude of the
World Council of Churches. Neither in its 1979 Guidelines on Dialogue
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with People of Living Faiths and Ideologies nor at its general assemblies
has it been able to respond to what today is the extremely urgent question of
salvation outside Christianity, so opposed are the standpoints of the member
churches, with utter rejection from the Eastern Orthodox and even more
some fundamentalist Protestant churches. To put it pointedly, what would
‘dialogue’ be with those who are going to hell unless they are converted to the
Christian faith?

The traditional Catholic position up to the twentieth century—prepared for
in the early Christian centuries by Origen, Cyprian and Augustine—is generally
known: extra ecclesiam nulla salus, no salvation outside the church. Extra eccle-
siam nullus propheta, no prophet outside the church. The ecumenical council of
Florence in 1442 issued an unequivocal definition. ‘The Holy Roman Church ...
firmly believes, confesses and proclaims that no one outside the Catholic
Church, whether pagan or Jew or unbeliever or one separated from the church,
will participate in eternal life; rather he will fall into the eternal fire prepared for
the devil and all his angels, unless he joins it (the Catholic Church) before his
death.'** For Catholics, doesn’t that settle the claim of Islam? For more than
1200 years it seemed to.

However, in the twentieth century Catholic theology attempted to ‘under-
stand anew’ that uncompromising ‘extra’ dogma, which usually meant reinter-
preting it, indeed turning it into its opposite. It was never corrected openly,
because it was ‘infallible’ Rome had already had to condemn the statement extra
ecclesiam nulla gratia (outside the church no grace) when faced with the rigorist
Jansenists in seventeenth-century France.'** So if there is grace, charis,
charisma outside the church, could it not be that there is also prophecy—
according to the New Testament clearly a charisma—outside it?

The traditional Catholic position is now no longer the official Catholic
position. In its Constitution on the Church (1964) the Second Vatican
Council quite unequivocally declared: “Those who through no fault of their
own, do not know the Gospel of Christ or His church, but who nevertheless seek
God with a sincere heart, try in their actions to do His will as they know
it through the dictates of their conscience—those too may achieve eternal
salvation.!*

Explicit mention is made here of those who, by virtue of their origin,
have most in common with Jews and Christians through believing in the
one God and doing his will, the Muslims: ‘But the plan of salvation also includes
those who acknowledge the Creator, in the first place among whom are the
Muslims: these profess to hold the faith of Abraham, and together with us they
adore the one, merciful, God, the merciful, mankind’s judge on the
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last day:
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According to Vatican I Muslims, too, need no longer ‘fall into the eternal fire
prepared for the devil and his angels’; they can ‘attain eternal salvation’ That
means that in the Christian view too Islam can be the way to salvation.

This insight must be a good presupposition for now going on, after clarifying
the origin and prehistory of Islam, to deal with the question of essence: what is
the centre, what is the central message of Islam?



B. CENTRE

By ‘centre’ I do not mean a ‘basic concept’ or a ‘basic idea’ (in Hegel’s sense), by
comparison with which all other concepts and ideas of the Islamic religion are
only historical phenomena and developments. Nor do I mean a ‘fundamental
principle’ from which the whole of Islamic faith could be constructed systemat-
ically (as in an orthodox dogmatics). Talk of a ‘centre’ of Islam is not focused on
the theoretical question of a systematic unitary conception. Rather, it is focused
on the quite practical question of what is permanently valid and binding in
Islam.

For Christians and Jews, but also for Muslims, it is important and legitimate
to ask what the difference is between the Islamic religion and other religions
and what is its specific characteristic. The specific characteristic of Judaism is
Israel as God’s people and land.' The specific characteristic of Christianity is
God’s Messiah and Son.? But what, in the case of Islam, is:

e the abiding premise (not principle);
e the normative basic idea (not dogma);
e the driving force (not law)?*






God’s Word has Become a Book

It was always a fundamental Christian misunderstanding of Islam to think that
the Prophet occupied the same position in Islam as Jesus Christ in Christianity.
This misunderstanding was emphasized by the designation of Islam as
‘Mohammedanism’ and the Muslims as ‘Mohammedans’ Muslims rightly
repudiate such designations. In Christianity one can say, with the words of the
Prologue of the Gospel of John, ‘The Word has been made flesh,* God’s Word
and Wisdom has ‘incarnated’ itself in a human being, Jesus of Nazareth.
However, in Islam one cannot say this sort of thing about the Prophet
Muhammad, and no Muslim has. Here, rather, God’s Word has become a book.
That, by way of anticipation, gives the basic answer to the question of the cen-
tre of Islam: for Muslims the specific character of their religion is that the
Qur’an is God’s word and book.®

1. The Qur’an—the specific feature of Islam

‘In the name of God (bi-smi llah), the Most Gracious (ar-rahman), the
Dispenser of Grace (ar-rahim). All praise is due to God alone, the Sustainer of
all the worlds, the Most Gracious, the Dispenser of Grace, Lord of the Day of
Judgement! Thee alone do we worship; and unto Thee alone do we turn for aid.
Guide us the straight way—the way of those upon whom Thou hast bestowed
Thy blessings, not of those who have been condemned [by Thee], nor of those
who go astray.

So runs the first surah of the Qur’an, ‘the opening’ (al-fatihah), which
also regularly introduces Muslim mandatory prayer. Some classical and
contemporary Muslim authors see in it the foundation, the sum and the
quintessence of the Qur’an: ‘It (the opening) contains, in a condensed form, all
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The distinctive features
of the three monotheistic religions

What they have in common:
Belief in the one and only God of Abraham,

the gracious and merciful Creator,
Sustainer and Judge of all human beings.

What distinguishes them:

Y + C

Israel Jesus Christ The Qur'an
as God's people as God's messiah as God's word
and land. and son. and book.

the fundamental principles laid down in the Qur’an: the principle of
God’s oneness and uniqueness, of His being the originator and fosterer of
the universe, the fount of all life-giving grace; the One to whom man is
ultimately responsible, the only power that can really guide and help; the call
to righteous action in the life of this world; the principle of life after death
and of the organic consequences of man’s actions and behaviour; the principle
of guidance through God’s message-bearers and, flowing from it, the principle
of the continuity of all true religions; and, finally the need for voluntary
self-surrender to the will of the Supreme Being and, thus, for worshipping him
alone.”

But cannot this fatihah, the foundation, sum and quintessence of Islam,
also be prayed by a Jew or a Christian? I have done so, with conviction, in a
Muslim context, and such prayer is reported from trialogue meetings all over
the world. But that makes even more pressing the fundamental question: what
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is it that really distinguishes Islam? What is its particular character, its centre,
its ‘essence’?

A definition of essence that goes beyond essence

Definitions of Islam by sociologists and political theorists, philologists and his-
torians, are important, but they often show significant limitations of under-
standing. The British social scientist Ernest Gellner begins his book Muslim
Society with the words ‘Islam is the blueprint of a social order’.? The Géttingen
political theorist Bassam Tibi, who is of Syrian Muslim origin, writes: Tslam is
not only a political ideology but also and above all a cultural system.” Islam is
certainly also all that, but do the majority of Muslims understand Islam pri-
marily in this way?

The Heidelberg Semitic scholar and expert on Islam, Anton Schall, writes: ‘T
vigorously reject this view, not as a retarding representative of the orchid spe-
cialists who are hostile to the social sciences in a way that seems anachronistic’
and who therefore reject Bassam Tibi’s view, but ‘because Gellner and Tibi are
mistaken about Muhammad’s religious beginnings’.'°

One may agree with this verdict but then hesitate when one reads Schall’s
own definition of Islam in his article in the current multi-volume Protestant
reference work Theologische Realenzyklopidie XVI (1987). His first sentence
runs: ‘Islam is the religion founded by Muhammad ibn ‘Abdallah ibn al-
‘Abdalmuttalib, whose followers call themselves Muslim or Muslims. Islam is a
syncretistic and eclectic collection of several religions from the world of
Muhammad. The centre of the religion of Islam is Allah, generally thought to
derive from the Arabic al-Ilah, the supreme or high God of the city of Mecca
before the appearance of Muhammad."!

This description is hardly a good starting point for a sensible conversation
with Muslims about their religion. Indeed, for many Muslims these statements
might be as blasphemous as the ‘Satanic verses’ condemned by Ayatollah
Khomeini to which the novel by the British Indian writer Salman Rushdie
refers.'? Like the sociologist and the political theorist, this Semitist is wrong
about ‘Muhammad’s religious beginnings’; that helps us to understand rather
better why some orientals have something against orientalists.

Christian theologians would begin from too constricted an understanding
of Islam if they examined exclusively ‘Muhammad’s religious beginnings’ and
in so doing overlooked on the one hand the social and political dimension of
Islam and on the other its historical involvement with other religions. That is
why I have discussed the ‘problems of the beginning’ against the widest possible
historical and political horizon before venturing on a description of its essence,
its ‘centre’.
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The Qur’an—an Arabic, living, holy book

The Qur’an (al-Qur’an) is the centre of Islam. Over fourteen hundred years
Islam has time and again fundamentally changed its social order; one political
ideology has given way to another and cultural systems have undergone epoch-
making paradigm changes. What remained in all the changes of persons, struc-
tures, institutions and interpretations? The Qur’an is the origin, source and
norm of all that is Islamic, all Islamic faith, action and life. It is given the high-
est, absolute, authority. Western sociologists, political theorists, philologists
and historians must take seriously what the Qur’an means in the lives of believ-
ing Muslims.

The foreigner in Fez or Kairouan, in Cairo, Amman, Kabul or Lahore, who
hears the prayer-calls and verses from the Qur’an recited from the minarets in
the dawn’s glow may have no inkling of the fascination the Qur’an can have for
Muslims. Even a sober Muslim scholar such as the Arab Toufic Fahd can write
what is almost a hymn to the Qur’an: ‘Tt seems to be the last witness to an old
Semitic tradition in which the world of images is combined with reality, where
the word evokes the magic of the expression and where the physical is trans-
formed by the metaphysical; a discursive thought which is expanded in state-
ments set side by side, often without grammatical supports, without reference
to causality, finality, consistency; ideas which repeat themselves, become entan-
gled, permeate one another in a word-whole of the same textual connection; a
harmony of a monotonous wealth of sound, wearisome in the long run but
often beguiling, soothing, forming itself on the rhythm of breathing and the
effect of emptiness and abstraction: thatis how the Qur’an appears to the reader
who is initiated into the subtleties of the Arabic language and sensitive to the
poetic rhythm which the Semitic soul bears through all the incarnations of cul-
tures that it has known now for more than five thousand years.*?

For Muslims the Qur’an is not a relic of the past. It is a living, holy book in
Arabic. Every word in this description is important.

— TItis a book. That has the advantage that every believer knows where he is.
Here is everything that God has revealed directly. Here one can unequivocally
hold on to what God wills. So nothing can be changed here. On the contrary, the
Muslim is to stamp everything on his memory as early as possible, as a school
child. This book proclaims ‘Islam), ‘submission to God’; it regulates the life of
Muslims and teaches them their obligations.

— It is one book. Unlike the Hebrew Bible, the Qur’an is not a collection of
very different writings which to the outsider initially seem to have no common
denominator. Nor is it like the New Testament, which offers its message in four
very different Gospels that contradict one another in many details and are
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therefore the occasion for some confusion. The Qur’an is a single book, handed
down by one and the same prophet within twenty-two years, and therefore is a
coherent unity, despite differences in period and style. It was put in order later
(by and large according to length) in 114 sections denoted by the Arabic term
surah, plural suwar; these in turn consist of verses, the smallest textual units
(‘signs’: ayah, plural ayat). There is mention of a book (kitab) in the Qur’an
itself.

— Itisan Arabicbook.Its 6666 verses form the oldest Arabic prose work: more
than anything else it promoted the dissemination of the Arabic language and
script; to the present day it has a normative function in syntax and morphology.
But the Qur’an s above all the book of revelation given to the Arabs, so that now
they too, like Jews and Christians, are possessors of scripture, ‘people of the
book’ (ahl al-kitab). They have their own holy book—°‘the Book’ (al-kitab), ‘the
book of God’ (kitab Allah)—which through the impressive melody and often
passionate rhythm of this language can even bewitch and charm even non-Arab
Muslims. For them, too, Arabic is the language of worship, and for them, too,
Arabic script is to some degree their own. ‘In the history of the Arabic language
there is no event which has had a more persistent influence on its fate than the
rise of Islam.* Apart from Turkish (in which Arabic script was replaced by
Latin script in 1928 under Atatiirk) and the central and south-east Asian lan-
guages (following reforms of scripts since around 1920), Arabic remains the
script for Berber, Persian and Kurdish, and also for Indian Urdu and Sindhi;
numerous Arabic loan words in all these languages attest to the dominance of
Arabic Islamic culture. To the present day Arabic literature is extraordinarily
strongly stamped by the Qur’an in its metaphors, quotations, motifs and forms.
Even Muslims inclined towards reform think that only those who understand
pure Arabic can understand the Qur’an, so every Muslim has to labour to learn
Arabic. Be this as it may, through the Qur’an Arabic became the sacred language
of the whole Muslim world.

— TItisalivingbook. The Qur’an is not a book which sits on the bookshelf like
a rarely used household Bible or is mainly read silently. It is a book which is
recited aloud in public time and again: qur’an comes from the word gara’a, ‘read
aloud, recite’, and means ‘reading’ or ‘lecture’ in all (fundamentally four) senses
of the word: first the act of presenting the revealed text (revelation to
Muhammad, then handing down by Muhammad), then the presented text
itself, and finally the book of reading and lecture. The Prophet handed down
precisely what he heard.

Itis a book which, made to resound with the rhyming prose of its surahs and
verses, can and should be recited rhythmically." Its words and sentences
accompany Muslims from the hour of their birth, when the Qur’anic
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confession of faith is spoken in their ear, to their last hour, when the words of the
Qur’an accompany them into eternity. By hearing, memorizing and reciting,
Muslims both confess God’s revelation and make it their own. Some Muslims,
who began learning as children, know the whole Qur’an by heart; they have the
honorary title ‘guardian, preserver’ (hafiz). Famous professional reciters who
present the whole text in song are highly regarded as artists. When the Qur’an is
presented beautifully with dedication it can fascinate a Muslim, much as the
words of a good preacher can fascinate a Christian or the singing of a gifted can-
tor can a Jew. Anyone who hears the German translation of the famous surah 97
about the sending down of the Qur’an, poetically assimilated to the Arabic text
by Friedrich Riickert, can have some inkling of the aesthetic quality of Qur’anic
Arabic:

We sent it down into the night of power,

Do you know what is the night of power?

The night of power is

Better than a thousand months.

The angels came down in haste and the spiritin it,
At their Lord’s bidding that all might be planned.
Salvation full is it and peace until the day dawns.®

— Itisa holybook. The Qur’an is not a book like any other, that one can also
touch with dirty hands and read in an unclean spirit. Before reading it, one is to
cleanse one’s hands with water or sand and open one’s heart by a humble prayer.
It is not a profane book, but sacred through and through and therefore
omnipresent: artistically chiselled in stone, embroidered or painted on tiles, its
verses adorn Islamic buildings and works of metal and wood, ceramics, minia-
ture paintings and tapestry. Impressively aesthetic, written in different scripts,
the copies of the Qur’an tower above all else; they are often housed in precious
bindings and usually decorated with coloured patterns. The Muslim house of
God, the mosque, has no pictures—the calligraphy of the Qur’an is enough.
Muslim worship has neither instruments nor choral singing—the recitation of
the Qur’an is music enough. For Muslims the Qur’an is, in Christian terms,
word and sacrament in one, a word which can be heard and seen, giving spiri-
tual guidance, warning and admonition and bringing about recollection and
discernment—all this in an incomparable way, because it comes directly from
God. Itis not only ‘inspired’ by God but ‘revealed’ by God and therefore directly
‘the word of God’ (kalimat Allah).

How are we to think of a book on earth being God’s word? Muslims see few
problems here, at any rate far fewer than when Christians claim that a human
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being is God’s word. To accept one or the other is ultimately a matter of faith,
but for Muslims, as for Christians, it is a matter not of a blind faith but of an
understanding faith.

The Qur’an—God’s word

We sometimes read that the Qur’an is the holy scripture of Islam, which con-
tains the revelations of the Prophet Muhammad. That is correct, but is ambigu-
ous for Muslims: does ‘revelations of the Prophet Muhammad’ mean that the
Prophet is the subject and the author of this revelation? As the Qur’an under-
stands it, certainly not! The Prophet is nothing but an object, the one to whom
this revelation is addressed, and the subject and author is the one God alone.
The revelation indicates how this is to be thought of. At the beginning of the
Joseph surah God tells the prophet: “These are messages of a revelation clear in
itself and clearly showing the truth: behold, We have bestowed it from on high
as a discourse in the Arabic tongue, so that you might encompass it with your
reason. In the measure that We reveal this Qur’an unto thee, We explain it to
thee in the best possible way, seeing that ere this thou wert indeed among those
who are unaware [of what revelation is].”

It is historically certain that between 610 and 632 Muhammad proclaimed
the prophetic message set down in the Qur’an in the Arab trading cities of
Mecca and Medina on the incense road. According to his own words—and here
an appeal is made to faith—the Qur’an was transmitted to the Prophet
Muhammad by the angel Gabriel: ‘Gabriel (Jibril), verily, by God’s leave, has
brought down upon thy heart this [divine writ] which confirms the truth of
whatever there still remains [of revelation], and is a guidance and glad tiding for
the believers.'®

According to the current Muslim view, the original book (‘the mother of
the Book: umm al-kitab), which is regarded as the original of all holy
scriptures, is not kept on earth but in heaven, as one can read in the Qur’an
itself: ‘Behold, it is a truly noble discourse, [conveyed unto man] in a well-
guarded divine writ which none but the pure [of heart] can touch: a revelation
from the Sustainer of all the worlds!’" Or at another point: ‘Nay, but this [divine
writ which they reject] is a discourse sublime, upon an imperishable tablet
[inscribed].?°

Thus God’s word has become book: in the ‘night of power’ (laylat al-qadr)—
solemnly commemorated in the fasting month of Ramadan—Muslims cele-
brate the revelation of the Qur’an, sent down by God to human beings for
‘guidance’. Where in Christianity there is the divine Logos who has become
human, in Islam there is the word of God which has become book: ‘It was the
month of Ramadan in which the Qur’an was [first] bestowed from on high as a
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guidance unto man and a self-evident proof of that guidance, and as the stan-
dard by which to discern the true from the false.*!

So the Qur’an manifests itself as the constant foundation of Islam that we have
been looking for, its normative basic concept, its driving force. As the foundation
document of God’s final revelation, the Qur’an has deeply stamped all areas of
Islam. What the Torah means for Jews and Christ for Christians, the Qur’an
means for Muslims: ‘the way, the truth and the life’ Indeed for all Muslims the
Qur’anis:

e the truth: the original source of the experience of God and piety and the
mandatory criterion of right faith;

o the way: the true possibility of coping with the world and the eternally valid
standard for correct action (ethic);

o thelife: the abiding foundation of Islamic law and the soul of Islamic prayer,
already the material for the instruction of Muslim children, the inspiration
of Islamic art and the all-permeating spirit of Islamic culture.

The Qur’an is at the same time a religious, ethical and legal-social codex,
which however is only the way, the truth and the life to the degree that it
is the word of God. That the Qur’an is the word of God has important
consequences: it is marked by divine attributes. According to traditional
Muslim teaching (and here we are talking about what are virtually Islamic dog-
mas), the Qur’an is:

- linguistically perfect: through the Qur’an, Arabic has attained the status of a
divine language which is holy and exalted, without defect and unevennesses,
but not without mysteries which interpreters can never decipher com-
pletely;

- unique, inimitable and unsurpassable: for Muslims the Qur’an is a
miracle which transcends human capacities. The Qur’an itself tells us that
unbelievers could not produce any similar writing, not even ten surahs,
indeed not even one.” Therefore the Prophet does not need any miracles
to authenticate himself, since the Qur’an itself is one great miracle of
authentication;

- untranslatable: every young Muslim has to learn the Qur’an by heart in Arabic.
But as this isimpossible in practice, translations have to be used, which people
prefer to call interpretations or paraphrases. In fact, with its rhythm and
rhyming words the Quran is extraordinarily difficult to translate.
Translations by Muslims usually have the Arabic text printed in parallel;*

infallible and absolutely reliable: as the revelation was given to the Prophet
word for word, it must be free from all errors and also free from all
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contradictions: ‘Will they not, then, try to understand this Qur’an? Had it
issued from any but God, they would surely have found in it many an inner
contradiction.?

So, we may ask, is the Qur’an a book ‘“fallen from heaven’, not of this world
and therefore not to be subjected to worldly scholarly criteria?

2. The Qur’an—a book fallen from heaven?

In the West, the Qur’an is often spoken of as a book ‘fallen from heaven’. In a sec-
ularized world, in which at best a meteorite or the debris of a rocket falls from
heaven, but not a holy book, that is to dismiss the Qur’an a priori as incredible.
But according to the Islamic view, did the Qur’an indeed really fall from heaven
as a book? Not at all. Rather, it descended into the Prophet’s ‘heart,* was pro-
claimed by him and only then written down and collected together. Even ortho-
dox Islamic Qur’anic scholarship has never disguised the fact that the holy book
as we have it today was written decades after the death of the Prophet.

There is a process of canonization in all ‘books of religion’

All three prophetic religions received their holy books only on the basis of a
lengthy process of formation and canonization. Whereas the writings of the
Hebrew Bible came into being over a period of perhaps a thousand years and
those of the New Testament in less than a hundred years, the Qur’an was formed
within twenty-two years. Accordingly, the process of canonization which led up
to the precise extent of the holy scripture as it is acknowledged today was
shorter:

— InJudaism the ‘Torah’ (the five books of Moses) came into being at the ear-
liest after the Babylonian exile, possibly only after the end of the fourth century
BCE; the ‘Prophets’ (Nebi’im) only at the end of the third century; and the
‘Writings’ (Ketubim: Psalms, Job, Song of Songs, etc.) even later. Only in con-
nection with the theocracy paradigm of post-exilic Judaism (Jewish P III) may
one speak of a holy book, the Hebrew Bible (the Tanakh, consisting of Torah,
Nebi’im and Ketubim) and of a ‘religion of the book’.

— In Christianity the first letters of the apostle Paul existed only twenty years
after the death of Jesus and all four Gospels by the end of the first century, but
about nine-tenths of the final canon was not fixed until the end of the second
century. In the case of some secondary writings it was only decided at synods
towards the end of the fourth century (Christian P IT) that they corresponded
to the church’s ‘guidelines’ (Greek kanon = ‘guideline, measure’), were therefore
‘canonical’ and so could be read aloud in worship.
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— InIslam the process of canonization did not last so long. Here it was not a
matter of collecting and recognizing the writings of different (‘apostolic’)
authors but of collecting, ordering and editing different surahs of the one
Prophet. In this process of canonization it was not bishops and synods which
decided but the caliph (the representative of the Prophet after his death), the
scholars and finally the courts.

According to tradition the Qur’anic revelation was initially recorded only on
palm leaves, stones, bones and pieces of leather and wood. It is questionable
whether the Prophet himself had anything to do with gathering the scattered
revelation if (as is assumed by many Muslims) he did not know how to read or
write and finally dictated to secretaries. At all events, he did not complete this
work and left no official book to posterity.

Many Muslims knew by heart some of the surahs that were regularly recited,
and some perhaps the greater part of the future book. Some may have written
down whole passages for themselves. But who was to collect all this, write it
down, order it and edit it? In the course of time, when the Prophet had died and
his companions were growing older and older, this question became urgent. It
was decided to collect what had been handed down into a manageable book.

A wearisome process of collecting and editing

First, I shall sketch out briefly the process by which the canonization took place
according to the information in Muslim tradition:*

— Aprovisional edition: was there already such an edition of the Qur’an under
the first caliph, Abu Bakr? Historians doubt whether a collection of surahs was
ordered in his brief reign of only two years (632—4) or by the later caliph ‘Umar
for several reasons, above all because the name of Abu Bakr is missing from
another account.” However, the possibility cannot be excluded that a former
secretary of Muhammad, Zayd ibn Thabit, began his work of writing down and
collecting under the second caliph, ‘Umar (634—44). ‘Umar’s daughter Hafsah,
a widow of the Prophet, seems to have owned some sheets, perhaps a codex.
This codex would have been by no means the only one, since many people knew
the Qur’an, different versions of which were already circulating in the different
provinces of the new empire that deviated markedly from one another in
numerous texts and in the ordering of the surahs. Establishing an order was an
urgent matter.

— The canonical edition: Caliph ‘Uthman’s unitary Qur’an. Especially during
the Arab campaigns to Armenia and Azerbaijan, disputes had arisen between
Muslims from Syria and Muslims from Iraq over the correct reading of the
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surahs. Beyond any doubt, under the third caliph, ‘Uthman (644-56), an
authoritative text of the Qur’an was made, a unitary Qur’an that in future was
to be the only binding text and thus something like a ‘Qur’anic Vulgate’ (‘in
common use’). To the present day, all editions of the Qur’an are essentially
copies of ‘Uthman’s Qur’an. This was made possible through the great literary
and editorial achievement of Muhammad’s secretary Zayd ibn Thabit in
Medina, who with three prominent Meccans brought together the numerous,
sometimes very small, fragments and material that had often only been handed
down orally. However, in many cases surahs could have been taken over as
already separate units. The editors did not take much trouble at some points to
avoid unevennesses and breaks, but the way in which they put the elements of
the text together was not arbitrary.?®

‘Uthman sent copies of this unitary text from Medina to the most important
centres of the empire, Damascus in Syria, Kufa and Basra in Iraq, and probably
also Mecca. No resistance worth mentioning was shown to the new canonical
text by those who recited the Qur’an there. It was probably generally assumed
that this edition contained the essentials of the revelation granted to the
Prophet for the Islamic community. However, people did not follow the
caliph’s instructions to destroy all previous versions of the Qur’an for these
were preserved at least in fragments. Subsequently Qur’anic scholars time and
again speak of other ‘readings’ (gira’at) and codices (masahif). And the classic
commentaries—the giant commentary of at-Tabari or the concentrated and
therefore popular commentary of al-Baydawi (there are more than eighty
Arabic and around seventy Ottoman Turkish commentaries on it)—continu-
ally list small variants. In the early tenth century some Muslim scholars even
produced a study of these variants, though it showed no important or even fun-
damental differences. Yet in many respects even ‘Uthman’s unitary edition was
still inadequate. Philologists call it a scriptio defectiva.

— From the defective to the complete edition: the standard edition of 1923 was
made, at the request of the Egyptian King Fu’ad, by scholars of al-Azhar univer-
sity on the basis of the Iraqi textual tradition. The number and sequence of the
surahs had been unambiguously laid down by ‘Uthman’s edition but the whole
text was in a consonantal script (without vowels) and with no diacritical signs,
so that numerous words and verses were ambiguous and open to misinterpre-
tation. In many respects this text was more an aide-memoirethan a clear author-
itative document. Moreover, the ways of presenting the text were often very
different. So there was an urgent need once again to improve the edition of the
Qur’an: this happened in stages by the addition of vowel signs, of signs to dis-
tinguish consonants with the same form and signs for erasing (pauses, etc.). All
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in all there was now no longer a scriptio defectivabut a scriptio plena, a complete
edition, without fault or blemish.

This made the problems of ‘Uthman’s edition even more evident:
manifestly there was no complete uniformity, and manifestly such a uniformity
could not be forced on the text. In the important centres of Qur’anic
scholarship—Medina and Mecca (for Arabia), Damascus (for Syria), and Basra
and Kufa (for Iraq)—the Qur’an was still recited differently in some respects,
with textual variants and different modes of presentation, giving different
‘readings’ (gira’a, plural gira’at) of the Qur’an. So an attempt was soon made to
limit the individual choice of the various ‘Qur’an readers’ (qari’, plural qurra’);
these reciters were like the old rhapsodists, who delivered the texts of others
by heart.

There are seven readings, no more and no less, and seven famous
reciters, said Ibn Mujahid from Kufa around 900—for theological reasons
(Catholic theologians are reminded of the Council of Trent in the sixteenth
century, with its dogma of the seven sacraments, no more and no less). His
view gained wide assent: seven readings of the Qur’an were accepted, among
which there did not need to be perfect unity. Yet in the course of time for
practical reasons a single reading became established, the reading of ‘Asim of
Kufa (died 744) in the tradition of Haf (died 805). This reading finally
formed the basis for the standard edition of the Qur’an published in Egypt
in 1923, which today enjoys the utmost respect and is therefore used almost
everywhere.

Even the Shiites follow ‘Uthman’s unitary Qur’an,* though they sometimes
accuse it of suppressing material about their ‘ancestor’ ‘Ali and the family
of the Prophet. However, this is a dogmatic and not a historically qualified
charge of falsification, which cannot shake the authority of ‘Uthman’s version
and what is now the standard edition. Of course it is possible that early revela-
tions were forgotten even in Muhammad’s lifetime; a hadith concedes that on
one occasion the Prophet forgot a particular verse of the Qur’an. However, on
the whole Muslims assume that the revelations of the Prophet have been pre-
served for them complete and unfalsified and this is confirmed by some
Western scholars: ‘The findings of modern scholarship endorse the view that
the text of the Qur’an in its present form is in all essential points the text which
Muhammad left to his followers.*® We shall go into the most recent form
criticism later.

Were the surahs really also put in the right order? What about the chrono-
logy of individual surahs, which is after all of decisive importance for under-
standing them? Isn’t there a demonstrable history of this revelation? To a
limited degree this is also affirmed by traditional teaching.
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Periods of revelation

With the standard edition we now have a perfectly-formed text of the Qur’an:
the 114 surahs with vowel signs, diacritical points and information for recita-
tion, sometimes subdivided into sections and quarter-sections. Generally, the
surahs are arranged by decreasing length: the longest, surah 2, after the opening
surah, has 286 verses, and the shortest, at the end, no more than three. All are
given short headings, added later: these are not titles but key words, aides mem-
oire in recitation. The heading can either be taken from the name of the chief
figure in the surah or simply be a word from it (often from the first verse).

However, more is required than the history of the text and its perfect render-
ing if the individual surahs are really to be understood. Readers may want to
know when and on what occasion the revelation took place and how the occa-
sion sheds light on it. What could give more information about the personality
of the Prophet and the development of the message of the Qur’an than a rea-
sonably certain chronology of the Qur’anic texts? Wouldn’t this also put partic-
ular emphases on the content of the texts and explain some roughnesses and
breaks in the given text?

Muslim Qur’an study is well aware of the question of chronology. A chrono-
logy already emerges from the information about the places of origin of the
surahs, which makes possible a rough division into periods: surahs from Mecca
from 610 to 622 (the migration to Medina) and surahs from Medina from 622
to 632 (Muhammad’s death). Moreover, the surahs themselves contain refer-
ences to particular historical events: to the life of Muhammad (above all the
experience of his call), to conflicts with opponents and enemies in the city of
Mecca, to the fate of the community (above all the migration from Mecca to
Medina), and to events during the time in Medina (for example, particular bat-
tles or the expulsion of the Jews). In the Qur’an there are further statements that
have led Muslim interpreters to investigate the particular occasion of a revela-
tion, so that a whole literature has developed on ‘occasions of revelation’ (asbab
an-nuzul). However, this literature sometimes has contradictory and legendary
elements and cannotbe wholly relied on for historical research. Be this as it may,
on the basis of the Egyptian standard edition of 1923 a traditional-chronologi-
cal listing of many surahs is now possible.

European study of the Qur’an has accepted the results of the Muslims as far
as possible, but has gone beyond them. This was made possible by the methods
of philological historical criticism developed in Europe above all in connection
with the study of the Bible, but which in Islam are largely stuck at their begin-
nings, despite the efforts of Islamic and Arabic scholars.*' Could it be possible,
one asks, that in the case of the Qur’an too, which was revealed over the course
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of around twenty years, a development could be established on the basis of
inner evidence, content, style and vocabulary (of course in the context of pub-
lic events)?

A truly pioneering work of 1860 arrived at this conclusion, prepared for by
the ‘historical—critical introduction’ by Gustav Weil:* this was the ‘History of
the Qur’an’ by Theodor Néldeke which I have already mentioned (see AL, 1). It
was revised and expanded by Noldeke’s master pupil Friedrich Schwally and
others in three volumes (1909, 1919, 1948),** and adopted, with few changes, by
the leading French Qur’an scholar Régis Blachere.** The chronological frame-
work of this work is still the basis for a far-reaching international consensus in
historical criticism of the Qur’an.” Noldeke and Schwally do not reject the tra-
ditional Muslim division into surahs from Mecca and surahs from Medina but
refine and differentiate it on the basis of formal, i.e. linguistic and literary, char-
acteristics of the text of the Qur’an. Three Meccan periods and one Medinan
period can be distinguished and with them a slow change in style from emphat-
ically poetic, short, rhythmic verses in Mecca to gradually longer and finally
lengthy prose statements in Medina. Without reproducing the tables of surahs
and verses that can be found in Noldeke-Schwally and Blachere,* the four peri-
ods of revelation according to Noldeke-Schwally can be described briefly, whilst
appreciating that Noldeke wanted to understand them not as absolute chronol-
ogy but as ‘stages of development’.

The surahs of the first, early Meccan period (610-15: a minor emigration of
Muslim families to Ethiopia) focus on the conversion of unbelievers to the one
true God. The torments of hell for sinners and the paradisal bliss of the pious
are vividly depicted. The numerous oaths recall the language of pagan sooth-
sayers or seers. The surahs are brief, and the language of the rhythmic verse is
poetic. ‘The language is noble, exalted and full of bold images; the rhetorical
verve still has a completely poetic colouring.””

In the surahs of the second, middle Meccan period (615-20: Muhammad’s
return from the city of Ta’if ) oaths are rarer, verses and surahs increase in length
but have no common characteristic: ‘We see in them the transition from
grandiose enthusiasm to the greater repose of later more prosaic surahs’*
There are, above all, illustrations from nature and history (especially the earlier
prophets of the Hebrew Bible), which call for trust in God’s omnipotence and
goodness.

The surahs of the third, late Meccan period (620-22: the great emigration to
Medina) are longer, seem less inspired and sometimes repetitive: ‘The language
is drawn-out, flat and prosaic.”*®

The surahs of the Medinan period (622—32: the death of the Prophet) are
focused on the consolidation of the community of Muslims and the activity of
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Muhammad as its recognized spiritual and secular head. On the one hand these
surahs attack the polytheism of the pagans, but on the other they ward off the
claims of Jesus and Christians. Stylistically they are not very different from the
surahs of the third Meccan period, but they contain numerous laws, ritual pre-
cepts and administrative ordinances.*’

These definitions are approximate. Much Qur’an research is hypothetical
and as yet there is no solid verification. However, we exaggerate the illumina-
tion brought by textual criticism if we dissolve the surahs accepted without dis-
pute at the time into verses or tiny units which then in turn have to be fitted
together according to the (allegedly objective) criteria of the scholar concerned!
Nevertheless, important insights into the Qur’an have been achieved in this
way. And however many details may be disputed or uncertain, there can be no
uncertainty as to what the central message of the Qur’an is, down the centuries
and also today. Muslim faith is rooted in it.

The Qur’an as the Islamic constant

The Qur’an is more than a word that has been handed down orally and so
can easily be changed. It is the written word set down once and for all, which
therefore cannot be changed subsequently: in this, it is like the Bible. Being fixed
in writing has ensured the Qur’an an amazing constancy in the changing and
varied history of Islam from century to century, from land to land, from gener-
ation to generation, from person to person. What has been written remains
written.

The Muslim theologian Mahmoud M. Ayoub remarks: ‘Although it was
shaped by the Muslim community, the Qur’an in fact created that community
and remains the foundation-stone of its faith and its morality. Many of its
verses were circumstantially determined by the social and religious conditions
and questions of the Prophet’s society; yet the Qur’an is believed to transcend
all considerations of time and space.*! In all the different interpretations, com-
mentaries, social orders, ideologies and systems, in all the shaping of Islamic
law, the Shariah, the Qur’an remains the common denominator: the ‘green
thread’ which seems to be woven into all Islamic forms, rites and institutions. If
we want to know not only what the Islam is that has grown up through history
but also what normative Islam is, we cannot avoid going back to the origin, the
Qur’an of the seventh century, recognized by all Islamic groups as divine reve-
lation. For Islam and its legislation it approximates to a God-given constitution,
arevealed basic law, which cannot be interpreted randomly, despite the breadth
of interpretation depending on place, time and person.

The Qur’an has not predetermined the development of Islam, but time and
again has inspired it anew. It has permeated the whole of the religious law and
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shaped jurisprudence and mysticism, art and people’s general attitude to life.
Commentators have come and gone, but the Qur’an remains: given the many
variables in space and time, it is the great constant in Islam. If we want to answer
the question raised in the introduction, that is, what the power of Islam is based
on, then we will have primarily to point to the Qur’an. It is the main source and
criterion of Muslim faith and action. It communicates to Islam ethical obliga-
tion, external dynamics and religious depth but also quite specific convictions
of faith, and ethical principles which have constantly been maintained: human
responsibility before God, social justice and Muslim solidarity.

Thus the Qur’an is the holy book of Islam, understood not as a human word
that has been written down, but quite pragmatically as the word of God. The
question for Christians, though, is this: can they too acknowledge this book as
the word of God?

Is the Qur’an also the word of God for Christians?

For centuries it was forbidden to raise this question at all seriously: Muslims
(like Christians in respect of the Bible) were threatened with excommunication
and all its consequences if they did. From the first Islamic conquests, the cru-
sades, the capture of Constantinople and the siege of Vienna to the Iranian rev-
olution under Ayatollah Khomeini, this question has deeply divided humanity
politically. For just as naturally as Muslims, from West Africa to Central Asia,
said yes to the Qur’an as the word of God and orientated their living and dying
on it, believing Christians all over the world said no. They were not the only
ones: later came the secularist Western scholars of religion, who just as naturally
understood the Qur’an not as the word of God but always as the word of
Muhammad.

The Canadian scholar Wilfred Cantwell Smith was the first, in 1963, to make
a careful analysis of this question, which is still a threatening one.*> We have to
agree with him: remarkably, he says, both answers, given by intelligent, crit-
ical and completely honest people, are ultimately based on a dogmatic pre-
conviction, about which no questions are asked. The conflicting views then
appear either as unbelief—the Christian ‘no’ to the question for Muslims- or as
superstition, the Muslim ‘yes’ for Christians.

Is the remark which Smith’s American colleague Willard Oxtoby used to
make as a warning to students beginning on the study of religions then a true
one? ‘You get out what you put in. Will someone who regards the Qur’an as the
word of God feel constantly confirmed in reading it—and vice versa?

But I ask myself this: are we stuck with this contradiction, which in the long
run can never prove intellectually satisfying? Aren’t there more and more
Christians, and perhaps Muslims, who have gained improved information
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about their own position and about the faith of others and therefore ask self-
critical questions? I want first and foremost to put a critical question to
Christians: as a Christian may one regard the Qur’an at all as the word of God
to Muslims?

For too long Christian theology simply dismissed the Qur’an as a ‘book of
lies’ made up of biblical elements. In 1772 Professor David Friedrich Megerlin,
the famed author of the ‘very first German translation from the Arabic original’,
presented the Qur’an on the title page as ‘The Turkish Bible’; on the opposite
page was an etching of ‘Mohammed, the False Prophet’.** The first person to
translate it directly into a European vernacular, the Frenchman André du Ryer
(1647), had presented it in a similar way. Happily, the Catholic Tiibingen theo-
logian Johann Adam Mohler in 1830 was the first to bring out the indepen-
dence of the Qur’an as a religious document in an article on Jesus and
Muhammad. On the assumption that Muhammad is nothing but a cheatand a
false prophet, ‘the origin of the Qur’an, in which we often find a quite original
piety, a touching devotion and a quite characteristic religious poetry, would be
utterly inexplicable. It is impossible for this to be something artificial and
forced, which would have to be assumed if we wanted to see Muhammad as a
mere cheat ... Many millions of people feed and nurture a laudable religious
and moral life from the Qur’an, and I do not believe that they draw from an
empty spring.*

Historically the Christian mission to Islam proved completely fruitless, as
did (and does) the Muslim mission to Christians. The more Christians and
Muslims got to know one another and did not simply attempt to ‘convert’ one
another, the more doubts arose among Christians as to whether their own neg-
ative attitude to the Qur’an was correct. The decisive issue for present-day theo-
logical problems is not hlow Muhammad received the revelation, but whether
he received a revelation from God.

May Christians put this sort of question at all? In the light of the Bible must-
n’t they fundamentally reject it? Aren’t there a wealth of negative statements in
the New Testament about the error, darkness and guilt of the non-Christian
world? These judgements are passed on people who culpably refuse to accept
the message of the Bible. However, they are less definitive condemnations
than invitations to conversion. And it should not be overlooked that alongside
these negative statements there are quite a number of positive statements about
the non-Christian world, according to which God originally made himself
known to the whole of humankind. Indeed, according to both Old and
New Testaments, non-Jews and non-Christians can know the true God: they
can recognize what these texts themselves understood as a revelation of God in
the creation.
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Against this biblical background, can we exclude the possibility that, on the
basis of God’s revelation in Christ, countless men and women from prehistory
to the present have experienced, and still experience, the mystery of God?** Can
we exclude the possibility that here individuals are also given special know-
ledge, entrusted with a particular task or given a special charisma? Couldn’t this
also have been the case with Muhammad, the Prophet from pagan Arabia?
‘Extra ecclesiam nulla conceditur gratia—no grace is granted outside the
church’: this view has been expressly condemned by the Roman magisterium.*
If we recognize Muhammad as a post-Christian prophet, to be consistent we
must concede the most important concern of Muslims: that Muhammad did
not simply make up his message himself, that his message is not simply his
word, but God’s.

But what is God’s word? What is revelation? Has God’s revelation really been
not only inspired directly word for word by God but dictated by God? This is
believed not only by Muslims but also by some Christians—of the Bible. We
shall be discussing this point, which has become explosive only in modern
times, at length in a later chapter on present-day theological controversies
(DIV, 1).



BII

The Central Message

As T explained fully in my book on Judaism,' the Jewish confession of faith
can be expressed in one sentence: ‘Yahweh is the God of Israel and Israel
is his people. So too can the creed of Christianity, as I explained in my book
on Christianity:* ‘Jesus is the Christ (of God). Yet neither the Jewish nor the
Christian confessions of faith have been able to establish themselves in as
pointed, exclusive and universal way as that of Islam, although the Islamic
confession does not yet appear in the Qur’an in this two-membered
form: ‘There is no God but God, and Muhammad is his Prophet. Anyone
who confesses this is a Muslim; anyone who does not confess it is not.
Every believing Muslim introduces this confession with the words: ‘T bear
witness that ...

No God but God and Muhammad his Prophet: this confession of faith (sha-
hadah—testimony) is indisputably the central message of Islam, its cornerstone,
its first ‘pillar’. I shall now investigate the two articles of the confession of faith in
more detail: 1) the understanding of God and 2) the understanding of the
Prophet.

1. There is no God but God

As I explained in the previous chapter, all three prophetic religions refer to the
one God, the Creator of the world and the God of Abraham. However, it is sig-
nificant that while Judaism takes its name from a people, ‘Israel’ (or from the
tribe of ‘Judah’), and Christianity is named after its central figure, ‘Christ’ (Jesus
of Nazareth), Islam—from the Arabic verb aslama, ‘to submit, hand oneself
over, surrender’'—by its very name confesses none other than God: ‘submis-
sion, handing over, surrendering’ to God. Belief in the one God (tawhid’),
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from the verb ‘declare to be one’ (wahhada) derived from the noun ‘one,
only’(wahid), is the basic dogma of Islam, and is meant quite practically.

The practical theocentricity of Islam
Since Arabic has no capital letters, the word islam* can mean two things:

- islam, with an initial lower-case letter, means the act of submission to God:
“Your God is the One and Only God: hence, surrender yourselves unto
Him.®

- Islam, written as it were with an initial capital, means the religion of those
who confess such submission under God: ‘God proffers evidence ... that
there is no deity save Him, the Upholder of Equity; there is no deity save
Him, the Almighty, the Truly Wise®

The Qur’an time and again addresses those who believe in God as ‘Muslims’
(muslimun, feminine muslimat) and obviously not as ‘Mohammedans’ (the
name of the Prophet is mentioned only four times in the Qur’an).

If the typical symbol for Jews must still be the pious Jew with the Torah
scroll and for Christians the eucharist, for Islam it is the shared ritual prayer of
Muslims as they prostrate themselves before God with their foreheads touching
the ground. This is a tangible expression of the central concern of Islam: not a
new social system nor a political ideology, not an anthropology nor even a theo-
logy, but rather the quite practical surrender to God which is expressed in
prayer, in the attitude of faith and in particular rites and obligations. The
‘throne verse’ (surah 2. 255) is quite often depicted calligraphically and is a pop-
ular pendant for necklaces:”

‘God, there is no deity save Him,

the ever-Living, the Self-Subsistent Fount of All Being.

Neither slumber overtakes Him, nor sleep.

His is all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth.

Who is there that could intercede with Him,

Unless it be by His leave?

He knows all that lies open before men and all that is hidden from them,
Whereas they cannot attain to aught of His knowledge save that which he
wills.

His eternal power overspreads the heavens and the earth,

And their upholding wearies Him not.

And he alone is exalted, tremendous.

This implies a quite practical theocentricity that has an effect throughout indi-
vidual and social lives: from education, business, the legal order, science and art
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to politics and the state. Theocentricity—concentration on God—but does
God exist? This is not a question for the average Muslim even today: of course
God exists! The existence of God is nowhere proved in the Qur'an—any more
than itis in the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament—but is everywhere taken
for granted. From the beginning God attests himself through his creation and
all the natural phenomena that are ‘signs’ of his goodness, and above all through
his concern for human beings and his saving acts in history. Above all, God
attests himself by his revelations to the prophets. Human beings are not to theo-
rize and speculate too much about God: certainly Islam also understands theo-
logy as scholarly reflection on God but, by comparison with Christianity, that is
very much of secondary significance. Human beings are to honour, worship
and obey God; in Islam religious law, which shows people the right way of obey-
ing God in all things, is more important than theology.

Like Judaism and Christianity, Islam is a religion of faith. Human beings are
to encounter God neither with detached rational arguments nor in striving for
mystical unity, but in trusting faith (iman, ‘faith’, is often used in the Qur’an in
the same sense as islam).? Belief in the one God is therefore:

e the first and foremost obligation of every Muslim: the foundation and
meaning of their existence as Muslims;

e the unshakable foundation of the Muslim community and its legal order;
the spiritual bond of unity for all Islamic tribes and peoples;

e the sole content of Muslim prayer, addressed to God and no one else;

e the premise of any Muslim theology: God is the only God, both outwardly
(in the world) and inwardly (in his being).

I have already named an essential property of God. As we shall see, God has a
hundred different names. But it is absolutely fundamental for Islam that God is
the One, indeed the Only One.

Monotheism as a core concern and fighting programme

In Judaism, strict monotheism, belief in one God who does not acknowledge
the existence of other gods, took centuries to establish. It had first to counter
polytheism, belief in and worship of many gods and goddesses, and then
henotheism, which presupposes the existence of several gods but accepts only
‘one’ God as the supreme and binding authority (see AT, 1).

In Christianity, with its Jewish roots, strict monotheism was a given from the
start. However, it can hardly be disputed that the increasing Hellenistic equat-
ing of the Christ Jesus and the one God of Abraham (I have described at length
the paradigm change in christology and the Trinity which is unknown to most
Christians and even theologians®) made Christian monotheism doubtful, at
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least for Jews and probably also for Jewish Christians: how can one God in two,
even three, ‘persons’ still be one God?

In Islam, strict monotheism is a core concern and a fighting programme: a
single God without peer and or partner! So we read in the Qur’an: ‘There has
never been any deity side by side with Him: [for, had there been any,] lo! each
deity would surely have stood apart [from the others] in whatever it had cre-
ated, and they would surely have [tried to] overcome one another!’'® Several
gods would compete and dispute over spheres of influence. Here the Prophet’s
fight is directed first against true polytheism, which was widespread above all
among the Arab nomads, who from old accepted a whole series of more or less
equal gods (such as forces of nature or tribal rulers). However, increasingly it
was also directed against the special form of henotheism which prevailed above
allin the neighbourhood of Mecca in which Allah is the supreme God, but there
are other divine beings subordinate to him, whether these are intercessors
before the highest God, angels, spirits or the ‘daughters of God, including one
even with the feminine name Allat, which corresponds to Allah. These evidently
played a special role in connection with the pilgrimage centre of Mecca and the
Ka‘bah.

The first article of the two-membered Islamic confession of faith is directed
against subsidiary deities of any kind. Precisely what it says is: “There is no deity
(ilah) beside God (allah). Allah is a contraction of al-ilah (the deity); itis nota
proper name like Zeus but an appellative like ‘theos, Deus, Diew’ and therefore is
to be translated ‘God’. ‘Allah’ has a plural form (as does ‘el, the Hebrew word for
God), but aliha is used only for the ‘gods’ of the pagans and never for the one
true God. Unlike the Jews, who only at a late stage began to avoid pronouncing
the name Yahweh out of reverence, Muslims do not have the slightest inhibi-
tions about pronouncing the word Allah directly. On the contrary, they cannot
use it often enough. To the present day it occurs in names such as ‘Abd-allal’
(‘servant of Allah’) or word-combinations such as the insh‘allah (if God wills)
which is constantly used in everyday life. Even those who know no Arabic can
feel the powerful sonority of the confession ‘No God but God’: la ilaha illa‘ llah.
These very words can be found in the Qur’an itself;!! often there are also analo-
gous formulations like “Your God is one.'? The oneness of God is given classic
formulation in the short surah 112 entitled Ikhlas (Sincerity), which is often
quoted by Muslims:

Say: He is the one God:

God the Eternal, the Uncaused Cause of All That Exists.
He begets not, and neither is He begotten;

and there is nothing that could be compared with Him.
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The negative side of this positive confession of faith is the polemical repudia-
tion of shirk, the ‘association’ of any being with God. It later became the general
view in Islam that the only sin that excludes a person from the Muslim commu-
nity is shirk, association: the worst form of ‘unbelief” (kufr). For by claiming that
God has an associate (sharik), the Muslim becomes an ‘associationist’
(mushrik), a ‘polytheist’, an unbeliever (kafir).

Is that said against the Christians? All the verses in the Qur’an against associ-
ation are primarily directed against Arab polytheists and henotheists and not
against Christians. Yet they were also applied to Christians as early as in the
Qur’an. The Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik stamped such words on the first sil-
ver and gold coins inscribed in Arabic and used them as an inscription on the
Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem (an Islamic response to the Christian Church of
the Holy Sepulchre). For isn’t the Christ of Hellenistic christology utterly iden-
tified with God (‘of the same being’) and thus ‘associated’ with him? The Qur’an
protests energetically not against Jesus as the Messiah but against his being
made equal with God: ‘And yet some people assert, “God has taken unto
Himself a son!” Limitless is He in His glory! Nay, but His is all that is in the heav-
ens and on earth, all things devoutly obey His will.”** Or: ‘Indeed, the truth deny
they who say, “Behold, God is the Christ, son of Mary”.. Indeed, the
truth deny they who say, “Behold, God is the third of a trinity”—seeing that
there is no deity whatsoever save the one God.'* Accordingly, Christians too
appear as ‘associationists’ and we shall have to investigate whether the Qur’an
simply misunderstands Christian dogma, as is often claimed by Christians
(see DIV, 2).

No wonder that unity (tawhid) has become a programmatic word for
Islam, although the word does not appear in the Qur’an. Belief in the one and
only God forms something like the articulus stantis vel cadentis Islamismi: the
belief by which Islam stands and falls. There will regularly be Islamic renewal
movements which have ‘unity’ written on their banners. Of course with the
unity and oneness of God there are other attributes, above all God’s eternity and
omnipresence. However, two other characteristics must be more important for
Islam, and we shall now look more closely at their significance: God’s omnipo-
tence and God’s justice.

The creation of the world and human beings

If the media have made one Arabic phrase familiar to non-Arabs and non-
Muslims it is the cry ‘Allahu akbar!, often translated ‘God is great’ However, as
this statement is understood God is not just ‘great’. Allahu akbar! is an elative
and literally means ‘God is the greatest'—great everywhere, in all events,
absolute. Nothing is like God and nothing can be compared with God.
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God’s greatness is expressed in his omnipotence, first manifested in his
creation. The alleged gods of the pagans could not even create a fly, even if they
all collaborated,' but Allah, the one God, is the creator of heaven and earth and
all that is between them. The whole world is God’s work. Like Judaism and
Christianity, Islam, for all its belief in spiritual beings, angels and demons,
knows of no second creative principle alongside the one good principle, no
dualism, and no primal evil alongside the primal good. Rather, the one and only
God is the creator of all: ‘Say: “God is the Creator of all things”; and He is the
One who holds absolute sway over all that exists.'®

The Hebrew Bible says of God’s act of creation, ‘And God said, “Let there be
light,” and there was light.'” Likewise the Qur’an says: ‘It is He who grants life
and deals death; and when He wills a thing to be, He but says unto it, “Be”—and
itis.'® However, this very verse, to which there are many parallels, shows that the
Qur’an has a different perspective. The Bible is intensely interested in the begin-
ning of the creation; the Qur’an is very much more interested in its progress and
continuation, in God’s creative power today. God not only created the world
but sustains it as long as he wills.

Sometimes Muslims claim that the Qur’an says nothing about the six-day
work of the Creator and therefore does not conflict with modern science. But
the Qur’an also says: ‘It is God who has created the heavens and the earth and all
that is between them in six aeons, and is established on the throne of His
almightiness (to rule the world)."* However, whereas the ‘six-day work’ in the
Bible, related at length and in detail, is programmatically put right at the begin-
ning, in the Qur’an it is mentioned briefly and almost in passing in the middle
of other discussions;* only at one point is it described at rather more length.*!
The Qur’an says nothing about a seventh day of creation on which God rested,
since the Creator knows ‘no weariness,?? but rather, as the Eternal One, is con-
stantly there for the world.

The creation of the first human being from clay or earth is generally reported
independently of the six days of creation.” The famous beginning of surah 96,
regarded as the oldest in the Qur’an, with the title “The Embryo, shows how
strongly the Qur’an is also interested in God’s creative power in the creation of
human beings in the present: ‘Read in the name of thy Sustainer, who has cre-
ated—created man out of a germ-cell’* God creates every individual and
brings about each new stage of development (according to the present state of
knowledge in fidelity to nature: sperm, embryo, foetus, bones, flesh).> The
world and human beings are constantly brought forth from God and sustained
anew. In this way God obligates human beings to faith and gratitude and one
day will require an account of them. Life is a unique and unrepeatable oppor-
tunity that human beings can use or waste. As in the whole of the Near Eastern
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Semitic religious river system (and in the Far Eastern Chinese river system)—
and in contrast to the religions of Indian origin—there is no notion of a cycle of
rebirths on earth.

This also expresses the purpose of the creation of human beings. They are
created to be servants of God: ‘And I have not created the invisible beings and
men to any end other than that they may worship me.?® The basic principle of
Islamic anthropology is expressed with the service of God, worship: ‘Not one of
all [the beings] that are in the heavens or on earth appears before the Most
Gracious other than as a servant.?” In the Qur’an, as in the Bible, the word ‘ser-
vant’ must not be misunderstood. The Arabic ‘abd becomes an extremely posi-
tive designation because it is associated with God: ‘abd allah, servant, not of
another human being, and therefore unfree, but of God himself and therefore
free and set in the creation with dignity. The paradoxical anthropological key
statement of the Qur’an is grounded in the fact that as the servant of God, the
human being is at the same time God’s khalifah, his ‘successor’, ‘representative
on earth’?® But what is the relationship between God and human beings?

God’s supremacy—and human responsibility?

Aren’t there statements in the Bible, as in the Qur’an, which emphasize God’s
omnipotence as God’s supremacy, to which human beings seem simply to be
handed over? Aren’t human beings here so totally subordinated to the will of
God that they can do nothing more without God’s will? Don’t human beings
seem virtually predestined as those in whose actions God is the real agent? This
is how God is presented as the real victor of the battle of Badr against the
Meccans in 624: ‘And yet it was not you (the Muslims) who slew the enemy, but
it was God who slew them; and it was not thou (Muhammad) who cast [terror
into them] when thou didst cast it, but it was God who cast it”? Doesn’t it seem
to follow from such faith in God’s supremacy that no misfortune can overcome
human beings unless God wills it?*° In his later years, faced with people com-
plaining about their misfortune, Muhammad required them to say: ‘Never can
anything befall us save what God has decreed! He is our Lord Supreme; and in
God let the believers place their trust!’*

So aren’t those right who claim that the Qur’an teaches total predestination
and that in the Muslim view human beings are in debt to God not only for guid-
ance, grace and help but also when they are led astray and abandoned? Think
about this verse of the Quran: ‘For, had God so willed, He could surely have
made you all one single community; however, He lets go astray him that wills
[to go astray] and guides aright him that wills [to be guided].**

We can also read in the Bible that God himself hardened Pharaoh’s heart,
indeed his people,” and created darkness and disaster alongside light and
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salvation.* But anyone who sees only these or similar passages in the Bible or
the Qur’an and concludes from them that God is arbitrary fails to recognize the
basic message of the Bible and the Qur’an. For part of the fundamental basic
message of the Qur’an, too, is that God’s omnipotence and the responsibility of
the human individual are not contradictory. God’s action is not independent of
the belief or unbelief, good and evil deeds, of human beings: ‘None does He
cause to go astray save the iniquitous.® The revelation to the Prophet
Muhammad specifically also includes the threat that all human beings must
account for themselves at the last judgement and be punished for their evil
deeds. I shall be discussing this later.

Initially, it is enough to say that in the Qur’an, as in the Bible, the statements
about divine omnipotence and human responsibility are juxtaposed and
nowhere balanced. Thus interpreters speak of two complementary truths, both
of which should be taken seriously. These truths cannot be rationally reconciled
anywhere and would offer to later Muslim theology—as they did to later
Christian theology—material for intensive and wearisome arguments and
occasions for very different solutions to the problem of God’s predestination
and human self-determination (see C II, 7). Only if we take into account the
statements of the Qur’an not only about the omnipotent Creator and human
responsibility but also about the just judge and the final destiny of human
beings can we understand the full scope of all this. So we need to consider the
Qur’anic protology (the doctrine of the ‘first things’) and eschatology (the doc-
trine of the ‘last things’).

The last judgement and the final destiny of human beings

God is not only the All-mighty but also the All-merciful. In the opening surah,
as we saw, God is called ‘the most Gracious, the Dispenser of Grace’ and most
surahs are proclaimed ‘In the name of God, the Most Gracious, the Dispenser of
Grace’. Ar-rahman, ‘the one who has mercy’ or ‘the merciful’, became almost a
kind of proper name for God, so that there was a danger that naive people could
understand allah and ar-rahman as two different deities.*® It would also be a
misunderstanding of the term ‘all-merciful’ if we were to take this Qur’anic
expression to mean ‘having mercy upon all’ or even ‘the reconciliation of all’
(Greek apokatastasis ton panton), in other words the salvation of all human
beings without exception, which is suggested by Paul.*”

According to the Qur’an the ‘Day of Judgement’ (yaum ad-din) is the ‘Day of
Reckoning’ (yaum al-hisab). On this last day of human history the graves will
open and the dead will be raised to life. God, who has created the world and con-
stantly sustains it, is capable of new creation and resurrection. Therefore in the
Qur’an protology and eschatology seem to be closely connected. In concrete
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terms this means that at the end all humankind will be gathered before God.
God is nowhere described but appears with his angels to make the great division
between the saved and the damned.

As in Jewish apocalyptic and in the apocalypses of the New Testament, this
gathering together of all human beings to God, the universal judge and con-
summator, is depicted in a great picture of judgement. It is introduced by the
sound of trumpets and horns and by cosmic catastrophes: seas overflow, moun-
tains crash down, the sun is darkened and clouds fall from heaven.® Then the
righteous judge appears, who will open for everyone the Book of Life, in which
all good and evil deeds are listed. His judgement takes place incorruptibly and
precisely: no one will bear another’s sins. The possibility that grace can precede
judgement is no more indicated in the Qur’an than in the judgement discourses
of the Gospels. The good (believers) are welcomed into eternal bliss, into par-
adise, but the evil (unbelievers) go into eternal damnation, into Hell. Either/or:
there is no middle state.” The Qur’an describes both paradise and hell in very
concrete terms.

A concrete paradise and hell

Whereas later Christian descriptions of eternal bliss made it seem too spiritual
and beyond the senses, the descriptions in the Qur’an are highly sensual. There
are statements about a blessed vision of God and about forgiveness and peace,
but they are very sparse and marginal* by comparison with the extraordinarily
vivid depictions of a paradise full of earthly bliss. In the ‘Garden of Delight’
(‘Garden of Eden’) the just will be granted ‘great happiness’ under God’s good
pleasure: a life of completely untroubled sensual joy. They will lie on couches
decorated with precious stones, eat delicious food, and drink cups of water and
milk which never go stale, with clarified honey and even delicious wine. All this
is served by boys who are eternally young. The blessed may even enjoy the com-
pany of charming, untouched paradisical virgins (‘companions pure, most
beautiful of eye’).*!

Are we to understand all these statements (those about the houris have
attracted special interest among scholars, both of an earlier period and more
recently) symbolically, like the parables of the New Testament, which also men-
tion the end-time feast with new wine,* the wedding,* the great banquet to
which all are invited?** Many present-day Islamic warriors for God have
undoubtedly taken them literally. The descriptions of paradise in the Qur’an
are images of hope, not yet afflicted by paleness of thought, images which
express the deepest longings of the human heart and even include intense
human relationships. I shall be coming to discussions by theologians about this
later (see C1I, 7).
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No less concrete are the descriptions of hell, which is usually called ‘the fire’
(an-nar), but sometimes also ‘Gehenna’ (ghahannam: a Hebrew or Ethiopian
loan word). There is vivid talk of the torment of the damned, with ‘hell-fire
scorching the skin}** for whom a food is prepared ‘that chokes’;* they must eat
from the tree (well known in Arabia) whose fruit is ‘like molten lead’ and will
‘boil in the belly’.*

The Qur’an clearly talks of eternal damnation but there is no mention of
Muhammad’s intercession in the judgement for the believers whom he was able
to save from the fire of hell (an important theme in the later tradition); inter-
cession cannot help. God distributes salvation and damnation in accordance
with people’s previous lives. Yet the Qur’an holds firm to a basic conviction and
so in the Qur’an the question of the final destiny of the damned is perhaps in the
last resort left open: God is incalculable, ‘above all schemers’;*® he always
reserves the judgement for himself.

In all his revelations God remains the inscrutable one; in all the miracles and
parables of his creation he is enigmatic. God remains at a superior distance
from the world, though he is by no means rigid and immovable as in some
Greek philosophers. He is not Aristotle’s ‘unmoved mover’ but, as in the Bible, a
living God with whom a dialogue is possible.

The most beautiful names of God

‘God’s are the attributes of perfection. Invoke him then by these, we read in the
Qur’an.”” According to later pious traditions God has a hundred names: ninety-
nine are known to human beings but the hundredth has not been disclosed to
them. God’s being lies beyond human reflection and speculation. Here—and
only here—according to Islamic faith lies the great mystery: not in some dog-
matic ‘mysteries’ which are contrary to reason (like oneness and threeness), but
in God’s transcendence, which is to be respected and not speculated about. It is
perfect, as God’s superiority to the world is absolute.

Nowhere in the Qur’an are human beings called God’s ‘image and like-
ness’*%as they are in the Bible, and nowhere does a ‘covenant’ (mithaq) between
God and human beings appear. Where there is an indication of such an idea,
this must be understood as a ‘pledge’! made by the human being. In the light of
the Qur’an one may speak even less of a ‘self-communication’ or an ‘incarna-
tion” of God, but ‘only’ of his revelation of the ‘right way’ for human beings.
Human beings can, may, should worship God. But in the last resort they can
never know how God is in himself. Even if concepts revealed to human beings
apply to God, they do not know what, in themselves, these mean when applied
to God. Yet they express the fullness of God’s properties and are present in the
everyday world of Muslims, in the giving of names and in calligraphy.
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God is addressed directly with many of these names. The Qur’an—although
the discourse of God himself—also contains direct prayers,*> addresses to God,
to the ‘Lord’ (rabb®®), and more rarely to ‘God’ (allahummah).>* There is no
model prayer in the Qur’an like the ‘Our Father’ in the New Testament. The
name ‘Father’ for God is strictly avoided, as it could imply sons and daughters.
Yet according to the Qur’an God possess attributes such as goodness and mercy,
which in the biblical perspective one would call ‘fatherly’ Indeed, his mercy
(rahma) is just as fundamental a property of God as his justice (‘adl). This God
cannot be fitted into the (Lutheran) interpretative framework of ‘law’ (the God
who demands) and ‘gospel’ (the God who gives). The God of the Qur’an cares
for human beings with his mercy, which is mentioned in many hundreds of
passages.

All the prayers of the Qur’an are addressed to God, who can and will help.
Therefore most of them are intercessions in need, oppression and danger, for
forgiveness of sins and preservation from the punishments of hell, but also
for good in this world and the world to come: ‘O our Sustainer! Grant us
good in this world and good in the life to come’>* Prayers of praise are rarer
and there are hardly any prayers of thanksgiving, though thanksgiving is some-
times included in intercession: ‘O my Sustainer! Inspire me so that I may
forever be grateful for those blessings of Thine with which thou has graced me
and my parents, and that I may do right [in a manner] that will please Thee!”®
Many prayers are formulated in a particular situation, but they are often so gen-
eral that they can be prayed by anyone at any time. Countless prayers are put
into the mouths of figures from the Hebrew Bible (for example, Adam, Noah,
Abraham, Lot, Moses, Solomon, Job) or the New Testament (such as Zechariah,
Jesus, the disciples of Jesus), the companions of the Prophet in Mecca and
Medina and finally Muhammad himself. Thus, a saying of his has been handed
down: ‘Say, Lord of all dominion ... Verily, Thou hast the power to will
anything.’

The common belief in God in the three Abrahamic religions

Judaism, Christianity and Islam are religions of faith, united by living faith in
the one God and his activity in the world. What is the meaning of this ‘living
faith’ that Abraham already showed (see A 11, 3)? Is faith a matter of under-
standing, an act of the will or a movement in the disposition? Certainly, for
Jews, Christians and Muslims, faith is not merely a matter of understanding,
neither simply holding biblical or Qur’anic texts to be true nor even assenting
to more-or-less improbable assertions. That would be utterly to misunderstand
faith. On the other hand, for Jews, Christians and Muslims faith is also not just
the product of an effort of the will, a blind venture, a leap with no basis, even a
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The most beautiful names of God

GOD

The Merciful, the Compassionate.

The King, the Holy One, the Embodiment of Peace.

The Giver of Certainty, Who has everything firm in His hands.
The Powerful, the Proud.

The Creator, the Fashioner (surah 59.22-3).

The Oft-Forgiving (38.66; 39.5; 40.42).

The Compeller (12.39; 13.16; 14.48).

The Generous (3.8; 38.9, 35), the Donor of Livelihood (51.48).
He Who judges justly, Who knows the truth (34.26).

The Equitable, Who bestows generously (2.245).

He Who brings down and exalts (56.3).

He Who gives power, Who humbles (3.26).

The All-Hearing, All-Seeing (17.1; 40.20, 56; 42.11).

The Judge, the Righteous.

The Sensitive, Who has knowledge of all things (6.103; 21.63).
The Patient (3.105), the Majestic (2.255).

He Who is full of forgiveness, Who makes himself known (35.30, 34; 42.11).
The Exalted, the Great.

The Guardian (11.57; 34.21), Who cares for and watches over all things
(4.85), Who keeps an account (4.6, 68; 33.39).

The Exalted, the Venerable (55.27, 78)

The Watcher, Who is ready to hear (11.61).

The All-Embracing, the Wise (4.130).

The Loving (11.90; 85.14), Who is worthy of honour (11.73).
The Resurrecter.

The Witness, the Truthful, the Advocate.

The Strong, the Firm.

The All-Embracing Friend, Who is worthy of praise.

He Who makes (creation) at the beginning and repeats (it) (85.13; 10.4, 34;
39.19).

He Who brings human beings to life and makes them die (3.156; 15.23).
The Living, the Existing (3.2).
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He Who calls into being, the Highly Praised.

The One, the Impenetrable (112.2).

The Mighty, the Almighty.

He Who sends (things) ahead and puts (them) back.
The First, the Last, the Visible, the Hidden (57.3).
The Protector (13.11).

The Transcendent (13.9).

The Gracious.

He Who shows grace (2.37, 54, 128).

The Avenger (32.22; 43.41; 44.16).

He Who is full of forgiveness (4.43, 99, 149), Who has compassion (2.143;
24.20).

He Who exercises kingly rule (3.26).

He Who is exalted and venerable (55.27, 78).

He Who acts justly, Who gathers together.

He Who is dependent on no one (2.263; 10.68), Who makes rich.
He Who wards (things) off (or grants protection).

He Who brings harm, Who brings what is useful.

The Light that gives right guidance.

The Incomparable Creator (2.117; 6.101).

He Who has existence, Who inherits all (15.23).

He Who shows the right way (or leads on the right way).
He Who is full of patience.

After Abu Hurayra (a companion of the Prophet),
Handed down in the collection of hadith by Tirmidi™*

credo quia absurdum: ‘I believe precisely because it is absurd’ would be a delib-
erate misunderstanding of faith. Finally, faith is not a subjective movement of
the disposition, an act of faith (fides qua creditur, ‘faith’) without any content
(fides quae creditur, ‘belief’). To think that the fact that one believes is
more important than what one believes would be an emotional misunder-
standing.

For Jews and Christians, as for Muslims, faith is an unconditional entrusting
and reliance of the whole person on God and God’s word with all the forces of
the spirit and disposition here and now. Faith is thus at the same time an act of
knowing, willing and feeling: a trust which includes believing something to be
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true. Itisan attitude—simple or very complicated—which is personal, lived out
and trusting: a believing attitude to life and way of life by which people live and
think, act and suffer.

Neither the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament nor the Qur’an want to ‘prove’
God, but they constantly and everywhere refer to him. Islam, too, emphatically
stresses that belief in God is not irrational, but (to use my own conceptuality) is
a highly reasonable trust (not a rational proof). Because the Qur’an, too, is so
utterly concerned with human beings and their ways, God is a central concern:
the name ‘Allah’ alone is mentioned more than 2500 times in the Qur’an.
So, precisely what are the beliefs that Jews, Christians and Muslims have in
common?

— Firstand fundamental is belief in the one and only God who gives meaning
and life to all. For Islam, such belief is a primal truth given with Adam; the
unity of the human race and the equality of humankind before God are
grounded in the one God. Whatever will have to be said about the Christian
doctrine of the Trinity, this too certainly does not want to question belief in the
one and only God but to expound it and develop it concretely. Judaism,
Christianity and Islam were as much one in their confrontation with old
polytheism as they are in the confrontation with modern idols of all kinds
which take possession of human beings and threaten to enslave them. Indeed,
Judaism and then Christianity cast down the old gods of the pantheon long
before Islam.

— Second is belief in the God who acts in history, in a God who is not only the
arche, the first principle of nature (as in Greek thinking), the primal ground of
all, but who, as creator of the world and human beings, is active in history: the
one God of Abraham who speaks by the prophets and reveals himself to his peo-
ple, though time and again his action remains an unfathomable mystery. God
transcends history but is also immanent. As the Qur’an so vividly putsit, God is
closer to a human being ‘than his neck-vein’>

— Third is belief in the one God who, although invisibly embracing and per-
meating all things, is someone whom they can address in prayer and medita-
tion, praise in joy and thankfulness and complain to in distress and despair. He
is a God before whom one can ‘fall on one’s knees in reverence’, ‘pray and sacri-
fice’,‘make music and dance’, to refer here to a famous saying of the philosopher
Martin Heidegger about the future.®

— Last is belief in the merciful, gracious God, who accepts human beings. In
the Qur’an, as in the Bible, human beings are called ‘servants of God’: this does
not mean slavery under a despot but expresses elementary human creatureliness
before the one Lord. The Arabic ar-rahman (the ‘merciful’) is etymologically
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connected with the Hebrew rahamim, which together with hen and hesed re-
presents the word-field of the New Testament charis and our word grace. Some
statements in the Bible and the Qur’an can make God appear arbitrary, but the
overall testimony of the Bible and the Qur’an is decisively that God is a God of
grace and mercy.

Thus Judaism, Christianity and Islam together represent belief in the one
God; they all are part of the one great monotheistic world movement. We
should not underestimate the political significance of this shared belief in the
one God, but be aware of it.

We are now sufficiently prepared to be able to understand better the second
part of the Islamic confession of faith: the confession that Muhammad is God’s
Prophet, the messenger of the one God. Who was this Prophet, and what was
the revelation to him?

2. Muhammad is his Prophet

All three Abrahamic religions are prophetic religions, in which prophetic figures
who proclaim the word and will of God play a central role. It is striking that:

— For Judaism the ‘“Torah’, the great ‘instruction’ allegedly written down by
Moses himself in five books, is more fundamental than the prophets. Judaism is
fundamentally a Torah religion.

— In Christianity, Moses and the prophets of the Hebrew Bible retreat behind
the one who, while also called ‘prophet’®' in the New Testament is more than a
prophet:** Jesus, the ‘Christ) the anointed one, the Messiah. From its origin,
Christianity is a messianic religion.

— Islam recognizes Moses and Jesus as prophets, but sees even the last of the
prophets, Muhammad, the ‘seal of the prophets) as no more than a prophet:
Islam is and remains a prophetic religion par excellence. Despite these different
accents it is important not to overlook what the three religions have in com-
mon, especially in ethics.

The common basic ethic of the three prophetic religions

As a typically prophetic religion, Islam, like Judaism and Christianity, differs
both from the Indian mystic and the Chinese wisdom religions: from Hinduism
and Buddhism and from Confucianism and Daoism.* In Islam, too, the decisive
initiative has been taken by the one God with whom human beings are not one,
either by nature or through any kind of effort. In the prophetic religions,
human beings stand and act ‘before’ God, before God’s ‘face’. They may entrust
themselves to God in faith: Islam, too, is a religion of faith.
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In order to emphasize this prophetic character of Islam (like that of Judaism
and Christianity) even more precisely, we need to recognize that by contrast
while in India the basic religious mood is a mysticism of union and in China
a harmony of the world, in Islam—to put it metaphorically—human beings
and God stand over against one other. Thus Islam, like the two other prophetic
religions, is a religion of the confrontation of the holy God and the human
beings whom he has created. However, through the one word of God to human
beings and through human faith in the one God, it becomes a religion of rela-
tionship, of dialogue.

What Islam has in common with Judaism and Christianity can now be
defined more precisely. Islam is:

- areligion of revelation, in which God’s revelation is given once and for all in
the abiding and normative form of a written revelation, the Qur’an;

- areligion which thinks historically, not in mythological cycles of return but
with a purposeful view of history which has its beginning in God’s creation
and is orientated on its end through God’s consummation;

- an ethically orientated religion which, like Judaism and Christianity, embraces
abasic ethic of elementary humanity grounded in God’s word and will.

It is of fundamental importance for the shared life of Muslims, Jews and
Christians that for Islam, too, God himself is the advocate of humanity—true
humanity. The Qur’an does not contain impersonal laws but God’s demands:
everything is said ‘in the name of the merciful and gracious God’. The impera-
tives of humanity initially formulated for the people of Israel in the “Ten Words’
(Decalogue) are indispensable for an ethic of humanity. Christianity has taken
them over literally (apart from the ritual law of the Sabbath). At the end of the
Meccan period the Qur’an, too, presents a summary of the most important eth-
ical obligations, which show many striking parallels to the ‘Ten
Commandments’ of Judaism (again apart from the Sabbath).

Thus—as I said earlier in connection with Judaism and Christianity—we
can speak of a common basic ethic of the three prophetic religions which can
make a historic contribution to the global ethic which is developing. However,
now I shall investigate the specific characteristics of Islam more closely.

A prophetic religion par excellence

Though Judaism and Christianity also were and are prophetic religions, Islam
is a prophetic religion in a quite special way, for only in Islam is the Prophet
himself part of the confession of faith: ‘There is no God but God, and
Muhammad is his prophet. For Muhammad to be the prophet of God means
two things:
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The common basic ethic

The Jewish-Christian Decalogue
(Exodus 20.1-21)

| am the Lord, your God.
You shall have no other gods before
me.
You shall not make for yourself an
image of God.
You shall not misuse the name of the

Lord, your God.

Remember the sabbath day, to keep it
holy.

Honour your father and mother,
You shall not kill.

You shall not commit adultery.

You shall not steal.

You shall not bear false witness
against your neighbour.

You shall not covet your neighbour's
house.

You shall not covet your neighbour's
wife, nor his slave, nor his ox, nor his
ass, nor anything that is your neigh-
bour's.

C

The Islamic Code of Duties
(Surah 17.22-38)

In the name of God, the most
Gracious, the Dispenser of Grace.

Do not set up any other deity side by
side with God.

For thy Sustainer has ordained that
you shall worship none but him.

And do good unto [thy] parents. And
give his due to the near of kin, as well
as to the needy and wayfarer.

And do not kill your children for fear
of poverty... and do not take any
human being's life.

And do not commit adultery.

And do not touch the substance of an
orphan.

And be true to every promise.

And give full measure whenever you
measure, and weigh with a balance
that is true. And never concern thyself
with anything of which thou hast no
knowledge.

And walk not on the earth with
haughty self-conceit.
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— Inthe Qur'an Muhammad is presented as prophet in the strict sense: he is not
justa nabi, not justa usual kind of prophet, but a rasul,a messenger of God who—
like Moses, David (the Psalms) and Jesus—has brought his people a book.

— At the same time the Qur’an emphasizes that Muhammad is no more than
a prophet, no more than a human being. It explicitly states: ‘T am but a mortal
like you. It has been revealed to me that your God is the One God.**

Some non-Muslims are amazed when, in a mosque, they see two names writ-
ten equally large on huge tablets or shields: Allah and Muhammad. Doesn’t
putting them side by side like this endanger the incomparability of God? Hasn’t
this led to Muhammad sometimes seeming to be divinized, like Christ, in later
Muslim piety? According to the Qur’an itself, at any rate, two things need to be
borne in mind.

— God and Prophet belong together. The connection we find in the confes-
sion of faith is already expressed time and again in the Qur’an: ‘Truly spoke God
and His Apostle’® and therefore: ‘We believe in God and in the Apostle, and we
pay heed!’*® Hell is threatened for those who refuse to obey: ‘Now as for him
who rebels against God and His Apostle—verily, the fire of hell awaits him,
therein to abide beyond the count of time.*”

— However, the person of the Prophet is completely subordinate to his
prophetic office: there is not the slightest indication in the Qur’an that
Muhammad might be the object of veneration, even worship. In one of four pas-
sages in which the Qur’an mentions the name of Muhammad, there is an explicit
stress on his mortality—Ilike that of all previous prophets: ‘And Muhammad is
only an apostle; all the [other] apostles have passed away before him.®

That means that though Muhammad as the last of the prophets may be the ‘seal
of the prophets’ (al-khatim al-anbiya’), who confirms and concludes the missions
of earlier prophets, he is nevertheless no more than God’s mouthpiece, God’s
instrument. To further emphasize this, Muhammad is denied all literary
knowledge; therefore the Qur’an cannot have been put together from books.
When his opponents later compared him tendentiously with Arab poets or story-
tellers, Muslim scholars vigorously disputed this, emphasizing that Muhammad
was an uneducated prophet (an-nabi al-ummi) who had no knowledge of poetic
art and rhetoric.

For believing Muslims this means that the Qur’an cannot come from the
Prophet. It comes from God. The Prophet does not attach the slightest value to
intellectual originality but to divine authority. He does not want to be a genius,
merely a spokesman. The Qur’an is not an ingenious ‘literary’ invention of the
Prophet but God’s gracious revelation. How, we may ask, must we imagine this
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revelation taking place? What happened at the Prophet’s call? How could such a
revelation come about?

How the Prophet was called: the messenger of God

What does the Qur’an say about this? It is the most important source for the life
of the Prophet, though because of its lack of chronological order and the sparse
biographical information it leaves many questions unanswered. What is said in
the classical biography (sirah) of Muhammad ibn Ishaq (c. 704-68), author of
the first comprehensive four-volume history of the Islamic world, written
around 120 years after Muhammad’s death? Parts IT and III give a lively and rel-
atively sober account of the life of Muhammad, making use of much old source
material. This biography was edited by Ibn Hisham (died 833), tightened up
and provided with brief explanations.® And what is said in the history of the
military campaigns (kitab al-maghazi), composed by al-Waqidi (died 822)?7
Whatever historical disputes there may be, there is a basic framework of the
most important dates” in the life of the Prophet:”

Dates in the life of Muhammad

¢.570 Born in Mecca

¢.595 Marriage with Khadijah

c.610 First revelation

c.613 Beginning of public preaching

¢.619 Death of his wife and his uncle Abu Talib

622 Emigration (hijrah) to Medina: beginning of the Islamic
reckoning of time (on 16 July 622 = Day 1 of Year 1)

September 622 Arrival in Medina

c. February 624 Alteration of the direction of prayer (qiblah) from

Jerusalem to Mecca (the Ka‘bah)

March 624 Victory in the battle of Badr

March 625 Defeat in the battle of Uhud

April 627 Siege of Medina

March 628 Cease-fire of al-Hudaybiyah near Mecca

January 630 Peaceful occupation of Mecca: victory over Ta’if near
Hunayn

Oct.—Dec. 630 Military campaign to Tabuk

March 632 Farewell pilgrimage to Mecca

8 June 632 Death in Medina

As in the case of other ‘founders of religions, numerous legends cluster
around Muhammad’s birth and childhood. During her pregnancy his mother
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is said to have seeing a light going out from her which shone as far as Syria; a Jew
proclaimed a star under which Ahmad (= Muhammad) would be born; two
men clothed in white cast the child Muhammad on the ground in the desert,
took his heart from his body, purified it in the snow from a black lump and
replaced it; the Christian monk Bahira in Syria discovered the ‘seal of prophecy’
between Muhammad’s shoulders, and so on.”

To non-Muslim readers, some short biographies of the Prophet Muhammad
seem to be a very simple success story, but if we read the earliest Muslim tradi-
tions and interpret them with the help of historical criticism, it quickly becomes
clear that Muhammad, too, experienced a true prophetic destiny—a life with
years of struggle and defeats, doubts and depressions—in many respects very
similar to the fate of the prophets of Israel.

For decades Muhammad (born around 570) led a completely private life in
the trading city of Mecca on the west of the Arabian peninsula (Hijaz). He came
from the tribe of the Quraysh which had settled here, a tribe less of warriors
than of merchants,” and the clan of the Hashim,”® beside which there were
more powerful and richer clans. His father, ‘Abd Allah, died before his birth,and
he was orphaned soon afterwards when his mother Amina died. He was
brought up first by his grandfather ‘Abd al-Muttalib and then by his uncle Abu
Talib, the head of the clan. First he was a shepherd, then became a merchant
travelling to Palestine and Syria and finally was head of a business; after five
years he also became the husband of a rich widow, Khadijah. Then suddenly, at
the age of forty, this businessman claimed that he had had a revelation from
God. How is this to be ‘explained’?”

This revelation did not reallly take place ‘suddenly’. A ‘prehistory’ has also
been handed down to us.

— Before his fortieth birthday Muhammad was accustomed to retreat to a
nearby mountain, to a cave or a hill; there, far from the polytheistic bustle of the
pilgrim city of Mecca, he devoted himself to meditation and prayer (not an
unusual practice at that time).

— In Mecca, and on his travels, Muhammad not only got to know the poly-
theistic religion of the Arab merchants, pilgrims and poets but also discovered
much from, and about, Jews and Christians.

— Muhammad manifestly sympathized with those ‘God-seekers’ (hanif)
already known to us and mentioned in the Qur’an. Outside the traditional
polytheistic religion, which was so unsatisfactory, they longed for a purer faith,
belief in the one God of Abraham.

So God’s revelation did not come to Muhammad unprepared. But how does
such a revelation take place? The earliest extant report, which goes back to the
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nephew of Muhammad’s favourite wife ‘A’ishah, describes a first vision which
took place when Muhammad returned to his family after many days and nights
of solitude in the wilderness and prayer. It so terrified Muhammad that he
sought protection with his wife. This is what the account says:

Atlast unexpectedly the Truth came to him and said: O Muhammad, you are
the messenger of God.

The messenger of God said: I had been standing, but I sank to my knees;
then I crept away and my shoulders trembled; then I entered Khadijah’s
room and said: Cover me up, cover me up, until the fear has left me. Then he
came to me and said: O Muhammad, you are the messenger of God.

He (Muhammad) said: I had thought to cast myself from a ledge of the
rock, but while I was contemplating this he appeared to me and said: O
Muhammad, I am Gabriel, and you are the messenger of God.

Then he said: Speak. I said: What shall I say? He (Muhammad) said: Then
he took me and pressed me vigorously three times until exhaustion over-
came me; then he said: Speak in the name of your Lord who has created you.
And I spoke.

And I came to Khadijah and said: I am full of anxiety, and I told her my
experiences. She said: Rejoice! By God, God will never put you to shame; you
do good to your own, you speak the truth; you return what has been
entrusted to you; you tolerate toils; you give hospitality to the guest; you help
the helpers of the Truth.””

We can no longer know whether this report is accurate. Strikingly, however,
in the Qur’an itself, at the beginning of surah 74, there is mention of a veiling or
unveiling, so that the biography could be a subsequent exegesis of the Qur’anic
passage. The basic substance of the report finds further confirmation in the
Qur’an, where two visionary experiences are reported at the beginning of the
revelations. In surah 53, “The Star’, the first is described like this:

This fellow-man of yours (Muhammad) has not gone astray, nor is he
deluded, and neither does he speak out of his own desire: that [which he con-
veys to you] is but a [divine] inspiration with which he is being inspired—
something that a very mighty one has imparted to him: [an angel] endowed
with surpassing power, who in time manifested himself in his true shape and
nature, appearing in the horizon’s loftiest part, and then drew near, and came
close, until he was but two bow-lengths away, or even nearer. And thus did
[God] reveal unto His servant whatever He deemed right to reveal. The [ser-
vant’s] heart did not give the lie to what he saw: will you, then, contend with
him as to what he saw?”®
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Most Muslims now assume that this was a vision of the angel Gabriel—not
of God. However, some early Muslim exegetes thought that this was a vision of
God himself, as the wording of the text itself indicates (the reference of the pro-
nouns). Another passage of the Qur’an says: ‘No human vision can encompass
Him, whereas He encompasses all human vision.” According to an old tradi-
tion, when asked by a contemporary whether Muhammad really saw God,
‘Aishah, the Prophet’s widow, replied, ‘My hair stands on end at what you say.*
The Qur’an knows three modes of revelation: ‘And it is not given to mortal man
that God should speak unto him otherwise than

- through sudden inspiration’ (wahy): without a vision the recipient is often
given not a verbal instruction but simply an indication of how to act;

- ‘from behind a veil’ (hijab): again a voice is perceived without a vision;

- ‘or by sending an apostle to reveal, by His leave, whatever He wills [to reveal].®!

This third mode of revelation is mentioned at another point, where it is said
that the angel Gabriel ‘has brought down [the Qur’an] upon thy heart’®* When
the different ‘kinds of revelation’ were discussed by Muslim scholars in lengthy
treatises this came to be regarded as the usual mode of revelation. Muhammad
himself was convinced that he could distinguish between a revelation of God
and his own thoughts. These revelations must have been visions (in which there
was something to be ‘seen’) only in exceptional cases; rather, they were
‘prophetic auditions), ‘which Muhammad believed he had received in the word-
ing as revelations and which he felt called to present in the same form to his fel-
low countrymen and those who shared his faith’® There is still no complete
agreement as to which surah was revealed first.*

Who was the first, after his wife Khadijah, to encourage Muhammad to take
the experience of his personal revelation seriously, because it was like the reve-
latory experience of Moses? Remarkably it was a Christian, Waraqah, a cousin
of Muhammad’s wife. Waraqah ibn Nawfal (he has already been mentioned),
‘who became a Christian, had read the holy scriptures and had learned from the
adherents of the Torah and the Gospel,* was probably a Jewish Christian, as he
clearly did not read the Bible in Greek but in Aramaic (at that time there was not
yet an Arabic translation of the Bible). Waragah compared Muhammad’s expe-
rience, not with that of Jesus, but with that of Moses, speaking of a namus (for
the Greek nomos = ‘law’ of Moses), which was handed on to him.

The battle for justice: the threat to the status quo

The call to be a messenger radically changed Muhammad’s life. Dogged by fears
and doubts (which touchingly emphasize his humanity), Muhammad at first
proclaimed his message only in the circle of his family and friends. It took time
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for him to become clear about all that his prophetic commission embraced.
From then on he constantly received new revelations that he ‘presented” or
‘recited’ to his followers (the verb gar’a, from which the noun qur’an is derived,
is a word which originally was presumably used for the individual revelations
which ‘came down’). It was three years before he made a public appearance.
Only then did he definitively understand himself as ‘God’s messenger’, called on
to preach publicly: ‘Arise and warn!* Remind, then, whether this reminding
[would seem to] be of use [or not]. %’

What did the prophet ‘warn’ of? Fearlessly, Muhammad proclaimed the
power and goodness of God to the Meccans and called for gratitude, generosity
and social solidarity in face of the coming judgement. By contrast (if we follow
Noldeke, Bell and Watt), the oneness of God does not seem to have stood so
much in the foreground (though this assessment is largely dependent on deci-
sions about datings within the Qur’an). The message that the ‘messenger of
God’ presented to the Meccans, ‘warning and admonishing, was anything but a
comfortable message. On the contrary, at a time of great prosperity, when rich
Mecca controlled the caravan trade from the Yemen as far as Gaza and
Damascus, Muhammad’s proclamation of an alternative manner of life, his
preaching of a ‘narrow way’, was extremely unwelcome. It meant ‘the freeing of
one’s neck, or the feeding, upon a day of hunger, of an orphan near of kin, or of
a needy [stranger] lying in the dust—and being, withal, of those who have
attained to faith, and who enjoin upon one another patience in adversity, and
enjoin upon one another compassion’® The constantly renewed threat of hell
is particularly striking: ‘Woe unto him who amasses wealth and counts it a safe-
guard, thinking that his wealth will make him live forever.®

No wonder that Muhammad’s message provoked not only curiosity but
above all misunderstanding among the Quraysh. It found acceptance only
among a very few: members of Muhammad’s family and clan and friends (a
series of above all younger men, also from influential clans) and some members
of the lower class (slaves and aliens). Muhammad accepted them into his
community without discrimination. Certainly, none of them were social revo-
lutionaries but they were serious and pious people, discontented with the
changing social and moral climate in Mecca (they included Abu Bakr and
‘Alj, the later caliph). So the first small community took shape. Its basis was not
a particular social status but a common faith, ritual prayer, eschatological piety
and an ethic of justice. This too emphasizes the spiritual energy it needed for
the Prophet, now as leader of a highly marginalized community, to continue on
a way that was questioned from many sides. There were plenty of difficulties,
resistance and rejection, which often resulted in inner tribulations and
doubt. Why?
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Muhammad by no means became the Prophet immediately, as he had
hoped; rather, he became a dangerous, and endangered, outsider. His main
opponents in Mecca were the great merchants and leading members of the
powerful clans, such as the Makhzum and the Umayyah (from which the
dynasty of the Umayyads would later emerge), who were affected by his warn-
ing. A prophet from the insignificant Hashim clan? Unthinkable! This explains
why Muhammad was initially dismissed as a ‘seer’ (kahin), poet (sa’ir) or magi-
cian (sahir)—a man with special capacities transcending the senses, of a kind
common in old Arabic religion. A divine commission to a fellow member of the
tribe? In Mecca people joked about such bizarre notions as resurrection and last
judgement and called for miracles as a proof of his message. The establishment
in Mecca felt the message of the new prophet to be a dangerous threat to the sta-
tus quo and thus to its position of economic, social and religious power.

Muhammad’s plea for an ethic of justice in the face of the coming judge-
ment, his call to repentance and social solidarity, made with sharp words,
threats of punishment and solemn oaths, threatened the selfish and materialis-
tic attitude of the rich merchants and traders.

Nor was this social confrontation all. Social problems were closely bound up
with the religious problems. Business life, social structure, religion and moral
views formed an entangled system of ideas and attitudes. Muhammad’s only
reply to the demand for proofs was the message itself, the Qur’an. With its con-
tent and the beauty of its language this is a unique miracle, the sign of the reve-
lation of God and the credibility of the Prophet.

The battle for the oneness of God: ‘Satanic verses’

Very soon there were also clashes in Mecca over the one God and the many
deities. It is important to note that Muhammad’s own tribe, the Quraysh,
supervised (through a variety of offices) the age-old central sanctuary of
Mecca, the Ka‘bah, which presumably formed the focal point of the settlement
and communal life of the various Quraysh clans. The Ka‘bah is a rectangular
building in the form of a cube measuring ten by twelve metres, housing the
famous black stone (which may be basalt or lava or possibly a meteorite), which
to the present day is covered with a black carpet. According to the Muslim view,
the foundation walls of the Ka‘bah were built by Abraham and his son Ishmael
(or, according to a later legend, by Adam), and the pilgrimage to this sanctuary
was prescribed by Abraham. However, in the time of Muhammad the Ka‘bah
was still full of images and statues of gods.

The historical reconstructions of the precise nature of the controversies over
strict monotheism in Mecca remain very hypothetical. In the view of many schol-
ars, the background to the early Meccan surahs is a notion of God which shows



2. MUHAMMAD IS HIS PROPHET 101

only the beginnings of monotheism but is prepared to tolerate other, subordinate
gods. A not insignificant role was played in these controversies by the ‘Satanic
verses’ in the Qur’an (the novelist Salman Rushdie did not invent them in his
famous/notorious novel). According to these verses, Muhammad at first toler-
ated the veneration of the three ‘daughters of Allah’ (banat Allah) in the Ka‘bah.
In any case, their relations with the ‘high God’ Allah are more abstract and not of
a sexual nature (as in Greek mythology; there are no ‘sons of Allah’). Wasn’t such
a compromise—the one God and subordinate deities—possible with the clan
chiefs and merchants of the Quraysh? Initially, they were ready to fall in with it.

But any prophet or messenger of God has notions whispered into his ear by
Satan, which must then be corrected by God. We read in the Qur’an: ‘Yet when-
ever We sent forth any apostle or prophet before thee, and he was hoping [that
his warnings would be heeded], Satan would cast an aspersion on his innermost
aims; but God renders null and void whatever aspersion Satan may cast; and God
makes His messages clear in and by themselves—for God is all-knowing, wise.*
What are these ‘Satanic verses’ in the case of Muhammad? They begin in surah
53.19f., the ‘Star’ (the very one which contains the report of Muhammad’s vision
at the beginning!): ‘Have you, then, ever considered [what you are worshipping
in] Al-Lat and Al-‘Uzza, as well as [in] Manat, the third and last (of this triad]?’*!

According to the Annals of at-Tabari (died 923)—based on a report by ‘Urwa
ibn az-Zubayr to the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (685-705)—and other Muslim com-
mentators, these two verses were followed by two or three others. They are not
in the Qur’an but they certainly cannot have been invented: ‘They are exalted
cranes (gharanig, heron, high-flying bird, angelic being?). For their intercession
one may hope’ There is a variant: “Their intercession is acceptable (to God).*?
According to the merchants Muhammad recited these fatal verses (in the
Ka‘bah?) and then even bowed in reverence, readily followed by the merchants.

Some time later (that same evening or after some days?), however,
Muhammad recognized the verses as the whisperings of Satan and as a correc-
tion received the verses surah 53.21-3: ‘Why—for yourselves [you would
choose only] male offspring, whereas to Him [you assign] female: that, lo and
behold, is an unfair division! These [allegedly divine beings] are nothing but
empty names which you have invented—you and your forefathers—[and] for
which God has bestowed no warrant from on high.?* It has now become quite
clear that not only is the intercession of such divine beings denied, but even
their existence. Alongside God whom Muhammad worships as Lord (rabb), as
the creator and redeemer God, sustainer and judge, other, lower gods are incon-
ceivable as intermediaries, only angels as God’s servants (‘abd, plural ‘ibad), his
court. Interpreters say that the ‘Satanic verses’ are ‘abrogated’, done away with,
by those that follow.
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At the latest from this moment, Muhammad’s fight for the one God thus
became a decisive fight against all more lowly deities, who were to intercede
before the ‘high God’ Allah. The ‘legends about prophets and punishments’ of
the middle Meccan surahs are full of polemic against polytheism. The prophetic
message is an uncompromising one: ‘Say: “O you who deny the truth! I do not
worship that which you worship, and neither do you worship that which I wor-
ship. And I will not worship that which you have [ever] worshipped, and neither
will you [ever] worship that which I worship. Unto you, your moral law, and
unto me, mine”** ‘Association’ becomes the one great sin which is not forgiven:
‘Verily, God does not forgive the ascribing of divinity to aught beside Him,
although He forgives any lesser sin unto whomever He wills.**

Such an uncompromising stance had its costs. We can understand the oppo-
sition of the Quraysh to Muhammad’s message.”® This was not just a matter of
belief or unbelief but a ‘question of life’, a highly political question for the whole
tribe, in which the tribal sanctuaries, symbols and traditions, and thus the tribal
identity, were at stake. As long as people could remember, Mecca’s sanctuary
had had a holy, protected time and a holy, protected precinct. Both—in con-
nection with the annual ‘pilgrimages’ (‘time of peace’)—were the basis for the
great market at which all tribes and clans, whether settled, nomadic or semi-
nomadic, could gather together peacefully: for worship and trade, settling dis-
putes and making all kinds of agreements.

And now here was this Qurayshi, questioning the foundation of his own
tribe! This was unheard of: for through his demand for ‘submission’ (islam) to
Allah alone he

- mocked the venerable cult of the gods of his forefathers;

- rejected the highly respected legends, customs and traditions of the tribe;

- made the whole tribe seem ridiculous to outsiders by his criticism, instead of
identifying himself unconditionally with it according to good old custom;
endangered the unity and cohesion of the clan and the identity of the tribe.

Moreover, each of the three goddesses (al-Lat, goddess; al-‘Uzza, the Strong
One and Manat, dispenser or goddess of fate) was identified with a famous
sanctuary in the neighbourhood of Mecca, on the great trade routes to Medina
and Iraq. A denial of the existence of these goddesses would lead not only to a
diminution of the cult in the Ka‘bah but also to a closing of these sanctuaries
(and indeed they were destroyed later, after the victory of the Muslims).

All in all Muhammad’s prophetic message was a political factor of the first
order: overthrowing gods and violating taboos, reforming society and bringing
equality. This was a radical threat to the clan solidarity that had previously been
practised, to the authority of the clan heads and to the appeal of the Ka‘bah and



2. MUHAMMAD IS HIS PROPHET 103

the other sanctuaries in West Arabia. In short, it was a threat to the economic
domination of Mecca and the political dominance of the Quraysh throughout
the region.

Muhammad’s plea for subordination to the one and only God threatened all
the cult and commerce around the Ka‘bah, not only the veneration of other
gods or goddesses there but also the pilgrimage business and the market—and
thus Mecca’s financial and economic systems, foreign and trade policy and
existing religious, social and political institutions, indeed the venerable tradi-
tion, inner unity and external prestige of the tribe itself.

Here an individual with a small group stood up against a whole tribe. How
would things end? There were threats and harassment and financial support was
refused, but this did not persuade the Prophet to fall into line. The religious,
social and political dispute dragged on for years. Finally, however, a decision was
needed: either the whole tribe would have to convert to the Prophet and his mes-
sage—or the Prophet and his followers would have to leave the tribe. A dozen or
so years after Muhammad’s call there was indeed a decision and a separation.

Emigration: the turn of the ages

Every Arab tribe understands itself to be a community whose solidarity is based
on blood; often (as in the case of the Ka‘bah) it is a cultic community. The clan is
almost a tribe within a tribe. Each clan observes a strict clan solidarity which
obligates every member to help against enemies, and which is even stronger than
the solidarity with the tribe as a whole. The clan takes blood vengeance on any
attack on life or limb—the usual means of law in a nomadic society. As long as
Muhammad’s uncle, stepfather and head of the Hashim clan, protected him,
there was no threat to Muhammad’s life. But the situation became increasingly
dangerous, so much so that in 615, as leader of his small community, the Prophet
recommended that individual members should emigrate to Christian Ethiopia
for a time; the emigrants are said to have numbered eighty-nine men and eigh-
teen women, and evidently they received a very friendly welcome from the Negus.
However, in Mecca the insults and harassment of the other clans directed against
the Hashim clan culminated in a boycott of marriage and trade (616-18). This
was an insult but it was dropped, presumably because it was not very effective.

In 619 the controversy reached a critical stage.

First, Muhammad’s wife Khadijah died. She had not only brought him
wealth and respect but was the first Muslim woman to give him constant and
incomparable support in his faith, particularly in the depressing periods when
revelations were interrupted.

Soon afterwards Muhammad’s uncle Abu Talib died. With him Muhammad
lost his most influential protector who, although he himself did not become a
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Muslim, resisted all the pressure from the Quraysh to withdraw clan protection
from Muhammad.

Another uncle, Abu Lahab, became clan chief; during the boycott he took the
side of Muhammad’s opponents and married a wife from the hostile Umayyah
clan. He yielded to the pressure of leading Qurayshi and finally removed
Muhammad’s obligatory protection.

The quest of the now ‘vagrant’ Prophet for a place of refuge outside his tribe
in the neighbourhood of Mecca (among nomadic tribes or in the city of Ta’if)
proved fruitless; he was mocked and driven away. Someone seeking protection
might perhaps have been accepted, but not a ‘messenger of God’ claiming to be
a leader, someone who rejected all their gods. On his return Muhammad, in
flight and an outlaw, had difficulty in winning the necessary guarantee of pro-
tection from any clan leader at all. He had no political support and won over
very few new adherents: the Muslim community numbered probably little
more than one hundred members.

A turning point came when, around 620, at the annual pilgrimage and market,
a group of six men from Yathrib, about one hundred and eighty miles to the
north—possibly at that time it was already called ‘the city), ‘al-Madinah’, Medina by
strangers to the place—were persuaded by Muhammad’s revelations and became
his courageous and steadfast companions. A year later, at the time of the pilgrim-
age, there was a secret meeting outside Mecca, in ‘Aqaba, between twelve delegates
from Yathrib/Medina and Muhammad. They came to a provisional agreement.
The next year, 622, this agreement was definitively sealed (again in ‘Aqaba)—with
the oaths of seventy-three new converts that they would practise Islam. Specifically,
they vowed that they would believe in the one God, reject theft, calumniation, adul-
teryand infanticide, obey the Prophet and give him a guarantee of protection. Here
Muhammad already had a combined religious and political function.

In view of his hopeless situation in Mecca, for Muhammad Yathrib/Medina
was a gift from heaven. The Muslims emigrated in small groups, moving away
from their own tribe and breaking off natural relations with their own clan—
for the sake of their faith. Finally, in complete secrecy, with his companion Abu
Bakr (later to become the first caliph) Muhammad himself followed. On
24 September 622 they arrived in Quba), in the southern region of the oasis of
Medina. This is called the Hijrah (emigration, not flight) of the Prophet. It was
not just a harmless change of place but a critical turning-point. Indeed, it was a
dramatic transition to another world: no longer the tribal community but a
community of faith; no longer polytheism but Islam. Because the Hijrah marks
such a fundamental turning-point not only in the life of the Prophet but in
Islam as a whole, the Muslim tradition began a new, Islamic, calculation of the
date with this year, Year 1 (16 July 622).
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3. The Prophet as leading figure

Yathrib was later called ‘Medina), the ‘city of the Prophet’ (madinat an-nabi). It
was less a city of trade, pilgrimage and the market than an oasis of date palms
and corn: agriculture was successfully practised here above all by the numerous
Jews. It was not the city of a single Arab tribe, like Mecca, but the city of several
rival tribes and clans (two pagan and three Jewish tribes—the Jewish tribes, too,
were Arab). There were disputes lasting decades, anarchic clan fights and blood
feuds, especially between the Aws and Khazraj tribes, over the territory which
could be utilized for agriculture; these threatened security in the fields and
threatened to destroy Medina. But no one was able to settle things.*”

How the Prophet became the statesman: the founding of a community

Could the Prophet, who had been called to Medina as an arbitrator (hakam)
and peacemaker by members of two warring tribes (customary among Arabs),
bring about a settlement?*® Muhammad showed political wisdom by making
the men of Medina swear an oath in Mecca and concluding an agreement with
them there, since in Medina there was neither a common law nor a central gov-
ernment. Soon after his arrival he confirmed this agreement with the inhabi-
tants of the place and fixed it in writing. It has sometimes, exaggeratedly, been
called a ‘constitution’ and the ‘community order of Medina’ However, what the
historian Ibn Ishaq relates in his biography immediately after the Hijrah is not
the original agreement—the three large Jewish tribes no longer appear in it—
but a document which was produced very much later and is evidently compos-
ite (because of the repetitions in it).

This is one of a kind of treaty quite customary between Arab tribes; it is, as it
states: ‘a document of Muhammad, the Prophet of God, about relations
between the believing Muslims of Quraysh and Yathrib (Medina), those who
follow him, who have attached themselves to them and fight together with
them.* It is a ‘protection and shelter’ alliance, about the payment of blood
money and ransom, about relations with the Jews, about obligations in negoti-
ations in battle and the prohibition against making a separate peace. But it con-
tains specifically Muslim statements:

- ‘They (the Muslims of Quraysh and Medina) are one community (ummah)
in distinction from other men.'® Ummah can be rendered community, fel-
lowship or confederation.

- ‘The wrath of God on the day of resurrection’is threatened on those who act
contrary to the document.'®! (Thus this is an ordinance which is legitimated
and sanctioned in political and religious terms at the same time.)



106 B II. THE CENTRAL MESSAGE

- ‘In any question on which you are not agreed, turn to God and
Muhammad."** (Muhammad had been called to Medina not only as an
arbiter but also as a ‘messenger of God’.)

The Prophet succeeded in reconciling the two hostile tribes of Medina
and they became his most loyal ‘helpers’ (ansar). At first, they welcomed the
‘emigrants’ (muhajirun, people of the Hijrah) from Mecca. Many of the inhabi-
tants of Medina had already accepted Islam before the arrival of the Prophet and
very soon the Muslims were in a majority. For the first time, the tribal groups of
Medina, which had been so much at odds with one another, had a common basis
of faith. Muhammad now had the unique chance to build up a fully functioning
Muslim community: the community or confederation (ummah) of Medina as
the core of what later became the great Muslim community (likewise ummah).
Originally Muhammad had, quite naturally, seen his Medinan compatriots and
the Arabs generally as his Ummah, but now he had to build up a new political
and religious Ummah. ‘The religious foundation on which it was based was
essential. The Ummah of the Arabs turned into the Ummah of the Muslims.'*

The second period of Muhammad’s prophetic activity, which was of a very
different kind, had now begun. For many interpreters this seems to reveal a
completely different Muhammad. The Muhammad who was formerly the
preacher of God’s goodness, omnipotence and justice in the face of the coming
judgement had now turned into the admired and feared politician, a man of
war and the senses? But did his personality and principles really change?

We should not overlook either the continuity of a faith so firmly rooted in
the omnipotent and merciful God in Muhammad’s life or the change in his
living conditions and tasks. The former outsider now saw himself suddenly in
charge, leader of the community, and the minority which had been hardly toler-
ated in Mecca now became the controlling majority. Muhammad was not an
absolute ruler over the different clans. At first, as clan chief of the emigrants, he
remained dependent on the assent of the other clan chiefs; the tribal order was pre-
served. Yet at the same time he was the unique Prophet who proclaimed God’s rev-
elations and therefore could be the supreme arbiter, commissioned by God, in the
disputes that continued to break out. The Prophet received more, largely new, rev-
elations relating both to the founding of a righteous society and to the shaping of
aworthy form of worship. These became elements of the Qur’an and thus the core
of the Islami religious system that subsequently was to establish itself everywhere.

Muhammad grew into new tasks, and the Prophet became a ‘statesman’—
here of course he was unlike the prophets of Israel—who proved equal to the
high demands of the new confederation. For him, prophetic mission and polit-
ical capabilities were not mutually exclusive. His political followers were to
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become Muslim believers. The Prophet saw himself confronted with enormous
tasks. The new community or confederation had to be organized:

— domestically, by forging a ‘brotherhood’ between the ‘Hijrah people’, the
‘emigrants), and those already settled and by assigning new tasks to the ‘emi-
grants, who could not permanently remain dependent on the ‘helpers’.
Muhammad himself bought a piece of land and built a house which served as a
dwelling for him and his family, and became the place of assembly for his fol-
lowers, the first mosque;

— abroad, by giving the new Islamic community military security. From the
beginning there was bitter fighting with the Quraysh and raids were made on
the caravans of the Meccans (this became the new task and source of income for
the emigrants). Defence of the city against the threatened revenge of the
Meccans had to be arranged. And finally, martial enterprises had to be planned
and carried out, particularly with the help of the emigrants.

Who were Muhammad’s opponents? Even in Medina they took four forms:

- a polytheistic opposition made up above all of small clans whose members
mocked the Medinans for had subjecting themselves to a foreigner;

- a Muslim opposition, directed against the power of Muhammad, which was
growing with his successes and his provocative anti-Meccan politics: these
hangers-on, followers who were unreliable in crises and sympathized with
the Jews, were called ‘doubters’ and ‘hypocrites’ (munafiqun);

- a Bedouin opposition (a‘rab) around Medina and Mecca, restless and dis-

united, often involved on both sides and ready to change sides; they were

against any religious regulation, for example of prayer and support of the
poor; they were unruly and, precisely for that reason, were wooed by the

Prophet and used in countless minor military operations;

a powerful Jewish opposition, which I shall consider separately in the next

section.

The break with the Jews

The inhabitants of Mecca seemed almost predestined to ‘unbelief’; in twelve
years the Prophet had achieved nothing. But in Medina his experiences were
precisely the opposite. Why? Why was the readiness of Meccans to accept the
radical monotheistic faith greater? In the view of most scholars, this is to be
explained by the strong influence of a religious group, organized into its own
clans but also widespread among the others, which for centuries had already
practised strict monotheism and for generations had been settled in Medina:
the Jews. Muhammad regarded them, as he did the Christians, as his natural
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allies, since they possessed a scripture and thus were ‘people of the book’ (ahl al-
kitab). Jewish tribes were included in the treaty of Medina as associates.'™

However, Muhammad experienced fearful disappointment: only exception-
ally did Jews convert to Islam. To begin with, he waited. His hopes for support
from the adherents of this age-old religion of revelation were nourished by
thoughts such as: just as there is only the one God, isn’t there fundamentally
only the one revelation? Won’t the different revelations agree in the course of
time? Doesn’t his new revelation confirm the Jewish revelation which had pre-
ceded it? Why should the Jews reject his revelation? After all, in many respects—
such as ritual prayer, eschatological expectation (judgement)—Muhammad’s
religion strongly resembled Judaism. How often he had appealed to its
‘prophets’, from Adam to David, from Abraham to Joseph. The Jews need not all
become Muslims, but they should accept Muhammad as a true prophet. In that
way, he would be an Arab prophet also for the Jews and Christians of Arabia.

As in Mecca, in Medina Muhammad was at first ignored by the Jews and
then—Dbehind his back—criticized, attacked and ridiculed. He was said not to
be an expert on the Hebrew Bible; he did not know, or only half knew, much of
what they, the Jews, knew very precisely from their Holy Scripture. In any case
prophecy had been long quenched! After more than a year Muhammad could
not deny that the Jews of Medina were rejecting his prophetic claim: for them,
he was no prophet. In practical terms, that meant there could be no question of
integrating them fully into the new Islamic Ummah.

This brought about a momentous change in the Prophet’s basic attitude: his
image of the Jews became negative. From his perspective, the fault lay entirely
with the Jews since, as Prophet, he was proclaiming none other than the truth of
God. The Jews had isolated themselves and were now unreliable allies for the
military enterprises of the Muslim community. Disappointment and bitterness
probably made the Prophet reflect, at a very early stage, on far-reaching conse-
quences, extending to the expulsion of the Jews, especially as important clan
chiefs of his contributed anti-Jewish polemic. The Prophet had originally taken
over some religious customs from the Jews (both the ritual times of prayer and
the Friday prayer); now he undertook two reorientations that considerably
accelerated the process of the formation of Islam as an independent religion
alongside Judaism and Christianity:

- Instead of fasting for a day on the Jewish Day of Atonement, the Muslims
now observed a mandatory time of fasting lasting a whole Islamic month, in
Ramadan.

- Instead of the direction of their prayer (giblah) being towards Jerusalem (as also
happened in Eastern Christianity), it now became towards Meccaand the Ka‘bah.
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However, that does not mean that, theologically, Muhammad completely
rejected the Jews. Rather, in the Medinan surahs an independent theology of his-
tory develops in which both Judaism and Christianity are assigned a special place.

The Islamic theology of history

Muhammad saw himself as the Arab prophet who, in succession to the prophets
of the Old and New Testaments, would lead the Arabs from a time of ‘ignorance’
(jahiliyah) on to the right path. In the now-developed Muslim view, the history
of revelation took place in three stages:'*

— First, Moses brought the Torah, the revelation for Judaism: ‘Verily, it is We
who bestowed from on high the Torah, wherein there was guidance and light.
On its strength did the prophets, who had surrendered themselves unto God,
deliver judgement unto those who followed the Jewish faith; and so did the
[early] men of God and the rabbis, inasmuch as some of God’s writ had been
entrusted to their care.!*

— Then, Jesus brought the Gospel, the revelation for Christianity: ‘And We
caused Jesus, the son of Mary, to follow in the footsteps of those [earlier
prophets], confirming the truth of whatever there still remained of the Torah;
and We vouchsafed to him the Gospel, wherein there was guidance and light,
confirming the truth of whatever there still remained of the Torah, and as a
guidance and admonition unto the God-conscious. Let, then, the followers of
the Gospel judge in accordance with what God has revealed therein.'"’

— Finally, Muhammad brought the Qur’an, the revelation for Islam: ‘And
unto Thee [O Prophet] have We vouchsafed this divine writ, setting forth the
truth, confirming the truth of whatever there still remains of earlier revelations
and determining what is true therein. Judge, then, between the followers of ear-
lier revelation in accordance with what God has bestowed from on high, and do
not follow their errant views, forsaking the truth that has come unto thee.'*®

In the light of the Qur’an, which brings the full, unfalsified truth, the other
possessors of scripture—and this cannot be overlooked—are necessarily in a
religious twilight. For according to this view, Jews and Christians have falsified
scriptures. This is not only asserted in the Qur’an itself but also becomes evi-
dent wherever these scriptures do not correspond to the Qur’an. So Jews and
Christians are not full believers. However, the Qur’an recognizes different ways
to salvation more clearly than Christians normally do: ‘Unto every one of you
have We appointed a [different] law and way of life. ' Indeed, the differences of
religion within humankind are expressly grounded in the will of God himself:
‘And if God had so willed, He could surely have made you all one single com-
munity (ummah): but [He willed it otherwise] in order to test you by means of
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what He has vouchsafed unto you. Vie, then, with one another in doing good
works!!1

The new Qur’anic theology of history goes one stage further: to the begin-
ning of humankind. According to the Qur’an all three religions are preceded by
the ‘religion of Ibrahim) the religion of Abraham, whom, as I have remarked,
the Qur’an designates hanif, one who seeks God and is submissive to God in an
exemplary way, as a model of authentic Muslim believing. In this way, the pri-
ority of Islam over the two other religions of revelation is claimed in time (and
in content). Islam, historically the youngest of the three religions, appears to be
both chronologically older and truer in content, in so far as it authentically
restores the original religion of humankind.

If, as we saw,'"! during the time in Mecca Muhammad represented Abraham
above all as a monotheistic champion of the faith, while his son Ishmael, the
ancestor of the Arabs, played no special role, in Medina the roles of both
Abraham and Ishmael were decisively strengthened. For we are now told that
Abraham and his son Ishmael built the foundations of the Ka‘bah together,
purified it of idolatry and made it a place of pure monotheistic worship of God,
a place of pilgrimage. Abraham and Ishmael stand at the origin of the Muslim
pilgrimage to Mecca and are the spiritual leading figures of pilgrimage gener-
ally. However, the statements about the Abrahamic origin of Mecca and the
Ka‘bah cannot be checked and, as we have also seen, led to a historical contro-
versy. This showed that there is no historical evidence for a stay of Abraham
(who was buried in Hebron!) in Arabia, but that Abraham is mentioned in the
Qur’an even before the time in Medina and the controversy with the Jews.

Whatever may be thought about the historical roots of the Islamic theology of
history (which I shall be discussing later), the Bible and the Qur’an agree at least
on the basic theological statement that Abraham embodied pure belief in God
even before Moses (the ‘religion of Abraham’). And if islam (with a lower-case )
means submission, dedication to God, we can call Abraham a muslim (like Noah,
and even Adam, before him): a representative of belief in one God long before the
Prophet Muhammad and the new religion of ‘Islam’ (with a capital I). Jews and
Christians also appeal to this Abraham who is likewise the model of their faith:
they all want to be Abrahamic religions and none should dispute that either of the
others is. However, from the beginning the controversies of the new Abrahamic
religion with the two others were accompanied by the use of force.

How the Prophet became the general: purges and wars

Even if the aggression of the early Muslims was not directed against the Jews as
apeopleora‘race’but, for religious and political reasons, ‘only’ against the three
large Jewish tribes (banu—sons, tribe) in Medina, today one would probably
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call it ethnic cleansing. As elsewhere, the Jews were pioneers in agriculture; pre-
sumably they all spoke Arabic, had many customs in common with the
Muslims and were initially allied with Muhammad. However, after their rejec-
tion of his religious claim, they became politically suspect to the Prophet and,
in military terms, an unpredictable factor in the fight with the Meccans: they
did not want to be members of the Muslim confederation. So in the end
Muhammad did not hesitate to get rid of the Jewish tribes one by one; this was
all the easier, as they were disunited among themselves. After every victory over
the external enemies there was also a battle against the ‘enemies’ within! In their
districts within Medina the Jewish tribal units were attacked, besieged and
defeated. There were purges and massacres:

- After their subjection in 624, the Qaynuqga‘ (most of whom were armourers
and goldsmiths) had to give up all their possessions and emigrate.

- In 625 the tribe of Nadir, some of whose palms Muhammad had felled—
violating an unwritten law of Arab warfare—had to leave Medina without
their possessions.

- In 627 around 600 men from the Jewish tribe of Qurayzah, which had main-
tained neutrality in a preceding war (‘the trench war’), were slaughtered in a
single day and their wives and children were distributed among the Muslims.
Muhammad, who had a claim to a fifth of the booty, sent some of the wives
due him to Najd (in central Arabia) in exchange for horses and weapons.

There is no doubt that the Prophet was directly (or in the third case indi-
rectly) responsible for these actions, as the Muslim sources themselves attest.
What was his motivation? Much of Muhammad’s crude power politics, like
those of the Hebrew Bible, can be explained in terms of the time, which as yet
knew no human rights and was accustomed to brutal methods of waging war
without mercy. Muhammad nurtured the suspicion that the Jewish tribes were
unreliable and, with further military concentration, could stab the ‘messenger
of God’ in the back. But does that justify the massacre of the men and the
enslavement of the women and children? In the view of contemporary
Muslims, the felling of the palms, which take decades to replace, could not be
justified. However, the Prophet—and this makes the unprejudiced observer
think—could justify even this by a divine revelation: surah 59.5 reads:
‘Whatever [of their] palm trees you may have cut down, [O believers,] or left
standing on their roots, was [done] by God’s leave’

The real threat to the security of Medina, though, did not come from the Jews
but from Mecca, which had been deliberately provoked. For the whole strategy
of the Qurayshi Muhammad in these years was aimed at gaining control over
his home city and his home tribe. As the Qur’an itself testifies, this too was not
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achieved without violence. First of all there were ‘raids’ (an old Bedouin-Arab
custom of plundering attacks as a law of the desert) at the expense of the
Quraysh, with Muhammad’s assent and co-operation; those who had been
forced to emigrate were particularly happy to join in, simply to provide a basis
for their economic existence. These raids, undertaken for primarily economic
reasons, soon became a war of faith waged at God’s command—against the
unbelievers of Mecca: ‘fighting on the way to God’.

In the Qur’an, which does not set out to be a chronicle of events, at most there
are allusions to these military actions, which are assumed to be known about
(there is information about the division of plunder of war and the purpose to
which the Prophet’s share is put). However, these martial actions are not men-
tioned for human self-glorification; such an anthropocentric view is far removed
from the Qur’an. They are for the glory of God. A theocentric perspective pre-
vails, to make it clear that contemporary history is at the same time salvation his-
tory, brought about according to God’s counsel for human salvation: ‘If God
succours you, none can ever overcome you, but if He should forsake you, who
could succour you thereafter? In God, then, let the believers place their trust!''?

With interruptions, the real war with Mecca was to last six years (624-30).
Now Muhammad showed himself to be not only an important statesman but
also a consummate general:

— In 624 the numerically far inferior Muslims defeated the Meccan relief
troops at the watering place of Badr—after a failed attack (before the end of the
holy month of Rajab) on a large caravan returning from Syria to Mecca. This was
a powerful boost to Muhammad’s prestige, because the victory over the
strongest tribe of Arabia (praised in the same way as the miracle of the exodus of
Israel from Egypt) could be regarded as ‘deliverance’ (furgan) and a sign that
Muhammad was indeed the Prophet. The expulsion of the Jewish Qaynugqa‘
took place soon after this.

— But in 625, in the battle on Mount Uhud north of Medina, the Meccans
were victorious, their vengeance for Badr. However, they were unable to shake
Muhammad’s position in Medina (he was wounded in the battle). Soon after
that the Jewish Nadir were driven out.

— In 627 the ‘trench war’ (when 10,000 Meccans attacked the defensive
trenches which had been dug out at Medina) was indecisive, as the Bedouin
tribes, skilfully recruited from the Meccan front by Muhammad, left him. This
was followed by the extermination of the Jewish tribe of the Qurayzah.

— In 628 (evidently as the result of a dream) Muhammad boldly undertook a
pilgrimage to Mecca, with fifteen hundred followers. Stopped at the boundary
of the holy precinct in al-Hudaybiyah, with consummate diplomacy he
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negotiated a ten-year ceasefire and a concession from the Meccans that the
Muslims might make a three-day pilgrimage in the following year.

— In 629 (in March) there was a pilgrimage to Mecca, but the attempt to pen-
etrate Byzantine Christian territory failed: there was a defeat at Mu’ta (south-
east of the Dead Sea in present-day Jordan).

— In630,breaking the ceasefire, Muhammad marched on Mecca with a power-
ful army of 10,000 men: leading Meccans (above all his former chief opponent
Abu Sufyan, commander of the caravan which was attacked at Badr and of the
Meccan army in the ‘trench war’) made it possible for Muhammad to enter his
ancestral city in triumph without a fight (on 11 January). The images in the
Ka‘bah were destroyed but there was a very wide amnesty for the Quraysh (there
were only isolated executions) and Muhammad took over the administration.
Furthermore, together with the Quraysh, Muhammad that same year defeated
the army of the city of Ta’if, which was twice as large as his, along with kindred
tribes, at Hunayn. From the massive plunder, every man in his army received four
camels or their equivalent, but the clan chiefs of Mecca received fifty or a hundred
camels depending on their rank. Thisled to areconciliation between Muhammad
and the Meccans, who now quickly turned to Islam. However, Muhammad
returned to Medina with no plunder—and his helpers from there were left
empty-handed. Now the Meccans were more important to him.

What could have crowned the amazing career of the Prophet more appropri-
ately than rule over the city of his fathers, over the tribe from which he came? The
Quraysh, who had first rejected him, finally accepted him. Muhammad was now
not just one of the Arab tribal leaders; he was the sole ruler authorized, by God,
against whom no one in southern and central Arabia could bring 20,000 men. The
decisive factor was that now the Muslims controlled the most important religious
sanctuary of Arabia, the Ka‘bah. The consequences were obvious: Islamization of
the Ka‘bah and the Hajj:

— For the future the cultic centre for Islam no longer lay in distant Jerusalem
but in the middle of Arabia, the Ka‘bah, to which Jews and Christians soon
ceased to have access.

— The pilgrimage to Mecca took on fundamental significance for Islam; the
pre-Islamic ceremonial, purged of idolatry, was essentially commandeered for
Islam, but the Hajj was now a purely Islamic feast, from which Jews and
Christians were excluded.

Muhammad’s legacy

After the conquest of Mecca the Prophet Muhammad had barely two years to
live. But he was able to use them intensely, at different levels:
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— The unification of the Arabs: Muhammad did all he could to bring Arabia as
far as possible under his control. The tribes defeated at Hunayn—whether
nomadic, semi-nomadic or settled—were treated generously. Where the other
Bedouin tribes did not take a place in Islamic society, they were subjected to
military discipline. The news of Muhammad’s message and success had reached
as far as Bahrain, Oman and Yemen and tribes which came voluntarily to join
him for economic, political or religious reasons. Year 9 of the new reckoning
(April 630-April 631) was later called the “Year of the Delegations (wufud),
because so many delegates sought to be accepted into the alliance. While
respecting the autonomy of the individual tribes, Muhammad was lord of
Arabia and the Muslim community was the greatest power factor in this. In a
very short time Arabia had become Muslim: the Bedouin tribes were incorpo-
rated and Arabia became the heartland of Islam.

— The consolidation of Muslim society: the essential element of this commu-
nity, the Ummah, was now well developed:

e anyone who wanted to take part in the great pilgrimage (hajj) had to confess
the one and only God;

e only the one confession of faith (shahadah) in the one God and the Prophet
Muhammad was tolerated;

e the Prophet strictly required ritual prayer (salat) of all Muslims, even the
Bedouins, who were opposed to regimentation;

o the alms (zakat) due every year were collected by Muhammad’s agents (this
contributed substantially to the great apostasy movement, the riddah,
among the Bedouins of Central Arabia after Muhammad’s death);

e the month of Ramadan became established as the time of fasting (siyam).

These central structural elements of Islam would later be called the ‘five pil-
lars’; we shall be looking at them more closely in the next chapter.

— Adeclaration of war on Jews and Christians: Muhammad had been hostile to
the Jews ever since the early years in Medina. What about the Christians?
Muhammad would have come across Christians, and especially monks (such as
the famous monk Bahira), on his business travels to Syria; his first revelation was
first confirmed by a Christian (Waragah)and his followers received a very
friendly welcome in Christian Ethiopia. This explains Muhammad’s originally
friendly attitude to the Christians (who were sparsely represented in western
and central Arabia): “Thou wilt surely find that, of all people, the most hostile to
those who believe are the Jews as well as those who are bent on ascribing divin-
ity to aught beside God; and thou wilt surely find, that of all people, they who
say, “Behold we are Christians,” come closest to feeling affection for those who
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believe: this is so because there are priests and monks among them, and because
these are not given to arrogance.'’>* Muhammad’s attitude to Christians pre-
sumably deteriorated when he fought for an expansion route to Syria and was
defeated by the Byzantines or their Arab allies in 629 at Mu’ta. Moreover, the
Qur’an does not show the slightest comprehension of Christian dogma (the
Trinity and the divinity of Jesus).

Thus finally there was an explicit declaration of war not only on the Jews
but also on the Christians: ‘Fight against those who—despite having been
vouchsafed revelation—do not believe either in God or the Last Day, and do not
consider forbidden that which God and His Apostle have forbidden, and do not
follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to] pay the exemption tax with a will-
ing hand, after having been humbled. And the Jews say, “Ezra is God’s son,”
while the Christians say, “The Christ is God’s son.” Such are the sayings which
they utter with their mouths, following in spirit assertions made in earlier times
by people who denied the truth. “May God destroy them!” How perverted are
their minds! They have taken their rabbis and their monks—as well as the
Christ, son of Mary—for their lords beside God, although they had been bid-

den to worship none but the One God, save whom there is no deity.'"*

— The expansion of the Islamic confederation: Qur’anic exegetes''> have investi-
gated the text quoted above in many ways (it is said to be a composite text, certain
clauses are said to have been inserted later, Ezra is nowhere divinized in Judaism,
and so on). However, their conclusions make little difference to the historic signif-
icance of these statements: Muslims later obeyed this instruction of the Prophet
everywhere on their campaigns of conquest—as early as the military expedition to
Tabuk (in 630), where many Christian and Jewish communities became tributary:
Christians and Jews were to be fought against until they recognized the political
(not the religious!) rule of Islam! So while there were no forcible conversions of
those who had been subjected (‘There is no compulsion in religion’), all non-
Muslims were obliged to pay a poll tax (jizyah), an essential source of income for
the Muslim rulers. This was first imposed after the conquest of the oasis of
Khaybar (sixty miles north of Medina), which belonged to the Jewish Nadir tribe,
who had been driven out. The poll tax made a provisional co-existence between
Muslims and Jews possible, on the basis that while the Jews continued to be
allowed to cultivate the land, as tenants they had to pay tribute to the Muslims (in
Khaybar, half the date harvest). In this way the economic and political power of
Judaism, which had previously been so significant, was liquidated, and the mili-
tary, economic and political foundation laid for an Arab—Islamic hegemony.

It is hard to say how many campaigns, major or minor (not mentioned at all
in the Qur’an) were waged against Bedouin tribes during the lifetime of
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Muhammad: the historian al-Waqidi (died 823) lists seventy-four in his history
of the campaigns.''® Under Muhammad, major military campaigns were car-
ried on in Byzantine frontier territory. The extension of Muslim rule to the
region of Syria—Palestine, which though ruled by Byzantium was mostly popu-
lated by Arabs, was an attractive prospect. Muhammad himself prepared the
operation, in which an irresistible army of three thousand men finally pene-
trated as far as the Gulf of ‘Aqaba.

Among other things, the consequences of this policy, which was domestically
monarchical and externally expansive, were:

- Absolutist centralism as the form of rule for the Arab Islamic empire was
legitimized by Muhammad’s religious and political sole rule.

- While Jews and Christians were tolerated in the Arab-Islamic empire, it was
only as ‘protected minorities’ (dhimmi) with markedly reduced rights.

In 632 Muhammad was determined to take part in the pilgrimage from Mecca
to Medina. Although he did not know it, this was to be his farewell pilgrimage; on
it,once again he took over the direction of the great ceremony. After his return his
health deteriorated greatly and he was tormented by headaches and fevers. He
became so weak that he handed over leadership of the daily prayers to his loyal
companion Abu Bakr. He no longer spent his nights alternating between the
rooms of his wives. Tradition has it that he asked permission to remain with his
favourite wife ‘A'ishah, Abu Bakr’s daughter. With his head cradled on her lap, the
Prophet died, unexpectedly, aged about sixty, in the tenth year of the Hijrah, on 8
June 632. He did not nominate a successor or representative.

Achievements and virtues of the Prophet

If welook back on the life’s work of ‘God’s messenger’, we can understand the judge-
ment of Muslims. Muhammad’s achievements were tremendous, indeed epoch-
making,and matched by very few others, before or since. This should be recognized,
without reservation, even by Christian theology and the Christian churches.

— The Prophet united the Arabia of tribes and clans, which had been rent by
constant political disputes and feuds and, because of their different tribal deities,
were also split in religious terms. He united it in religion by his message of the
oneness of God and politically by his novel form of rule. Islam, which combines
religious authority and political power, was the foundation of the unity of Arabia.

— In this way the Prophet brought the Arabs—measured against the this-
worldly polytheism of the old Arab tribal religions—to a religious plane com-
parable to that of the neighbouring great empires. Islam was a monotheistic,
ethical high religion.
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— Through the Qur’an the Prophet gave countless people in his century and
in the centuries that followed infinite inspiration, courage and power to make a
new religious beginning: a move towards greater truth and deeper knowledge
and a breakthrough towards enlivening and renewing traditional religion.
Islam was the great help in life.

So, shouldn’t people in seventh-century Arabia have listened to
Muhammad’s prophetic voice? Shouldn’t they have seen the Prophet as the
moral example for their behaviour and their way of life? Muhammad was the
great religious reformer: in him the Islamic tradition sees the embodiment of
all the virtues that are important for human beings before God.

Just one significant testimony: in his biography of Muhammad, the
Pakistani Muslim Muhammad Ali compiled a whole list of virtues for which
Muhammad was exemplary: honesty, simplicity of lifestyle and clothing, love of
friends, generosity towards enemies, justice towards everyone, humility, sym-
pathy for the poor and tormented, hospitality, friendliness, strength of faith,
readiness to forgive, modesty, adaptability, respect for others and courage. Ali’s
catalogue ends with a description of the Prophet’s steadfastness (and who could
deny this?): ‘The biographies of the Prophet, whether written by friends or foes,
all agree in their admiration for his bold courage and unshakable steadfastness
in the face of the most difficult strokes of fate. Despair and despondency were
unknown to the Prophet. Shut in as he was on all sides by a gloomy future
prospect and by resistance, his belief in the final triumph of the truth was never
for a moment shaken. The mightiest storms of distress, deprivation and perse-
cution could not move him an inch from his standpoint. He made the best of all
the available God-given means and left the rest to the grace of God. Surprising
changes of fortune could never weaken or dampen his courage. Even after the
horrific disaster of the battle of Uhud he was ready to pursue the enemy the next
day. In a word: even in the most hostile and difficult circumstances his heart was
always filled with firm conviction that the truth must triumph in the end.'"”
Really? Was it really so simple, so smooth?

A Christian theologian who shows some understanding for the Prophet’s
significance, not only for Muslims but for the history of all religions, may ask
critical questions about the person and work of Muhammad without offending
Muslims. To ask those questions in a spirit of truthfulness is to serve honest
understanding between Christians and Muslims. These questions come, not
out of alack of respect for the Prophet and Islam, but out of a concern for their
credibility. However rightly Muhammad’s virtues may be emphasized, critical
questions about his morality cannot simply be suppressed. They relate to the
truthfulness of the Prophet, his use of force and his relationship to women.
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Immoral? The traditional charges

These charges have long played a role in Christian—Muslim polemic. But does
that necessarily mean that they are untrue? I shall look briefly at the traditional
charges and attempt to give as balanced an answer as possible.'*®

— Untruthfulnesst Muhammad undoubtledly had an unerring, unshakable
sense of mission that went with his sober disposition, acute understanding and
political shrewdness.

Over the centuries Christian criticism (like early Meccan criticism) has
charged him with untruthfulness: Muhammad is said to have drawn his wis-
dom from other, even foreign, informants, Jews and Christians, and simply pro-
claimed it in Arabic. He is said to have been a deceiver who lied deliberately by
proclaiming human ideas as God’s revelation.

However, Muhammad was unquestionably convinced that he was not pro-
claiming his word but the word of God, and that he could distinguish between
the two. So itis unjustified to doubt the authenticity of Muhammad’s revelatory
experiences. Instead we must ask soberly:

- couldn’t a well-to-do merchant such as he very easily have led a far more
comfortable life he did, first as a solitary ‘God-seeker’ and then as ‘God’s
messenger’?

- would he have accepted such a life full of sacrifice, and all its dangers, for a
false message?

- if we dispute the authenticity of Muhammad’s revelation, mustn’t we also
dispute the authenticity of the revelations of the prophets of Israel, indeed
many of the religious claims of Jesus of Nazareth?

The Prophet’s subjective honesty may not be doubted. In principle, one can
agree or disagree with the content of his revelations but one shouldn’t cheapen
the disagreement by disparaging Muhammad as a person. Muslims could pos-
sibly have countered the moral criticism of Muhammad’s truthfulness better
had they emphasized more that Muhammad did not travel through the world
blind, deaf and mute. As a fundamentally religious man, on his travels and in his
personal encounters he spoke not only about merchandise and prices, personal
and political conditions, but also about religion. So why dispute that things that
he heard and learned elsewhere found their way into his experience of revela-
tion, that on occasions his own reflections preceded it and that only the con-
cluding formulation of the surahs has the authority of the ‘word of God’? Didn’t
the Prophet himself concede that in principle self-deception was possible (as in
the case of the Satanic verses) and that in some circumstances corrections and
revisions of earlier surahs by later revelations were necessary? This is a central
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problem which I shall discuss in more detail later. In the case of Muhammad,
precisely how are the human word and the word of God related?

— Violence? Muhammad combined unusual strength of will with his con-
sciousness of mission and his power to resist his opponents and give positive
form to a new community—despite all the enmity. As a leader with extraordi-
nary political and diplomatic gifts, he could win through against enemies out-
side and within, and also put forward constructive solutions for building up the
Islamic Ummah.

Over the centuries Christian critics have raised the charge of violence. It is
said that, at least in his second Medinan phase, Muhammad behaved like an
unscrupulous power politician: he broke promises solemnly given, acted faith-
lessly, spoke with a double tongue and was even responsible for political mur-
der, plundering raids, purges of whole tribes and countless wars.

However, it is impossible to reduce Muhammad’s life and teaching to a
hunger for power or unscrupulous power politics. We do justice to Muhammad
only if we see that his own driving force was the proclamation of a religious
message, the experience of being grasped and sent. The Prophet was not the
messenger of an introverted religious individualism; he did not want to remain
a solitary God-seeker like the hanifa, solely concerned for the well-being of his
soul. Rather, for religious motives, he wanted to shape the life of the individual
and community and used all the means of power available at that time to
achieve his aim. He was a highly realistic politician who, like any human being,
has the right to be measured by the standards of his time and his land, even if
today we disapprove of the use of violence as a means to an end, especially when
the motives are religious. Muhammad did not want to trust only in the power
of faith, like the Christian monks, explicitly praised in the Qur’an, who had
withdrawn into the Syrian desert and who through their humble piety had
exercised a strong attraction for the Christian nomads in their neighbourhood;
nor, in an extremely violent society, did he want to renounce the use of violence.
But thisis no reason for denying his religious credibility as a ‘messenger of God’.
Rather, we should consider that:

- Muhammad did not attribute any political and military successes to himself,
but always to God; his unshakable faith remained his basic attitude in all his
enterprises.

- for him, religion and politics belonged together, though the secular sphere
was to be shaped by fundamentally religious intentions.

- the minority status of the ‘small flock’ was not his ideal but at best the initial stage.

- his Ummah was a power group which had to fight for its position with the
same means as the other tribes and groups if it was not to go under.
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- at that time plunder was largely tolerated as a means of getting a livelihood;
often it was the only way of surviving, especially for the Prophet’s compan-
ions, who had left all their worldly goods behind in Mecca.

- Muhammad could not have followed a policy which was so successful in the
long term without the use of force.

- despite his militant energy and harshness, the Prophet was skilled in negoti-
ation and compromise and was shrewd and tactful (in particular in his per-
sonal policies). After his triumphal entry to Mecca the feared head of the
new community showed a striking readiness for reconciliation in granting a
general amnesty.

Perhaps Muslims would have done better to say more unequivocally that
even the Prophet was not a morally perfect man; that possibly he submitted too
much to the unwritten laws of old Arab society; that he broke treaties both with
the Jews and the Meccans simply out of suspicion; that at least in two cases he
failed to observe recognized rules of war (for example attacking at a holy time
and felling palms); and that he did not shrink from political murder (of Jews),
thus causing widespread fear. Many Muslims have come to recognize that war
for the sake of their faith is a pernicious aberration. Even if jihad by no means
exclusively has the sense of a ‘holy war’ (this is a Christian invention; the term
does not occur in the Qur’an), but initially means ‘effort’ for God, moral effort
towards self-perfection before God, itis worth remembering that in several pas-
sages in the Qur’an violent ‘effort on the way of God’ (al-jihad fi sabili’ llah) is
not only allowed by God but even required. A justification of warlike actions, an
Islamic theory of war, can easily be derived from these verses, especially in the
fight against Jews and Christians. This is a second problem for later discussion:
the problem of religion and power, religion and violence.

— Licentiousnesst Muhammad, a deeply religious man, was beyond doubt
also a very vital, robust man. He was capable of extraordinary physical achieve-
ments, first on his travels, then in warlike conflicts. Until his fatal illness he
remained fully able-bodied.

However, down the centuries no charge has been repeated as constantly and
as penetratingly by Christian critics as that of sexual licentiousness. The argu-
ments were easy to find. In Medina Muhammad initially had four wives—the
maximum number which the Qur’an allows a man—and slave girls as concu-
bines.'”® But in the year 626 Muhammad took another wife (who died soon
afterwards and therefore is not reckoned in the number), in 627 a fifth and sixth,
in 628 a seventh and eighth, and in 629 a ninth—over the years a total of thirteen
wives in all, not to mention the many concubinages with slave girls. He had no
inhibitions about marrying the wife of his adopted son Zayd ibn Harithah, a
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freeman, after he had seen her in his house dressed only in an undergarment.
This is often trivialized apologetically in Muslim literature (for example Zaynab
is said to have been married to Zayd against her will; Muhammad is said initially
to have rejected Zayd’s offer and to have married her only when the marriage
with Zayd had been broken off. Indeed, it is said that in this way he even raised
the lowly status of married women.) The Prophet had a veritable harem, and it is
no coincidence that this set a precedent for Islamic potentates.

Butall this needs to be assessed fairly. Must we necessarily feel unsympathetic to
Muhammad for not adopting asceticism (largely derived from pagan roots), that
asceticism which has done so much damage in Christianity (including compul-
sory celibacy for the leading class)? He rejected the attempts of ‘Uthman ibn
Maz‘un, who led the small group of Muslim emigrants to Ethiopia, to give Islam
more markedly ascetic features (possibly borrowed from Christian monasticism).
And during his time in Mecca, where his economic and social superior, Khadijah,
had offered him marriage, Muhammad lived a monogamous life.

We should no more castigate Muhammad for having adapted to the polyga-
mous system of the Arab society of the time than we should castigate the patriarchs
of Israel, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, all of whom had several wives. In those soci-
eties this was a matter of prestige. It makes little sense to compare those living in
polygamy at that time with present-day Christian monogamy (in so far as it is
practised). Muhammad entered into some of these marriages for political reasons
and into others to protect the women (women whose husbands had fallen in the
battles of Badr and Uhud). That Muhammad was susceptible to female charms
need not be disputed; he himself spoke of the women and perfumes of Arabia as
the earthly gifts he loved most, besides which money and wealth were unimpor-
tant. Does that put the truth of his message in doubt? ‘The blessing of children’ was
granted to the Prophet by his many wives only to a limited degree. His only son
died in childhood and of his daughters only Fatimabh, as the spouse of ‘Ali, was to
make history: she was his daughter from his first marriage with Khadijah.

Again, it would probably have been better if Muslims had granted
Muhammad’s human fallibility without much apologetic. This fallibility is
even attested in the Qur’an, where God accuses Muhammad of having roughly
refused a poor blind man explanations of the faith while seeking to win the
favour of the great men of Mecca.'”® Something can be said in defence of the
Prophet in the case of the fair Zaynab: the episode is not mentioned at all by Ibn
Ishaq and only in passing by Ibn Hisham. However, non-Muslims become sus-
picious when this marriage is justified by divine revelation, simply so that
future believers may follow the Prophet’s example and may also marry the wives
of adopted sons (though not true daughters-in-law, which is strictly forbid-
den).?! ‘Then, when Zayd had come to the end of his union with her, We gave
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her to thee in marriage, so that [in future] no blame should attach to the believ-
ers for [marrying] the spouses of their adopted children when the latter have
come to the end of their union with them. And [thus] God’s will was done.'??
Here the Prophet had secretly already cherished the wish that Zayd would
divorce Zaynab so that he could marry her, but had suppressed this wish out of
fear of public reaction, as is said clearly in the preceding verse of the Qur’an:
‘Thou didst say unto the one to whom God had shown favour and to whom
thou hadst shown favour, “Hold on to thy wife, and remain conscious of God.”
And [thus] wouldst thou hide within thyself something that God was about to
bring to light—for thou didst stand in awe of [what] people [might think],
whereas it was God alone of whom thou should have stood in awe.'?* The view
of the pious Hasan al-Basri (died 728) is that this was the worst verse revealed to
the Prophet, yet he did not suppress it.'**

It makes one even more sceptical when, once again, a revelation grants formal
permission to the Prophet to marry as many wives as he wants: not only his pre-
vious wives, the female cousins who emigrated with him and all the slaves but
‘any believing woman who offers herself freely to the Prophet and whom the
Prophet might be willing to wed: [this latter being but] a privilege for thee, and
not for other believers’'* The remark made by Muhammad’s favourite wife
‘Aishah in this connection can hardly have been invented: ‘God is anxious to do
your will'?** And it does little to reassure a sceptical non-Muslim when the
Prophet’s delight in marriage is finally limited by a renewed revelation: ‘No
[other] women shall henceforth be lawful to thee—nor art thou [allowed] to
supplant [any of] them by other wives, even though their beauty should please
thee greatly—: [none shall be lawful to thee] beyond those whom thou [already]
hast come to possess.'*” This is the third problem: the relationship between reli-
gion, sexuality, man and woman. I shall discuss all three problems later in the
context of the three Abrahamic religions.

Like the prophets of Israel

Many religions do not have prophets in the strict sense: the Hindus have their
gurus and sadhus, the Chinese their sages, the Buddhists their masters; but none
of them have their prophets as do Jews, Christians and indeed Muslims.
However, there is no doubt that if one person in the whole history of religion is
called simply ‘the Prophet), because he claimed this status (but certainly not
more), it was Muhammad. Even the orthodox Christian (or Jew) should take
note of certain parallels. Like the prophets of Israel, Muhammad:

- did not act on the basis of an office bestowed on him by the community (or
its authority) but on the basis of a special personal relationship to God;
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- was strong willed and steeped through and through in his divine call, seeing
himself totally claimed and exclusively commissioned by it;

- spoke in a religious and social crisis; his passionate piety and revolutionary
proclamation stood in opposition to the well-to-do ruling caste and the tra-
dition that it guarded;

- usually calls himself a ‘warner’ and sought simply to be the spokesman of
God and God’s word, not of his own;

- indefatigably proclaimed the one God, who tolerates no God alongside him-
self and who is the gracious creator and merciful judge;

- required unconditional obedience, surrender, ‘submission’ (islam) to this
one God: that includes gratitude to God and generosity towards fellow men
and women;

- combined his monotheism with a humanism, with belief in the one God and
his judgement and the resultant demand for social justice: there are threats
against the unrighteous, who will go to hell, and promises to the righteous,
who will be gathered to God’s paradise.

Anyone who puts the Bible and the Qur’an side by side and reads them will recog-
nize that the three revelatory religions of Semitic origin—Judaism, Christianity
and Islam—and especially the Hebrew Bible and the Qur’an all have the same
basis. One and the same God speaks clearly in both. “Thus says the Lord” in the
Hebrew Bible corresponds to the ‘Say’ (qul: 332 times) of the Qur’an; the biblical
‘Go and proclaim!’ corresponds to the Qur’anic ‘Arise and warn!” And finally, the
millions of Arabic-speaking Christians know no other word for God but Allah!

So isn’t it perhaps simply a dogmatic prejudice for Christians to recognize
Amos and Hosea, Isaiah and Jeremiah and the extremely violent Elijah as
prophets, but not Muhammad?

Is Muhammad also a prophet for Christians?

In our time, there has been much discussion whether individuals make history
or vice versa. Today’s historiography is more than ever social history, which is
not primarily orientated on what Hegel called ‘historic’ individualities, but on
structural conditions and social change. In Muhammad’s rapid rise to power
the structural conditions—in both foreign and domestic policy—for such an
epoch-making change were fulfilled. The problems of sociology, social anthro-
pology and historical geography which are always present in any comprehen-
sive consideration of history must be noted, as I did in my remarks on the
problems of the beginning (A II). But particularly in the case of Muhammad it
is evident that the description of long-term social forces must not neglect the
individuals who act within the framework that they create. In other words,
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history is always about the dialectic of structures and persons. The ‘factual his-
tory’ of contingent individual events or active persons is by no means just on the
surface, but at the centre of the historical processes of ‘social history’.

Muhammad is an example of a man who really made history when the time
was ripe. In Arnold Toynbee’s terminology, a ‘challenge’ was given; it was
matched in the person of Muhammad by the ‘response’ What would Arabia have
been without Muhammad, a man with a call, charisma, vision and bravura?

For the people of Arabia and finally far beyond, Muhammad was and is the
religious reformer, the Prophet. For those who follow him, Muhammad, who
wanted only to be a human being, is more than a prophet in the Jewish or
Christian sense: he is a model of that form of life which Islam seeks to be. If
according to the Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on the Non-Christian
Religions (1964) the Roman Catholic Church—here I hope I will be allowed a
more than ritual quotation—‘also has a high regard for the Muslims’, then in
my view this same church—and all Christian churches—must also ‘have a high
regard’ for the one whose name perplexingly fails to appear in that declaration,
although he and he alone led Muslims to worship the one God, who has now
‘spoken to humankind’ through him: Muhammad, the Prophet.

Any Jew who disputes that Muhammad has the qualities of a prophet should
reflect thatin the Hebrew Bible there are already very different prophets, and per-
haps they, too, were not all great human examples. Any Christian who disputes
that a prophet can come after Christ should reflect that, according to the New
Testament, there were also authentic prophets after Christ: men and women who
confirmed him and his message, interpreted them and stated them in a new time
and situation.'” Thus in the Pauline communities (as emerges from 1
Corinthians)'® the ‘prophets’ occupied second place after the apostles. However,
prophecy—a phenomenon above all of Jewish-Christian origin—disappeared
soon after the end of the Pauline mission and, with the retreat of Jewish
Christianity, disappeared from the profile of most Christian communities; after
the Montanist crisis in the second and third centuries (the teaching of Montanus,
inspired by earliest Christianity and apocalyptic, claimed to be ‘the new
prophecy’) the prophets and above all prophetesses largely fell into disrepute.

But from the perspective of the New Testament we must not make dogmatic
objections to Muhammad’s understanding of himself as an authentic prophet
after Jesus, and claim to be in fundamental accord with him. Details of the
relationship between Jesus the Christ and Muhammad the Prophet remain to
be clarified. Yet wouldn’t this recognition of the title Prophet for Muhammad
have major positive consequences for an understanding between Christians
and Muslims, and especially for the message that Muhammad proclaimed,
which is set down in the Qur’an?
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The Central Structural Elements

One of the great strengths of Islam is its clear theoretical and practical structure.
Fundamental to that is the simple, easily understandable and unambiguous
confession of faith (shahadah) in the one God, the omnipotent and all-merciful
creator and judge, and in Muhammad his Prophet. This public confession of
faith is also one of the five pillars (arkan) or essential elements of Islam, which
developed very early in the Muslim community on the basis of the Qur’an.
However, in the worldview of the Arabs in the seventh century, belief in God
also included belief in numerous superhuman spiritual beings:

- in angels (mala’ika): God’s messengers (especially Gabriel, who brings reve-
lations);!

- in the devil or demons (shayatin) who lead people astray to evil (especially
‘the Evil One’: ash-shaytan = Satan, also called iblis = devil, from the Greek
diabolos);?

- in djinns (jinn): those countless localized forces of nature, born of fire,
which are intermediate beings between human beings and angels and for
which the message of Muhammad is likewise given.?

To be a Muslim therefore means above all (as I have shown in detail) to make
the confession of faith in God and his messenger and then to fulfil the four main
obligations: the obligations of prayer, almsgiving, fasting and the great pilgrim-
age. These five are the pillars of Islam, on which the house of Islam is built, its
central structural elements. I shall now look at them more closely. Islam is
meant to embrace the whole of human life and the life of the Muslim is gov-
erned, ordered, shaped and marked out from that of non-Muslims by the fun-
damental obligations.
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1. Mandatory prayer

In all three prophetic religions, prayer, both personal and ritual, plays a central
role. It is typical of Judaism, Christianity and Islam that in order to find God
human beings do not primarily go ‘inwards’ in meditation as in most religions
of Indian origin, but stand ‘before God’, before God’s ‘face’, and that they speak
to God and listen to him. Not the externals but the orientation of the heart are
the most important. What are the specific features of Islamic prayer?

Daily ritual prayer—the essential symbol of Islam

Pious Jews entrust themselves to their creator in silence, when they lie down and
when they get up. Apart from the Sabbath and the great festivals, for Jews per-
sonal prayer or family prayer stand in the foreground. Believing Christians, too,
apart from church worship, above all practise personal and family prayer: the
‘Our Father’ can and should also be prayed in a ‘quiet room’™—but no regula-
tions are made about it.

However, the Muslim is under an obligation (fard) to perform the ritual
prayer that is announced publicly every day at particular times. This is the sec-
ond main duty of Muslims after the confession of faith. At the important hours
of the day the call to prayer rings out over Muslim towns and villages, as it has
done for centuries. Mandatory prayer takes place five times a day: salat—which
can be translated ‘prayer’ and also ‘worship’—is beyond doubt the most impor-
tant religious action in Islam and the specifically Islamic type of prayer. What in
Christianity is a binding practice only in monasteries and communities as the
‘canonical hours), in Islam affects every belief. However, for the daily mandatory
prayers Muslims are not tied to a particular place: the prayers can be offered at
home, in the mosque or on the way.

If we follow the Qur’an, mandatory prayer evidently developed only
gradually during the life of Muhammad as the basic ritual of the Muslim
community.* Mandatory prayer is not mentioned in the earliest parts of the
Qur’an and occurs first in the middle Meccan surahs. Especially after the
battle of Badr, it must have taken on greater significance, and then in the
middle of the Medinan period it became a fixed institution and an obligation
for all Muslims. According to the Qur’an, Muhammad originally ordained
prayer only three times daily, twice during the day and once at night.® Later, a
third prayer in the middle of the day was introduced; the night vigil was
voluntary.®

‘When, where and how the number of prescribed salat increased from the
three clearly mentioned in the Qur’an to the five of Islamic law has yet to be sat-
isfactorily explained.” However, the great Muslim law schools agree that there
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are five mandatory times of salat, for which quite precise instructions are given:
dawn, midday, afternoon, sunset, evening.

The premise, the ‘key’, for prayer is purification (tahur) from any form of rit-
ual impurity (relieving oneself, sexual intercourse, menstruation or even
sleep), which every Muslim performs for himself or herself. This is not primar-
ily a hygienic regulation but a symbolic purification of the person who comes
before God. And this is achieved by ritual washing (wudu): hands, mouth, nose,
face,arms to the elbow, head and feet (where there is no water, sand suffices).® It
has sometimes been compared with Christian baptism, but wrongly, for neither
self-baptism nor repeated baptism is possible in Christianity. Conversely, Islam
does not know any divine mediation of grace in the sacrament. Islam has no
sacraments. The washing of the body is simply a symbol of the cleansing of the
soul from sins: in Islamic understanding every man or woman needs it, but
without any special sacrament—whether baptism or confession. Cleansed by
washing, the Muslim may come before God without dramatizing the guilt of
his sins by an explicit confession of guilt. However, in later tradition this
ritual washing turned into a highly complicated system which I shall be dis-
cussing later.

Characteristics of Islamic prayer and worship: no priesthood

Any Jew or Christian who is interested in deriving everything in Islam from
Judaism or Christianity need only look at Islamic worship: nothing could be
more different. Of course, Islam has public prayer, prostrations, forms of
address to God, praises, thanksgiving and intercessions, as in the other
prophetic religions. However, because of its theocentricity and its largely egali-
tarian character, Islamic worship displays distinctive characteristics which set it
apart from Judaism and especially from Christianity. They are of the utmost
importance for the whole of Islamic piety. For example, in Islam there is:

- no priesthood, no priestly ordination and no altar: only someone who leads
the worship, the imam, who can be a respected layman;

no special dress for religious dignitaries and no place in the mosque for a

clerical caste but only a platform for the muezzin, who calls the people to

prayer; a pulpit and a separate place for the local ruler;

- no distinction between ‘celebrant’ and ‘congregation’, the active and passive
in worship;

- no solemn music, no singing, no candles, no processions, no sacral drama.

All Muslims are active in this community of prayer in precisely the same way:
with their lips and their whole bodies, praying with exactly the same gestures
and words. All are included in the closed ranks of the praying community



128 B III. THE CENTRAL STRUCTURAL ELEMENTS

(though women and men are separated): each individual becomes absorbed in
the powerful rhythm of this great simple and direct rite of personal and com-
munal worship of God. The following characteristics of everyday prayer are
striking:

— Prayer is disciplined: not only are ritual washing and dress regulated in detail
(for women the whole body except face and hands must be covered and for men at
least everything between the navel and the knee), but also the individual parts and
movements (each of which has its own designation). The media picture those at
prayer in their ordered ranks, first always standing, then bowing with palms on
knees, then again upright: seventeen bows in all, then two prostrations in which
those who pray touch the ground with their foreheads, knees, both palms and the
tips of their fingers.

— Prayer is concentrated: it always begins with the declaration of purpose
(niyah) that this prayer is for God alone, and the words Allahu akbar, God is the
greatest. Then Muslims pray the opening surah of the Qur’an, including the
words ‘Thee alone do we worship; and unto thee alone do we turn for aid.” Praise
follows, usually with another surah of the Qur’an. An utterly theocentric under-
standing of prayer is evident, based on God’s sovereignty, greatness and unity,
undisturbed by any association, deviation or division. Eating, walking or speak-
ing makes the prayer invalid. Only if the prescribed bodily postures are observed
precisely is the prayer right (sahih); otherwise it is void (batil) and therefore has
to be repeated.

— Prayer is universal: it is performed everywhere in precisely the same
way, learned by heart in Arabic—whether or not that is understood (like
Latin prayers earlier in the Roman Catholic Church)—and thus binds
together Muslims all over the world. Wherever people go, they can feel at home
in this prayer. There is a sense of community in the horizontal that is grounded
in a consciousness of God in the vertical. The only petition expressed in manda-
tory prayer is the petition for right guidance’: ‘Guide us the straight way!”' This
is about the great worldwide ‘community’ (ummah) of Muslims who go the
‘right way’: ‘the way of those upon whom Thou hast bestowed Thy
blessings, not of those who have been condemned [by Thee], nor of those who
go astray!’"!

— Prayer is authentically human: if performed rightly, it can express the
human condition. In the series of humble postures alternating with standing,
those who pray express the sense that human beings owe their existence wholly
and utterly to God, that in their destiny they are constantly dependent on a
higher power but are also responsible to their God. How could Muslims better
express their islam, their submission, indeed their humility and ‘surrender’ to
God, than with this prayer? Thus mandatory prayer expresses quite tangibly the
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innermost essence of Islam: submission to the will of God. It can therefore be
called the essential symbol of Islam.

The mandatory salat for all adult male Muslims includes weekly Friday
prayer (at the time of the mandatory midday prayer). It was first introduced by
the Prophet who, as imam, usually led prayer, in Medina, neither in imitation of
the Jewish Sabbath nor in polemic against it. Friday, the ‘day of assembly’, was
not originally associated with the assembly for worship but with the assembly
for the weekly market,'? the day of the week when it was easiest for the Prophet
to gather the people for prayer and instruction (preaching).

That also explains why worship was fixed at noon (the market was finished
and those attending it could still get home before dark), why work was to stop
only for the time of worship (before and after this mid-day reflection people
could get on with their business), and why Friday prayer must take place only in
a town, in a single mosque (the great or Friday mosque) and not in the villages
(villagers had to come to the towns)."?

Thus originally Friday was not a Muslim solemn day, even if today in some
countries, under Western influence, it has been declared the official rest day,
with schools, business and offices closed. But everywhere this Friday worship is
a typical characteristic of Islamic life. It is the only Muslim form of worship at
which there is preaching: an ‘admonitory sermon’ and then a ‘descriptive ser-
mon’ which takes the form of praise; although both are highly ritualized, at any
time they can assume explosive political significance: on Fridays, mosques can
easily become places of agitation.

Finally, salat includes not only the five mandatory daily prayers with the
weekly Friday prayer but also prayers which are not mandatory (fard) but only
customary (sunnah) or ‘supernumerary’ (nafl), such as festival prayers, the
burial ritual, prayers for rain, prayer at solar and lunar eclipses and prayer on
setting out on a journey and returning. There is also prayer (du‘a’= ‘call’ ‘invo-
cation’) on every possible occasion on which Muslims turn to God whenever,
wherever and however it meets their needs, to worship him, to thank him and
above all to ask him for forgiveness of their sins and the fulfilment of their
wishes. Prayer is a spontaneous expression of praise, thanksgiving and interces-
sion. Islam has prayer books, but the prayers in them are not mandatory.

Physical manifestations: mosque—muezzin—minaret

Mandatory prayer must be performed as soon as possible after the call to
prayer. This can happen anywhere, not just in the mosque. Muslim faith does
not need a holy house to express itself. Wherever Muslims prostrate themselves
and pray (at home, at work, in school, in the open air), the place becomes a
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mosque for them: they enter a holy time and a holy place. The Prophet is said to
have remarked that the whole world is given to Muslims as a mosque. The place
must not be made unclean; bringing along a small carpet can help here. The ele-
mentary, natural, character of this ritual prayer undoubtedly contributed to the
spread of Islam.

Why then was there need for a mosque, as an Islamic house of God? The
English ‘mosque), like the German Moschee, is a loanword from the French:
however, mosque goes back via the Italian moschea and the Spanish mezquita to
the Arabic masjid."* This word, which occurs almost thirty times in the
Medinan surahs of the Qur’an, there means simply ‘place of worship’ and refers
to various sanctuaries. If the word does not come from Aramaic, like the
Ethiopian meshgad (‘church ‘temple’), it can certainly be derived from the
Arabic sajada, ‘prostrate oneself’, and therefore means the ‘place of casting one-
self down), the ‘place of worship’'* In Mecca, where ritual prayer was evidently
not mandatory before the emigration, the Muslims did not even have their own
place of worship.

The original model for all mosques is the house that Muhammad had
built for himself in Medina: a rectangular courtyard surrounded by clay
walls, and in it a hall (later two) with canopies supported by palm branches.
After the Prophet’s death, in his place of prayer was a sign indicating the
orientation of prayer towards Mecca (mihrab) and a simple pulpit; attached
to the east wall there were huts made of palm branches for the Prophet and
his wives.

Here already we can see the multifunctional character of the mosque—very
different from a Christian church—that in principle has still been maintained.
A mosque, which is primarily a place and not a building, serves at the same time
as:

a place for worship;
a place for political meetings, negotiations and judgement;

a place for personal prayer;
- aplace for theological instruction and study.

After the Prophet’s death, his house became his burial place, the place for
bestowing the office of caliph, the seat of government and a meeting place, until
these functions were given their own rooms. Soon people were building
mosques on the model of Muhammad’s mosque in all the towns, great and
small. These mosques had both religious and administrative functions; their
architecture could differ greatly from region to region. At least the larger ones
consisted of a courtyard and one or more covered halls with one side turned
towards Mecca. To the present day the furnishings of a mosque include:
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- the prayer niche (mihrab, possibly taken over from church architecture),
which shows the direction (giblah) of Mecca;

- the pulpit (minbar), originally probably an elevated seat from which
Muhammad gave his speeches and then a place for the leader of Friday wor-
ship;

- astand for the Qur’an, lampstands and lamps, and finally also mats and car-
pets, since the floor had to be kept cultically clean for prayers (that is why
worshippers remove their shoes);

- only calligraphy as decoration (verses of the Qur’an or dedicatory sayings)
and non-figurative ornaments;

- in the courtyard or in front of the mosque an ablution fount with a pool or
merely taps for ritual washing: mosque and water belong together.

Every mosque has one or more muezzins (mu’addin). The muezzin is the one
who ‘announces’ or ‘calls) the person who makes the public ‘call’ (adhan) to
mandatory prayer. Muhammad is said to have preferred such a caller to instru-
ments such as trumpets, gongs or bells. Presumably at the time of the Prophet,
in accordance with old Arab custom, the man who made the call to prayer
(women were not admitted to this post) simply went through the streets or
called from the flat roof of a house to remind believers of their duty with a brief
‘Come to prayer. Today, there are usually seven short phrases that are
announced as loudly and as widely as possible:

‘God is the greatest (Allahu akbar).

I bear witness that there is no God but God.

I bear witness that Muhammad is God’s messenger.
To prayer!

To salvation!

God is the greatest.

There is no God but God.'

Today the announcement is very often made by tapes through loudspeakers
and sometimes there is loud competition between several mosques, despite
what the Qur’an itself gives as an instruction for prayer: ‘By whichever name
you invoke Him, His are all the attributes of perfection. And be not too loud in
thy prayer nor speak it in too low a voice, but follow a way in-between.!”

To begin with, the mosque did not have a tower: only from the time of the
Umayyads (usually in formerly Christian territories) did this become an essen-
tial element. Minaret comes from the French minaret, which in turn comes via
the Turkish minaret(t) from the Arabic manara (lighthouse).' This means ‘the
place where fire (light) is’, so a lighthouse like the famous Pharos of Alexandria
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is the model. The minaret is the tower of the mosque (it can be rectangular,
round or polygonal) from which the muezzin calls the time of prayer, from a
gallery which is usually richly decorated and is important for the form and pro-
portions of the minaret.'® Like the church tower, the minaret has less a practical
purpose than a symbolic character: it epitomizes the presence of Islam.

2. Almsgiving, fasting, pilgrimage

Prayer, the outflow of the confession of faith, stands at the centre of Muslim
practice. But it must not be seen in isolation: that would be prayer with no prac-
tical action, and practical action is the aim of Muslim almsgiving. What would
be prayer without bodily discipline? That is the aim of fasting in the month of
Ramadan. But the climax of every Muslim’s life is the great pilgrimage to
Mecca—to be made at least once in a lifetime. I shall end this account of the
essence of Islam with a brief description of these three further pillars.?

Annual almsgiving for the poor

All three prophetic religions aim not only at a new relationship to God but also
atanew attitude to fellow human beings: responsibility before God and respon-
sibility for one’s fellow men and women belong together. Justice’ plays as great
arole in Islam as in Christianity and there is an awareness in all three religions
that here much depends on the voluntary commitment of the individual, on
that voluntary benevolence which has long been called ‘almsgiving’, a word
which derives via the church Latin eleemosyna from the Greek eleemosyne
(‘compassion’), and means ‘giving to the needy’.

However, to a greater degree than Judaism and Christianity, Islam prescribes
the giving of alms, in the form of a payment which is laid down by law, as an
obligation.” In the Qur’an there is as yet no conceptual distinction between
voluntary benevolence and mandatory giving: sadaqah and zakat are often
treated as synonyms. But in both concepts we should note a shift of meaning
from a voluntary gift to mandatory contribution. Sadagqah becomes the word
for voluntary giving, and zakat (used around thirty times, above all in the
Medinan surahs) becomes the classical term for the obligation of all converts to
pay a tax for the benefit of the needy.”? This is how the double verse in the
Qur’an has been understood: ‘You shall be constant in prayer (salat); and you
shall spend in charity (zakat).*

Amazingly, however, the Qur’an does not contain any concrete regulations
as to which possessions are to be taxed and how highly (as it does, say for inher-
itance and divorce). There is a list of recipients only in one surah:** almsgiving
is to be above all for the poor and needy; for debtors who have fallen into
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difficulties which are not of their own making; for slaves who want to ransom
themselves; for volunteers to fight for the faith and for travellers without means.
So the zakat is not just a tax on behalf of the poor; it is intended for society as a
whole, and intitially it could also be paid cumulatively.

The motivation for such a tax is clear:

- Muslims are to show their gratitude for the good things which the Creator
has given them: zakat is a visible expression of the earnestness of faith
towards God; originally it meant ‘cleansing’ (from the verb zakka, ‘to
cleanse’, ‘to purify’).

- Through almsgiving Muslims are to express penitence for omissions and
pray for divine forgiveness; all Muslims are brothers and sisters.

- Muslims are to further mutual respect and solidarity by their generosity: the
Muslim Ummabh is a community of solidarity.

- In this way they are to help to reduce the social contrasts by balancing things
out between the well-to-do and the needy. If everything in nature is ulti-
mately the property of the Creator, it follows that as God’s representatives,
human beings have to ensure a better distribution of goods.

It is obvious that the implementation of almsgiving raised some legal and
organizational questions. What the Qur’an did not regulate was left for the
Sunnah to organize. In working out Islamic law (shari‘ah) people arrived at
some very complicated regulations for individuals (exemptions, different pro-
fessions and incomes), quite a few of which were subsequently attributed to the
Prophet or to Abu Bakr. It was stated that the social tax applied to fruits of the
field, vegetables, cattle (around a tenth of their value) and also to precious met-
als and merchandise (around a fortieth of their value if they were kept in the
house for more than a year). In the time of Muhammad, however, the regula-
tions were still so undefined that after his death Bedouin tribes refused to pay
anything. They did not see almsgiving as a universal religious obligation of
Muslims but as a special element of their agreement with Muhammad, which
need not apply after his death. Nevertheless, almsgiving in solidarity became
the irrevocable obligation of Muslims, just as the poll tax (mentioned earlier)
became an obligation for non-Muslims. This was the original form of Muslim
taxation. The coming Islamic state would have a lot to do with both of them.

In addition to mandatory almsgiving another institution came to play an
increasingly significant social and political role; it is not one of the five pillars
and is voluntary. This was the foundation (wagqf, plural awqaf, ‘blockade’, that
which does not move and thus can be sold, inherited or disposed of ), in Islam a
permanent, inalienable foundation for the welfare of all. There were already
foundations in Egypt, Greece and Rome, and according to Muslim scholars the
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holy building of the Ka‘bah was itself a religious foundation. There is a refer-
ence to surah 3.96: ‘Behold, the first Temple ever set up for mankind was indeed
the one at Bakkah (= Mecca): rich in blessing, and [a source of | guidance unto
all the worlds.’ In the history of Islam the first mosque in Medina is also the first
foundation. As well as religious foundations there are charitable and above all
family foundations. They have developed as a religious category since the sev-
enth and eighth centuries on the basis of prophetic tradition (hadith).*

I shall be go into these special elements of Islamic economic life, zakat and
wagqf, later (E1V, 1-2).

The annual period of fasting

All three prophetic religions, and many others, have the practice of fasting, and
in Judaism, Christianity and Islam specific times are prescribed for it.
According to Jewish law, fasting takes place on the Day of Atonement,”” and on
national days of mourning, but not on the Sabbath or on feast days. The
Christian community practised fasting from the beginning, but there was a
clear instruction in the Sermon on the Mount that people should ‘not observe
that you fast, but only your Father, who also sees what is hidden’?® Yet at a very
early stage the church observed a complete ‘public’ fast on Good Friday and
Holy Saturday: a complete renunciation of food and drink.

Soon fasting was extended to the whole of Holy Week, which became a spe-
cial time of fasting, and to other festivals, but not as a complete fast. Instead,
Christians were to eat no more than one meal a day and to abstain from meat
and wine (later also from other foods). However, since the Middle Ages and
especially since the Reformation and in modern times, fasting has been increas-
ingly reduced in Christianity. Days of fasting and abstinence have been abol-
ished in the Protestant world, and in the Roman Catholic Church since the
Second Vatican Council are prescribed only for Ash Wednesday and Good
Friday. The Orthodox churches observe longer and stricter periods of fasting.
Most recently, however, the traditional pre-Easter fast (Passiontide) has been
promoted again, particularly by evangelical churches in Western consumer
society, as a time of voluntary abstinence from consumption.

Islam, too, has voluntary fasts. As in traditional Catholicism, fasting can be a
meritorious work or a penance. The Prophet introduced and regulated the
obligation of fasting (siyam) as a divine commandment for all Muslims in his
first year in Mecca.”® We have already seen that he replaced fasting on the Jewish
Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) by fasting in the month of Ramadan because
of his conflict with the Jews. As a result of his victory at Badr on 17 Ramadan of
Year 2 after the Hijrah this month had assumed a special solemnity; it is no coin-
cidence that the Qur’an is said to have been sent down in Ramadan.*
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The motivation for fasting is similar to that in Judaism and Christianity:

- Fasting is an expression of penitence and the eradication of sins.
- Fasting serves towards the mastery of the body and its drives by the spirit.
- Fasting promotes piety and a mutual readiness for forgiveness.

What is special about Muslim fasting? Three characteristics are particularly
striking:

— It is not just eating less or giving up certain foods, as in Christianity, but a
complete fast, complete abstinence from food and drink and from sexual inter-
course.

— Ttis not just restraint at meal times; rather, restraint is to be practised for the
whole day from dawn (the moment when one can distinguish a white thread from
ablack one) to dusk; it is not even possible to rinse out one’s mouth with water or to
smoke.

— Fastingis to be practised not just on particular days but for a whole month, the
month of Ramadan (between 28 and 30 days). Fasting is made more difficult by
the fact that Ramadan, the ninth month of the Islamic lunar calendar, moves
through the year and therefore in high summer, when water is necessary for life,
refraining from drinking causes considerable difficulties. (The lunar calendar,
introduced as the result of a revelation shortly before Muhammad’s death,’” loses
eleven days every year because the lunar year is shorter than the solar year, so that
Ramadan begins around eleven days earlier every year and the month of fasting
can fall in any season.)

The command to fast, for a period that lasts considerably longer in summer
than in winter, applies to all adult Muslims, men and those women who are not
menstruating. There are concessions over this strict fasting: for the old and sick,
for pregnant women and those who are breast-feeding, for travellers and for
those involved in hard manual work. However, they are to make up the days of
fasting they miss, which cannot always be easy.

Today the beginning of Ramadan, the month of fasting, is indicated accord-
ing to ancient custom by the observation of the light of the new moon and is
announced with pomp in the media. Special Ramadan carpets are laid out in
the mosques, and the minarets are also illuminated all night. How is it, then,
that for Muslims the time of fasting is not a gloomy time of penitence but rather
atime of celebration? This is explained by the two aspects of the month of fast-
ing—its day side and its night side. Fasting (and sexual continence) are prac-
tised only during the day; by night people are free. Moreover, according to a
revelation the Prophet is said to have abrogated the prohibition against sexual
intercourse on the nights of Ramadan.*? There is eating, lots of feasting, usually



136 B III. THE CENTRAL STRUCTURAL ELEMENTS

more and longer than usual, and sometimes a lavish meal (fatur), immediately
before which a great deal of shopping is done. The next day one can sleep it off,
which makes the daytime fast considerably easier. Fasting and celebrating
together helps the community and leads many Muslims who otherwise are not
particularly observant to join in.

Allin all, Ramadan is more a time of feasting than of repentance, full of count-
less religious and social activities in mosques and coffee houses. It is a time of fast-
ing and celebrating for the whole Muslim community, a great symbol of the unity
of Muslims all over the world and an invitation to non-Muslims to join the
Ummah. Like its beginning, the end of Ramadan is established by the sighting of
the new moon and the feast of breaking the fast ( id al-fitr), one of the two main
Islamic festivals.

The great pilgrimage to Mecca

All three prophetic religions and many others also have the practice of pilgrim-
age. In Judaism, people were to go up to Jerusalem or from Jerusalem to the
Temple Mount three times, at the three harvest festivals (the Feast of
Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Weeks and the Feast of Tabernacles®®). However,
atan early stage there was a dispute as to whether one had to appear personally
and whether one had to fulfil the commandment literally or depending on cir-
cumstances. Even after the destruction of the Second Temple Jews made pil-
grimages to Jerusalem, though now their joy over Jerusalem was combined with
a lament over the destroyed sanctuary and the Herodian western wall, which
was all that remained. All through modern times Jews have made pilgrimages to
Jerusalem, even more in the age of Zionism, and now after the new foundation
of the state of Israel.

In Christianity, too, pilgrimage was customary at an early stage. However,
there are no specific instructions about it in the New Testament (there is only a
report of Jesus’ traditionally Jewish ‘pilgrimage’ to Jerusalem). A person, not a
place, is decisive for Christianity. Yet Christian pilgrimages developed in the
early Christian centuries: to the places of martyrdoms or to martyrs’ tombs
(especially to the tombs of Peter and Paul in Rome), and to the scenes of Jesus’
activity in Palestine. The pilgrimage to Compostela, to the tomb of the apostle
James, was particularly important in the Middle Ages—it has recently been
revived. Very much later, in the Catholic tradition, there were also pilgrimages
to particular places where appearances of Mary and other saints were said to
have taken place.

From early times there were annual and semi-annual pilgrimages in pre-
Islamic Arabia, at the beginning of the spring and the autumn harvest. Mecca
was a particularly prominent destination because of the Ka‘bah and the other
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sanctuaries in the vicinity. This old Arabian practice of pilgrimage was contin-
ued under a Muslim monotheistic aegis. The various old places and ceremonies
were preserved by the Prophet. Cleansed of polytheistic references and re-inter-
preted, the ceremonies were fused into one group of rituals and made fruitful
again for Islam by their association with the history of Abraham and Ishmael
(magqam Ibrahim = Abraham’s footprint by the Ka‘bah).**

This pilgrimage was of the utmost significance not only for the reconciliation of
Muhammad with Mecca but also for the integration of the constantly growing
Muslim populations.Their prayer niches (mihrab) in the direction (giblah) of
Mecca constantly reminded Muslims of their starting-point, their origin, the
home of their religion. They needed only to remember or imagine the line as the
crow flies extended forwards to know where Muslims ‘who are able to undertake it’
should travel.*®

It is understandable that the great pilgrimage (hajj) to Mecca became the

fifth pillar of Islam. Every adult Muslim is required to undertake this pilgrimage
once in his lifetime, though in fact even now only a small number of Muslims
can afford it (therefore, as in the case of almsgiving, representation is allowed).
Often a family or even a whole village saves so that at least one of them can
join in the pilgrimage, to the blessing of all, and later bear the honorific title
‘pilgrim’ (hajj) before his name. Mecca, where formerly Muslims, Jews and
Christians lived peacefully together, became the ‘mother of the cities’ (umm
al-qura):a‘holy inviolable place’ (harim) but now for non-Muslims a forbidden
city because of its holiness (al-haram, ‘the sanctuary) has a minimum radius
of five kilometres from the Ka‘bah in all directions). Medina, too, is an exclu-
sively holy city, but a visit to the tomb of the Prophet is not mandatory for
Muslims.

The great pilgrimage of Muslims to Mecca bears little resemblance to a rela-
tively comfortable pilgrimage to Rome or Lourdes, even if some Muslims like to
combine a business, study or holiday trip with it. The pilgrimage makes special
demands. It is valid only if the pilgrim, of whatever status or class, submits to a
ritual that has been very precisely prescribed:

— First of all pilgrims must put themselves in a special state of dedication
(ihram): with specific ritual actions (the key words are labbayka allahumma—
‘at your service, O God’) put on a white, seamless garment and stop shaving
and combing the hair, stop cutting hair and nails, use no perfume, not cover the
head, not wear a veil, at most have sandals on their feet, and refrain from sexual
intercourse.

— Then aseries of sometimes very strenuous and complicated rituals must be
performed (usually with the help of a pilgrim guide). These are the rites of the
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‘little pilgrimage’, the “visit’ (‘umrah) to the Ka‘bah in the central mosque of
Mecca with a circumambulation of the Ka‘bah seven times, which is possible at
any time of the year; and the rites of the ‘great pilgrimage’ (hajj), which are pos-
sible only on fixed days of the pilgrimage month (du ‘I-hijja) and are performed
at the various holy places round Mecca (Mina, Muzadlifah and ‘Arafat).

The most important stations of the great pilgrimage are: the circumambula-
tion of the Ka‘bah seven times; the walk, repeated seven times, between the hills
of Safa and Marwa; climbing Mount Rahma (‘the Mount of Grace’) on the plain
of ‘Arafat; picking up pebbles in Muzdalifah and throwing them at a stone mon-
ument; the animal sacrifice in Mina and the sacrificial meal which follows; and
finally the repetition of the circumambulation of the Ka‘bah .*¢ All this is God’s
command, to be obeyed reverently; like many religious rites it can be under-
stood rationally only to a certain degree.

Some of these Islamic rites, mentioned in the Qur’an and in the Muslim tra-
dition associated with Abraham, Hagar or Ishmael, still clearly show their pre-
Islamic origins:

- the throwing of forty-nine pebbles (jamrat) in Mina at three stone pillars,
which is understood as a symbolic stoning of the devil;

- the kissing, touching or greeting of the black stone in the extreme eastern
corner of the Ka‘bah (for many centuries now it has been broken and is held
together by a stone ring and a silver fastening);

- thesacrifice of sheep, goats or even camels, performed at the same time by all
pilgrims; the throats of the animals are cut in the direction of the Ka‘bah (by
slaughterers or by the pilgrims themselves); today, with more than one mil-
lion pilgrims, this costs hundreds of thousands of animal lives an hour. Then
follows the great sacrificial feast with the distribution and eating of the sac-
rificial meat, after which the men shave, have their hair cut and put on new
clothes. Together with the breaking of the fast, this day of sacrifice (yawm al-
adha), celebrated all over the Islamic world, is the highest religious festival in
Islam.

Islam is the only Abrahamic religion that has preserved blood sacrifices
(these are also performed in the fulfilling of vows). However, it is not the exter-
nals that are important for Muslims but the religious and spiritual attitude that
can be attained with the pilgrimage: complete submission to God and a tempo-
rary turning away from the world.

With increasing numbers of participants the organization of the pilgrimage
became a growing challenge to the political authorities. Initially the caliph of
Damascus was responsible and then the caliph of Baghdad; from the tenth



2. ALMSGIVING, FASTING, PILGRIMAGE 139

century the Fatimid caliph and the later sultans of Cairo, who were followed
finally by the Ottoman sultans and last of all the kings of Saudi Arabia, as
guardians of the holy places. It is always the same pilgrimage—though gov-
erned by constantly changing political and social circumstances. It goes on year
after year, and year after year the giant curtain (kiswah) of the Ka‘bah is rewo-
ven, while the old is cut into pieces which are sold as souvenirs for the pilgrims.

We have now occupied ourselves sufficiently with the essence and centre of
Islam, its central figure and its central structural elements. Before we embark on
the tremendous history of fourteen centuries, I would like to pause a moment
to sum things up and to ask a few further questions.

A change in the substance of faith

What are the centre and foundation, what is the abiding substance in the
Islamic religion or Muslim faith? Whatever historical, political, sociological and
anthropological interpretations may rightly or wrongly emphasize, in the light
of the basic documents of Islamic faith which have become normative and his-
torically influential, the central content of faith is: “There is no God but God,
and Muhammad is his prophet. Without this confession there can be no Islamic
faith, no Islamic religion.

The whole as it were elliptical testimony of the Qur’an revolves round these
two focal points: God and his Prophet. Of course it can be argued that the one
God himself forms the centre of the Qur’an, its ‘theocentricity. However, the
significant thing about the Qur’an is that this God is never seen alone but always
together with the one who is constantly addressed by his revelation. The surahs
of the Qur’an do not circle round the ‘mysteries of the deity’ but round the mes-
sage which the Prophet has to proclaim to his people.

More precisely, the distinguishing structural elements and abiding guide-
lines of Islamic faith are:

e belief in the God whom Muslims worship in common with Jews and
Christians, who allows no associates;

e belief in the Prophet Muhammad who, as the ‘seal of the prophets’, confirms
the prophets before him;

e belief in the Qur’an proclaimed by the Prophet as the uncorrupted, defini-
tive revelation of God.

The special relationship of Muhammad to his God, resulting in the Qur’an,
is the nucleus, starting point and focal point of Islam. Despite the initial refusals
of Muhammad’s fellow tribesmen and all the developments and entanglements
of Islamic history, this would nevertheless remain the basic notion of the
Islamic religion that was never given up. For Islam, this constant centre—God
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and his message in the Qur’an—which is the motive force for everything is the
basis of:

e its originality from earliest times;
o the continuity in its long history down the centuries;
e itsidentity despite all the differences of language, race, cultures and nations.

Anyone who wants to pass a well-founded judgement on the present situa-
tion of Islam must know its history, for with the ‘essence’ and its structure we
have as yet by no means grasped living Islam. Just as a static architectural for-
mula cannot show us the imposing building resting on five pillars, a description
of its essence cannot show us the concrete religion. Unquestionably, like
Judaism and Christianity, Islam is not a static entity. It is a living history, in
which ‘the essence’ of Islam, its ‘substance of faith’ has repeatedly assumed new
and different forms. I shall now turn to this history.



C. HISTORY

In some respects what forms the centre of Islam, its foundation, the abiding
substance of its faith, has become clear in a more evident and concentrated way
than in the case of Judaism and Christianity: God’s word has become a book
and the message of this book is that there is no God but God and Muhammad
is his Prophet. Islamic faith is imposingly simple and compact; Islamic society
is amazingly capable of integration and of offering resistance; and by compari-
son with Christianity and even more with Judaism the history of the formation
of Islamic religion is extraordinarily short and compressed. So, we can ask,
doesn’t this unique history show incessant expansion until the nineteenth cen-
tury, a history of victors and victories, a direct development without any deep
breaks and contradictions, without a change of paradigms?






The Original Paradigm of the
[slamic Community

For a long time Roman Catholicism also paid homage to an organic, idealistic,
understanding of history. Although, century by century, new rings kept
being added to the trunk of the church tree, there were no breaks or
eruptions. Such an understanding of history, which is hardly advocated seri-
ously in Christianity today, comes to grief on historical reality. Doesn’t it also
come to grief in the case of Islam? Though they are often overlooked, aren’t
there also epoch-making crises and revolutions in Islam that in the end also
explain the stagnation of the Islamic world in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries?

1. Abiding substance of faith—changing paradigms

Though Islam carried on the historic legacy of Judaism and Christianity—
belief in the one God—it posed a new challenge with which they had their
problems: Muhammad as the definitive Prophet of the one God. However, this
centre, this foundation, this substance of faith (in my schematic description
indicated in each paradigm by a circle with a line through it) never existed in
abstractisolation but has, time and again, been reinterpreted and put into prac-
tice to meet the changing demands of the time. Because of that, in this section
the systematic—theological and historical-chronological descriptions (without
which the former cannot be given a convincing basis) will be combined and
regularly interspersed with current reflections, as in my accounts of Judaism
and Christianity.
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Is there also a paradigm change in Islam?

Islam is no more a monolithic entity than are Judaism and Christianity. Just as a
new overall constellation had to come about when the Israelites became a settled
people, or when the simple belief of Jewish Christianity in Jesus the Messiah
(Christ) was translated into the Hellenistic world of the Roman empire, so too the
faith and life of the original Islamic community underwent a great revolution
after the peaceful death of the Prophet, when the Islamic movement definitively
spread beyond the bounds of Arabia. Again and again, new epoch-making con-
stellations of the time forced the one community of faith to reinterpret and real-
ize one and the same centre of the proclamation of faith and put it into practice.

I follow Thomas S. Kuhn in understanding a paradigm as ‘an entire constel-
lation of beliefs, values, techniques, and so on shared by the members of a given
community’.'  have explained atlength in earlier publications? that a transfer of
the paradigm theory (in the sense of a ‘macroparadigm’) from the realm of the
natural sciences to the sphere of religion and theology is possible, important
and urgently necessary, and how far it may be made, and have demonstrated
this in my earlier books Judaism and Christianity. We shall see that the history
of Islam is no less dramatic. In it, an initially small community of faith, which
then grew extraordinarily quickly in response to renewed great historic chal-
lenges, underwent a whole series of fundamental religious changes, indeed in
the longer term a revolutionary paradigm change.

My analysis of the more than 3000-year history of Judaism produced the fol-
lowing influential epoch-making constellations (macroparadigms):

the tribal paradigm before the formation of the state;
the paradigm of the kingdom: the monarchical period;
the paradigm of theocracy: post-exilic Judaism;

the medieval paradigm: the rabbis and the synagogue;
the modern paradigm: assimilation;

the developing paradigm of the postmodern period.

Although the history of Christianity is only two-thirds as long, my paradigm
analysis, based on the historical evidence, likewise produced six epoch-making
constellations:

the Jewish apocalyptic paradigm of earliest Christianity;

the ecumenical Hellenistic paradigm of Christian antiquity;
the medieval Roman Catholic paradigm;

the Reformation Protestant paradigm;

the paradigm of modernity orientated on reason and progress;

the paradigm of a postmodern period which is taking shape.
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New epoch-making constellations

The history of Islam is about a third shorter than that of Christianity, but no less
complex. Here too the historical evidence shows similar macroparadigms (or
epoch-making overall constellations) to those in Judaism and Christianity.
Here too paradigm analysis makes it possible to work out the great historical
structures and transformations: by concentrating at the same time on the fun-
damental constants and the decisive variables. Here too we cannot overlook the
historic breaks from which the epoch-making basic models of Islam emerged.
They govern the situation of Islam even today.

I shall begin with an analysis of the first overall constellation: the paradigm
of the original Islamic community (P I). For Islam, as for Judaism or
Christianity, it would have made little sense to construct some models or para-
digms in advance. Here too the strictest orientation on empiricism is indis-
pensable. That means that it is important to note the evidence as
comprehensively as possible and to utilize for the paradigm analysis what his-
torians have discovered.

In this difficult enterprise (apart from the relevant sections of specialist
works on individual periods, aspects or problems which I shall mention where
relevant) I shall base myself on the more recent general accounts of the history
of Islam.> The Cambridge History of Islam,* a two-volume handbook by inter-
nationally known authors, edited by P.M. Holt, Ann K.S. Lambton and Bernard
Lewis, is still fundamental. The Oxford History of Islam, edited by J.L. Esposito,
is more recent and has a more thematic construction.” The history of Islam
by the French Islamic scholar Claude Cahen, which for its time was innovative
in the way in which it also integrated non-political aspects, is still worth read-
ing.® The three-volume work The Venture of Islam by Marshall G.S. Hodgson of
the University of Chicago offers an extensive overall history and takes special
account of religious, literary and existential aspects.” The composite work by
German-language authors edited by Ulrich Haarmann of the University of
Freiburg, Geschichte der arabischer Welt, covers the political, economic and
social history of Arab Islam.? For the social history of all Islam I have referred to
the great work by Ira M. Lapidus of the University of California, Berkeley, A
History of Islamic Societies, which, both comprehensively and precisely, investi-
gates especially the institutional systems on the basis of the Cambridge
History.” The compact account by Tilman Nagel of the University of Gottingen,
Geschichte der Islamischen Theologie,' is particularly important. Also indis-
pensable is the monumental multi-volume work by Josef von Ess of the
University of Tiibingen, Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert
Hidschra (Theology and Society in the Second and Third Centuries after the
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Hijrah)," which describes the classical period of Islamic history in six volumes
rich in text and analysis. For names, terms, phenomena and events the second
edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam,'* edited by leading orientalists, is an
indispensable and inexhaustible source of information. In addition, there are
more recent large encyclopedias (see the List of Abbreviations) and shorter
reference works (see my note on general accounts of Islam in BI).

2. Areligious vision realized

Many prophets had visions—of an event, a person, a development or a new
time but few experienced the realization of their vision. Muhammad did. Not
only had he to communicate his vision to the people of his time, he was also able
to accomplish it. On the basis of the revelations of the Qur’an he called for the
establishment of an Islamic community and succeeded in realizing and shaping
it. The result was a social transformation of Arab society generally. I shall now
investigate more closely what we already know to be the essence and centre of
Islam with respect to its realization in its very first era. What did this vision
mean for the community and for the individual?

The new Islamic community

There are important differences between Islam and Christianity here:

- The paradigm of earliest Christianity (P I of Christianity)** developed only
after Jesus’ death, whereas the foundations for the paradigm of original
Islam (P I of Islam) were laid quite decisively during Muhammad’s lifetime.

- Inthe paradigm of earliest Christianity one could appeal only to the spirit of
Jesus Christ, who though dead lived through the power of God, whereas in
the paradigm of original Islam the Prophet was still present in person for a
whole decade.

- The paradigm of early Christianity was a paradigm dominated by the Christ
who had been exalted to God and would soon return (apocalyptic), whereas
in its foundational phase the paradigm of original Islam was one of direct
‘guidance’ by the Prophet Muhammad, who gradually realized his religious
vision in person.

However, this utterly earthly leader of the community had very much greater
authority than the chief or sheikh (shaykh) of a tribe, who held office above all
asan arbiter and could act only together with his council. As we saw, the Prophet
respected the right of the clans and tribes to their own life and customary law—
they were to regulate their own internal affairs. To that degree he was no
absolute ruler. However, for questions going beyond the tribe, and in some
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minor disputes, he was now the supreme authority, who could make final, unas-
sailable judgements. As the one who received, proclaimed and carried out the
divine revelation, he spoke in God’s name, holding office as a legislator and at
the same time as a commander and judge. There was no separation of powers
and no place for a purely ‘secular’ authority alongside the Prophet! Moreover
the Prophet had a legitimation that constantly renewed itself through new
revelations.

Muhammad left the old Arab family, clan and tribal relationships intact as a
basis for the new community. But this blood-relationship was relativized, or bet-
ter, had another layer put on it, so that it was transformed by a new kind of kin-
ship. The emigration (hijrah) from the tribal alliance which ushered in the new
time made clear once and for all that another affinity is ultimately more signifi-
cant than blood kinship: the affinity of faith. We already know very well what
constituted this:'*

o a fellowship of belief in the one God and his Messenger;

a fellowship of daily ritual prayer;

a fellowship of concern for the poor and needy;

a fellowship of discipline through fasting;

a fellowship of inner purification through pilgrimage to the spiritual centre
of Islam.

All these make up the substance of Islam and became the foundation for the
Ummabh, the new community of Muslims. But this community had to be real-
ized under the conditions of a quite specific historical constellation of seventh-
century Arab society'® which, living on the periphery of the highly civilized
world, had little cultural and religious organization. Apart from the areas
bordering on the Byzantine or Sasanian Persian empires, it was united neither
by religion nor an empire—the two overarching factors which brought order to
the society of the time. Therefore pre-Islamic Arab society showed little politi-
cal and social coherence. It was burdened and endangered by the:

— political splits into rival families, clans and tribes (with confederations,
monarchies and kingdoms only in the zones on the periphery of the great
empires), which often travelled together with hundreds of tents, operated
autonomously and recognized no external authority;

— tensions between these warlike nomads or semi-nomads of the desert, who
were mostly shepherds and camel breeders, and those settled at the oases, who
worked as farmers, merchants and craftsmen;

— constant weakening and shaking of Bedouin society by persistent hostility,
warlike conflicts, plundering campaigns and endless acts of vengeance.
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A religion of law?

The new Islamic society had to embrace this splintered, ‘fragmented’ society of
families and clans, towns and Bedouin groups, open its spiritual horizons and
integrate it, in terms of religion and culture, through a new brotherliness. The
aim was to create a better order and greater harmony within society—on the
basis of belief in the one God. The Qur’an is primarily concerned with the rela-
tionship of human beings to their Creator and thus with their relationship to
their fellow human beings.

Muhammad, who had been brought to Medina as an arbitrator (hakam),
soon rose, on the basis of his political and military might, to be a legislator.
However, he did not exercise his power within the existing legal system but with-
out a system. His authority was not legal; for believers it was religious and for
sceptics political. Muhammad changed and expanded the Arab system of arbi-
tration and the old Arab customary law. Yet the Prophet-legislator did not want
to provide a comprehensive, complete legal system for regulating the whole of
life by means of the Qur’an; he was not concerned with casuistry. The Qur’an is
silent on many legal questions, leaving them to Arab customary law. Joseph
Schacht, author of the fundamental history of Islamic law, remarks: ‘Generally
speaking, Muhammad had little reason to change the existing customary law.
His aim as a Prophet was not to create a new system of law; it was to teach men
how to act, what to do, and what to avoid in order to pass the reckoning on the
Day of Judgement and enter Paradise.'¢

So is Islam a religion of the law? Originally it was not a religion of the law but
the religion of an ethic. The Qur’an is concerned with ethical imperatives for
human society, not all of which were new. However, on the new basis of faith
these norms worked in favour of more justice, fairness, restraint, moderation,
mediation, compassion and forgiveness, though this was not transposed into a
legal structure of rights and responsibilities. As Schacht remarks: ‘Had religious
and ethical standards been comprehensively applied to all aspects of human
behaviour, and had they been consistently followed in practice, there would have
been no room and no need for a legal system in the narrow meaning of the term.
This was in fact the original ideal of Muhammad; traces of it, such as the recur-
rent insistence on the merits of forgiveness, in a very wide meaning of the word,
are found in the Koran, and the abandonment of rights is consequently treated in
detail in Islamic law. But the Prophet eventually had to resign himself to applying
religious and ethical principles to the legal institutions as he found them.*”

It is striking that only around six hundred of the 6666 verses of the Qur’an
are concerned with legal questions and most of these with religious obligations
and practices (such as ritual prayer, fasting and pilgrimage); only around 80
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verses contain directly legal material.'® We could therefore say, apparently para-
doxically, that even where the Qur’an has legal material, it uses it in an ethical
and not a legal way. Even in family law, which to some extent is discussed com-
prehensively (but in very different places), the Qur’an is primarily concerned
with the questions of the relationship between men and women, and of how
children, orphans and relatives, dependents and slaves are to be treated—with-
out addressing the technical legal consequences. The same is true of criminal
law and the Qur’anic statements about three particularly problematical areas:
violent clashes, business relationships and intoxicating substances. No real
detailed legal regulations with punitive sanctions are laid down; rather, moral
demands are made and ethical instructions for action are given.

Test cases: blood vengeance, the prohibition of usury, the ban on alcohol

Although they are less fundamental than the ‘five pillars’ of Islam, quite specific
rules of behaviour were visibly to shape the inner life of the Islamic community
and bring it under control. They became characteristics which set Muslims
apart from ‘unbelievers’ and gave them a sense of belonging, of being differ-
ent—and probably better.

— At the time the age-old Arab custom of blood vengeance, killing the guilty
party as ‘retribution’ (gisas'®), was not the expression of a primitive blood-lust
but an archaic legal means of establishing a minimum bodily security.
Individuals were protected by the solidarity of family, clan and tribe. At least
after the event, a balance was achieved by the right to equivalent compensation.
This was less a matter of justice than of the honour’ (prestige, reputation) of the
tribe or clan, which had to be restored.”® However, this kind of vengeance could
easily lead to a series of reciprocal killings and a limitless blood feud: the object
of the blood vengeance need not necessarily be the perpetrator himself but
could be some member of his community.

The Qur’an does not do away with blood vengeance, which is also practised
by the Jews:*! ‘In just retribution there is life for you.” However, it limits retri-
bution in two ways: only the perpetrator may be killed and only the closest rel-
ative of the dead person (blood advocate, wali ad-dam) is authorized to exact
blood vengeance.?* Above all, the Qur’an does not allow blood vengeance as the
sole legal means where blood has been shed. These are the Qur’anic require-
ments for the new community:

- the punishment may not be greater than the act to be punished;*

- ‘forgiveness’ should be practised: if possible, money is to be accepted instead
of blood (blood money or atoning money: diyah).

- if punishment takes place, the dispute is regarded as settled.*
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— The revelation given to the merchant Muhammad is specially focused on
business morality. Deadlines for the payment of interest were customary in
Mecca at the time of Muhammad and initially the Qur’an sets usury (riba*)
over against almsgiving, without directly prohibiting it: ‘Whatever you may give
out in usury so that it might increase through [other] people’s possessions will
bring no increase in the sight of God—whereas all that you give out in charity,
seeking God’s countenance, [will be blessed by Him;] for it is they [who thus
seek His countenance] that shall have their recompense multiplied!?® Usury is
presumably first forbidden in Medina: ‘O you who have attained to faith! Do
not gorge yourselves on usury, doubling and redoubling it.””

Thus commercial activity is endorsed in principle but usury is forbidden:
‘Those who gorge themselves on usury behave but as he might behave whom
Satan has confounded by his touch ... God has made buying and selling lawful
and usury unlawful.*® This represented a considerable change from the prac-
tice, then customary in Mecca, of doubling the sum of money or quantity of
goods owed, along with the interest, if it could not be repaid at the due time. We
cannot discover whether the arguments with the Jews of Medina had any influ-
ence on the prohibition of usury, but the Jews are severely censured because
they ‘took interest although it had been forbidden to them’?! The regulations
for business dealings are no less important:

- Contracts entered into before witnesses or in writing are to be observed
honestly.*

- Weighing and measuring is to be accurate and fair: ‘And give full measure
whenever you measure, and weigh with a balance that is true.*

- Work is to stop only at the time of the Friday midday prayer.**

I shall consider the question of usury and the Islamic economy at length in
EIV,1.

— The Quranic prohibition of wine was evidently prompted by certain
abuses. In the pre-Islamic period wine-drinking was very popular and wide-
spread; wine was made almost everywhere in Arabia.*® However, the wine was
not necessarily wine from grapes (khamr), which was an expensive luxury drink
imported from Syria and Lebanon. In Yemen people drank honey wine and in
Medina (nabidh) date wine. There were not only inns selling wine on the mar-
gins of the towns but also wine merchants, mainly Jews and Christians, with
transportable tent shops and wine in jars and skins, who visited the cities and
the Bedouins. Places with women singers and very often games of chance
(maysir) were not uncommon. Muhammad’s companions also held drinking
parties.
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So, the prohibition against wine does not come from the very first period of
Islam but was gradually introduced by the Prophet. In the early days (probably
in the Meccan period) wine was called the gift of God.*® Then a prohibition
which was at first conditional was stated: ‘In both [intoxicants and games] there
is great evil as well as some benefit for man; but the evil which they cause is
greater than the benefit which they bring’*” A prohibition against attempting
‘to pray while you are in a state of drunkenness’ follows.* Finally, as people did
not change their habits, there is a direct prohibition: ‘O you who have attained
to faith! Intoxicants, and games of chance, and idolatrous practices, and the
divining of the future are but a loathsome evil of Satan’s doing: shun it, then!’*

Thus games of chance (maysir'), often associated with drinking wine and
pre-Islamic practices, were likewise forbidden. We should remember that
games of chance very often involved the slaughtering and cutting up of a whole
camel (the Bedouins’ real wealth) with the drawing of lots deciding who got
which part and who had to pay for the camel.

Jews and Christians, who used wine in rituals, were explicitly allowed to con-
sume it. And as the word khamr (= grape wine) is used in the Qur’an, while
Arabic has around a hundred names for wine, the prohibition against wine was
easily evaded. Therefore quite a few Islamic scholars have disputed that the
Qur’anic prohibition of wine includes all alcoholic drinks. This is just one indi-
cation of how burdensome many Muslims over the centuries have found this
particular precept. On the other hand the Islamic food regulations, being rela-
tively few by comparison with the numerous Jewish ones, and which probably
mostly had to do with hygiene, caused hardly any difficulties within the Muslim
community. The Islamic food laws allowed the enjoyment of ‘the good things’
that God gives to men and women. Only the flesh of animals which have died,
been sacrificed to idols or have not been ritually slaughtered, together with
blood and pork, was forbidden food.* It is not difficult for Muslims to refrain
from pork, since this meat is as repulsive to them as dog meat is to most
Europeans. Like the Jews, they regard the pig, wallowing in the mire, as an
unclean animal, and therefore pig-keeping is almost unknown in Islamic coun-
tries. Butin contrast to Judaism, the food laws in Islam are no more complicated
than those in Christianity.

The new responsibility of the individual

Through the Qur’an, individual Muslims were directly called on to change their
lives. That was new. In Arab tribal society, loyalty was primarily to the wider
family and secondarily to the clan. The individual counted for relatively little; in
the desert the individual was in any case lost; without the protection of the
family or the clan individuals were nothing. Therefore individuals had to do
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everything they could to preserve group solidarity (‘asabiyah) towards their
family and their clan and devote themselves uncompromisingly to this.
Bedouins have no term for individuality or personality. The nearest term, ‘face’
(wajh), applied above all to the head of the clan, the sheikh—not, though, as an
individual person but as representative of the clan who, usually having been
chosen by the elders of the most respected and richest families, always ruled
together with his council. So, at the level of leadership, it was not an individual
who ruled (monocracy) but a group of people, exclusively male (collegiality).

The consistent monotheism that Muhammad proclaimed was aimed not
only at a new community but also at a new individual responsibility. Muslims
were to achieve this in a better way: if there is only one God and this God is the
creator, sustainer and judge of human beings, then individuals assume a special
dignity; they are no longer playthings in the hands of several rival deities, nor
mere objects in an all-determining system of clans and tribes but the creatures
of this one God, indeed his ‘successors’ (representatives),** responsible to him.

Direct responsibility before God: original Islam does not know mediators,
whether priests or saints; even the Prophet himself is no mediator. The islam of
men and women, their submission, is to God alone. They bow before the face of
God in daily prayer and make the great pilgrimage of their lives for God’s sake.
Before God they humble themselves in fasting and at God’s command they give
alms, symbolic of a renunciation of greed and of responsibility for other mem-
bers of the community. More than any others, these practices make it clear that
a person is a Muslim, takes his or her place in the community of faith, and is on
the right path.

Thus all individuals stand in a personal relationship to God, who has created
them, sustains them and will judge them, indeed who keeps a precise account of
their deeds, good and evil. This book will be opened at the Day of Judgement. All
individuals are responsible for their salvation. And even the performance of par-
ticular rites, including daily prayer, is not sufficient to put one’s relationship with
God in order. The recognition that human beings are creatures of the one God calls
for a reversal of thought and a change of lifestyle: no more conceit and arrogance,
no more showing off with possessions and powerful relatives; no more discrimi-
nation against the weak; no more embezzling of the property of others and no
more lying, deception and unbridled violence, but firm belief in God and obedi-
ence to God’s will, which leads to true wisdom and the attainment of valuable
virtues: ‘Whoever is granted wisdom has indeed been granted wealth abundant.*

Arab and Muslim virtues

Thus, against the glorification of clan and tribal group, the martial pride and
sometimes also the hedonism of the Bedouin, the Qur’an sets out an ideal of
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modesty and restraint. This is not a morality of weakness, softness and cow-
ardice; the old Arab virtues are not denied but deepened. In this way there is a
far-reaching revaluation of traditional notions of values which seems to be
legitimized by God:

- The courage of the seasoned Bedouins in battle and in the defence of their
own clans is revived, becoming dedication to the new faith and a readiness
for sacrifice for one’s faith community.

- Patience in the face of all the adversities of unpredictable desert life is made
fruitful again for an unshakable faith in God in the face of all tribulations
and temptations.

- The generosity of spontaneous giving is re-orientated and focused on a lim-
ited and therefore regular giving to the poor and weak.

The recognition of the nature of human beings as God’s creatures also brings
forth new, specifically Islamic, virtues:

- If human beings are God’s creatures, then humility, not arrogance, must be
shown: God does not love those ‘who, full of self-conceit, act in a boastful
manner’.* God ‘does not love those who are given to arrogance’.*

- If human beings are God’s creatures, then their basic attitude must be grati-
tude: not just calling on God in distress and forgetting him when the danger
is past.*® ‘God will requite all who are grateful to him.*

- If God is the creator of all human beings, then graciousness and brotherli-
ness (‘brotherliness and sisterliness’ would be anachronistic) is to be shown
between people: through faith, God has made former enemies friends,
indeed brothers.® Believers, men and women, are friends with one
another,* and generosity and friendliness are to prevail.

What about the law of retribution? It is by no means typical of Islam, for the
Qur’an also knows of forgiveness. One may recompense evil with evil, but for-
giveness is better.”® God is ready to forgive anyone who is ready to forgive.”!
Muslims are even recommended to recompense evil with good: ‘But [since]
good and evil cannot be equal, repel thou [evil] with something that is better—
and lo! he between whom and thyself was enmity [may then become] as though
he had [always] been close [unto thee], a true [friend]! Yet [to achieve] this is
not given to any but those who are wont to be patient in adversity; it is not given
to any but those endowed with the greatest good fortune!>> Will such a new
ethic of the individual also have an effect on society?
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3. The religious and social transformation

The new vision of the community, like that of the individual, resulted in a trans-
formation of society. The new shared convictions, rites and ethical standards
bound together the families, clans and tribes which had previously been seg-
mented and also markedly antagonistic into a new Arab society. The traditional
tribal structures were not suppressed but given another layer. Muhammad did
not want to abolish the existing social structure; he was no revolutionary.
However, he did want to make decisive changes and improvements; he was a
radical reformer and renewer. Thus, he sparked off a movement that, in this
fundamental phase of Islamic history, did not primarily bring outward
expansion and mission but renewal and consolidation within. The economic
institutions responsible for the production and distribution of material
goods hardly changed in this new society. However, on the basis of changed
religious and cultural aims, values, standards and institutions—the family
institutions (the wider family, clan, tribe) and the political institutions respon-
sible for the organization of rule, the resolution of conflicts and defence
(the founding of a state), were changed. This resulted in the beginning of a new
Arab civilization.

The stabilization of marriage and family

On the basis of recent research,’® one thing becomes clear about marriage and
the family in pre-Islamic Arabia: it was hardly a fixed system. In the period
immediately before Muhammad the patrilinear system of kinship seems to
have predominated but, beyond doubt, there was also the matrilinear system,
where only descent from the mother counted. Polyandric marriage was also
customary: a woman could have several husbands, with different degrees of
permanence and different degrees of responsibility towards any offspring.
Temporary marriages (mut‘a) were also permitted; here the borderline with
prostitution was fluid and promiscuity was easily possible.

By contrast, the Qur’an decisively affirms the institutions of marriage and
family. The family is particularly emphasized as being among the many good
things that God has given human beings: ‘And God has given you mates of your
own kind and has given you, through your mates, children and children’s chil-
dren.** All in all, the Qur’an brought about considerable stabilization of the
family, through the following precepts:

- strict regulations against incest, important not only for the biological
legacy but also for the creation of ties of marriage between the different
families;
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- condemnation of polyandric marriage, because it undermines the stability
of the family (the parallel question of marriage to several wives is not put);

- physical paternity must be acknowledged, hence the insertion of periods of
waiting, for example, in the case of divorce.

What are the purposes of marriage? First, the procreation of descendants,
which, corresponding to a deeply-rooted human tendency, were of vital import-
ance for clans and tribes, at that time more threatened with dying out than with
over-population. Having children accords with the will of God, who is himself
the real creator of all children.>

Second, the fellowship between man and woman, parents and children. The
bond between husband and wife is a sign of God in his creation: ‘And among
His wonders is this: He creates for you mates out of your own kind, so that you
might incline towards them, and He engenders love and tenderness between
you.*

In view of widespread promiscuity, a third purpose is the satisfaction, insti-
tutionalization and regulation of sexual intercourse. The unmarried, whether
man or woman, are to ‘live in continence’.”” Sexual intercourse outside marriage
is not allowed.*® However, men are allowed concubines from the ranks of their
slave girls as they wish—and also several wives. This brings us to a point that is
difficult to explain to non-Muslims.

The affirmation of polygamy is regarded as typically Islamic, though it was
widespread in the ancient Near East, as, say, the Hebrew Bible shows (for
example, Abraham!). In these warrior societies polygamy probably also had the
purpose of providing for the widows of warriors and dealing with the surplus
of women brought about by war which was usually high. This is what the
Qur’an says about polygamy: ‘And if you have reason to fear that you might not
act equitably towards orphans, then marry from among [other] women such as
are lawful to you—/[even] two, three, or four.” However, the husband is to treat
all his wives equally and fairly; otherwise he is to marry only one wife: ‘But if you
have reason to fear that you might not be able to treat them with equal fairness,
then [only] one—or [from among] those whom you rightfully possess. This
will make it more likely that you will not deviate from the right course.®

As an excuse for polygamy, it has sometimes been asserted that the Qur’an
restricted the polygyny previously customary in Arabia. However, first, we
know hardly anything about any polygyny in pre-Islamic Arabia (though we do
know of polyandry, marriage with several husbands). Secondly, the Qur’anic
passage does not impose a limitation. Translated literally, it says: ‘Marry what
women please you, two, three, and four’*' The regulation that a Muslim may
have only four legal wives (plus an unlimited number of slave-girls as
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concubines) would then be a later ruling by Islamic jurists. What, then, is the
role of the woman in the Qur’an?

Women—highly valued or discriminated against?

What was new in the Qur’an, and a positive improvement for many women,
was that several wives were not to live together (usually with their brothers),
with their husbands visiting them for longer or shorter periods. Rather, several
wives (some certainly widows, whose husbands had perished in the numerous
warlike clashes) were to have their own rooms in a new husband’s household
(“virilocal polygyny’), in order to find support and protection.®

In principle in the Qur’an husband and wife are equal before God, because
both have been created by God:** ‘As for anyone—be it man or woman—who
does righteous deeds, and is a believer withal—him shall We most certainly
cause to live a good life; and most certainly shall We grant unto such as these
their reward in accordance with the best that they ever did.** Nevertheless, there
can hardly be any question of equal rights for women and men. The husband’s
privileges in the wider family dominated by the patriarch and comprising the
father, his sons and their family, remain intact. The husband takes the initiative
in making and dissolving a marriage and has the say in financial and other mat-
ters.

The far superior legal position of the husband should not lead us to overlook
the fact that the Qur’an calls for even greater mutual respect and sensitivity. The
relative independence of the individual in the family alliance is also important.
In particular, rights are secured for women that they did not have in pre-Islamic
times:

- The wife can own property in her own name and need not contribute to the
support of the family from it.

- The wife has the right to inherit up to a quarter of her husband’s property.

- If a rapid or arbitrary divorce threatens, postponement, reconciliation and
mediation is required from the families.

- In the case of divorce the wife retains her dowry.

Thus we can understand why many Muslim women concerned for reform
today are calling for a return to the Qur’an, for some legal restrictions custom-
ary for women do not in fact derive from the Qur’an, but are later juristic rul-
ings by men. For example, there is not a word in the Qur’an about that custom
which today Muslims and non-Muslims regard as typically Islamic: the wearing
of the veil or headscarf by women. We shall be discussing all the problems posed
here for the present day in Part D.
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The Islamic constitution—a divine state

Even had Muhammad wanted it, given all the anarchic and separatist tenden-
cies it would have been an illusion to think that the tribal society of Arabia could
be replaced by a completely new society. Therefore the Prophet, a great realist,
strove not for the replacement but for the federation of the Arab clans and
tribes. In the Prophet’s lifetime an Islamic constitution developed from this in
the form of a confederation the core of which was the community of Medina.
Muhammad succeeded in extending this confederation not only to Mecca but
also to the whole of western and central Arabia, through the more or less will-
ing association of various Bedouin tribes. Naturally the supreme head of this
new constitution was the Prophet himself as ‘God’s messenger’. Thus in a short
time the leader of a persecuted minority had become the organizer of a rela-
tively tightly-ordered community.

This Islamic community did not yet have the legal and administrative fea-
tures of a modern state. But we are surely right to speak of a state, the ‘effective
structure of an institutionalized rule extending over a wider area’.*® This was a
fairly closed and sovereign community which was:

- independent of external control and at the same time aimed at the control of
neighbouring territories;

- no longer a fragmented society of rival and warring tribes and clans but a
relatively united and centralized political structure.*

Among the Bedouin tribes, some of which were proud ‘noble’ warrior tribes,
Muhammad’s agents, with the introduction of almsgiving (usually paid in
camels), marked the beginnings of a political integration. This was later con-
tinued by the recruitment of contingents of troops (through agents of the
caliph) for the armies of conquest and by their regular payment, along with
shares of plunder and land. But whatever worldly motives may also have been at
work here, without Islam as an ideological basis this political integration would
have been inconceivable. ‘Ideologically and organizationally, then, the Islamic
state had resources upon which it could draw to override the tribal loyalties that
had traditionally been the stumbling block in the path of successful political
integration in pre-state Arabia.*” Conversely, Islam deeply shaped the state that
was coming into being. From the beginning its characteristics were exclusivity,
theocracy and militancy:

— Exclusivity: on the basis of the treaty of Medina, non-Muslims too were
originally members of Muhammad’s community, especially the Jews, so
strongly represented in Medina. However, after the successive elimination of
the Jewish tribes the community became exclusively Muslim. At first, Jews and
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also Christians were tolerated in Arabia, until they were driven out under the
second caliph, ‘Umar. He wanted Arabia to be purely Muslim. This is a decisive
point for understanding Islam: though initially the intensity of the religious
and political following of the Prophet differed considerably—and the Qur’an
tells us there were also some ‘hypocrites’ (unreliable people) as well as the true
‘believers’—soon it was no longer disputed that the whole of the religious and
political life of the state was subject to laws which did not come from man but
from God.

— Theocracy: here the difference from Christianity is evident. The Christian
community or church was outside the state (whether Jewish or Roman), even in
conflict with it, and sometimes persecuted by it (Christian P I). Even in the
Byzantine mode of a ‘symphony’ of throne and altar it remained completely
distinct from the state (P II). In the Roman Catholic model, under the influence
of Augustine and the popes there was an explicit antagonism between church
(‘God’s state’) and state (‘the worldly state’). Things were quite different right
from the beginning in the Muslim community (Islamic P I). It formed the core
around which the Islamic state was built up. Here religious and state institu-
tions were, in principle, identical. The Islamic commonwealth is both a reli-
gious community and a political community, a ‘divine state’, where there is no
separation between state and religion. They are fused in an indissoluble unity.
This Islamic state is a theocracy, the rule of God, in the full sense of the word.
However, we should note that time and again in Christianity, too, there were
models of the integration of political and religious community: church
state/Vatican state, the Anabaptist kingdom of Miinster, Geneva in the time of
Calvin, and others.

Given the circumstances, it was not surprising that, in Islam, alms for the
poor and needy; initially left to the discretion of the individual and then manda-
tory in Medina, in fact developed into a kind of state tax, though in view of the
tremendous amount of plunder from the conquests and the rich tax income
from the subjected peoples which soon flowed in, this eventually represented a
somewhat modest sum. As we saw, Muhammad sent agents to the nomadic
tribes to raise taxes there; after the Prophet’s death some of them attempted to
withdraw. Muslim legal scholars worked out the most precise guidelines for this
state tax with a religious basis.

— Militancy: here a further difference from the Christian community or church
is striking. The Christian community is committed, by the message, behaviour
and fate of its founder, to non-violence—despite what violent ‘Christian’ rulers
(emperors, kings, bishops and popes) and believers made of the original
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Christian ideal once Christianity became a state religion. The Islamic commu-
nity, in which state and religion coincided from the beginning, is quite different:
Muhammad understood it to be a fighting community which was allowed to fight
with the sword. Indeed, war as a political means was not only affirmed in princi-
ple but, when necessary, waged without any great inhibitions. Thus from its ori-
gins Islam has had a militant character, fighting for God—in this respect it is
closer to early Judaism and its ‘Yahweh wars’ than to early Christianity.

However, to counter widespread clichés, at the same time it should be
added that alongside readiness for war there is an unmistakable Muslim readi-
ness for peace. Muhammad himself already made peace with the Meccans
through the treaty of Hudaybiyah. This illustrates that in Islam military clashes
can also be avoided and settled. The peace treaties which the Prophet made with
the Christian communities of Najran in the south and Dumat al-Jandal in the
north and with the remaining Jews in Medina and Khaybar formed the basis for
the behaviour of Muslim conquerors and for a coming Islamic international
law. Jews and Christians (and then also the Zoroastrians) were explicitly
assured tolerance (not equal rights!) as ‘people of the book’, who had likewise
received a revelation from God. Tolerance (not equal rights!) was explicitly
assured, whereas the polytheism against which the Prophet had campaigned
was uncompromisingly contested.

Quite apart from any theology, in the face of the quite concrete history of the
Prophet and his community a fundamental historical question arises: what is
Islamic and what is Arab—Bedouin?

What is Islamic and what is Arab—Bedouin?

In my description of the foundation of the paradigm of the original Islamic
community (P I),Thope it became evident that, even in its very first realization,
the essence of Islam must not be identified with its historical form. Rather, a dis-
tinction must be made between the substance (essence) of Islamic faith and the
historical constellation of convictions, values and modes of procedure (the par-
adigm) current at the time. Some things that flowed into the realization of
Islam in this first phase of Islamic history evidently did not follow from its
essence of Islam, as laid down in the Qur’anic revelation, but were the conse-
quence of the historical constellation given at the time.

As the Hamburg Islamic expert Albrecht Noth has remarked, from the
beginning there was a juxtaposition—which could express itself as symbiosis,
alternation or even opposition—of new Islamic regulations and older tribal
norms of behaviour’: the ‘tension between Islam and tribalism’ is ‘an essential,
if not the essential, characteristic of early Islamic history’.*®
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In other words, the first paradigm of Islam is the result of the radical religious
impulses, values and requirements of the Qur’an on the one hand and the cir-
cumstances of pre-Islamic Arabic Bedouin tribal culture, which it overlaid and
embraced, on the other. Ira M. Lapidus has demonstrated this in investigations
which are both compact and highly differentiated. In the creation of a Muslim
community in Mecca and Medina we have ‘the formation of an overarching
religiously defined community as an integrating force in a lineage society’.*’
According to Lapidus, two levels can be distinguished in the complex value sys-
tem which came into being here: ‘In principle the Qur’an introduced a concept
of transcendent reality which was opposed to the values of tribal culture’; but
‘in practice the family and lineage structures of Arabian peoples became part of
Islamic society’.”

From this double perspective, even at this initial stage we can hardly avoid
questioning the first paradigm of Islam. Those of a traditional frame of mind
may not perhaps want to hear them but, in a historical perspective, they must
also be pressing for Muslims. Indeed many Muslims raise them—not to write
off the past or even a whole paradigm but to gain a new horizon for the future.

( Questions: Tensions between Islam and the Bedouins

e What in Islam was introduced by the Qur'an and what was given by the Arab
society of the time?

e What in this first concrete historical realization of Islam (P I) is, in
principle and essentially, Islamic, and what is, in practice and in fact,
Arab-Bedouin?

e May structures, values and norms that manifestly come from Arab tribal
culture claim the same validity for all times as the truths and principles
which stem directly from the Qur'anic revelation?

At the end of his life the Prophet could look back on a vision that had been
fulfilled and on an amazing work. However, the first paradigm of Islam that he
himself had grounded so solidly had to stand its first test. This came with his
death, in 632.

4. From the Prophet to the Prophet’s representative

‘The greatest misfortune’? The death of the Prophet? We read this often on
Muslim tombstones.” The young Islamic community found it difficult to cope
with Muhammad’s death. However far-sighted the Prophet had been in many
respects, he had neglected to arrange his successor in time. Did he think that
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because of the uniqueness of his call and the direct divine legitimization of his
office he would not be able to find a successor? He did not need one for worldly
‘interests’ such as finances, law and war: surely his closest companions, the
‘Prophet’s companions’ (ashab), would be able to cope with these matters? Be
this as it may, the Muslim community, which was only ten years old—dating it
from the emigration—and organized only in broad outline, needed leadership
if it was to survive.

Who is to lead?

Scarcely was Muhammad buried in his house in Medina (in the place where
today his tomb is within the ‘Mosque of the Prophet’) than disputes over his
successor began. On the one hand there were the ‘helpers’ of Medina, who felt
disadvantaged by comparison with the Meccans, whom Muhammad had pre-
ferred in the distribution of plunder. Should they simply nominate their own
leaders for the warlike actions that were envisaged? On the other hand were
many Bedouin tribes. They had promised the Prophet personal allegiance but
always rejected the efforts of his tribe, the Quraysh, to gain dominance. Should
they continue to feel bound to their promise of loyalty after the death of
Muhammad? Why constantly pay taxes and permanently perform possibly
unpopular religious duties? So an apostasy movement (riddah: ‘apostasy’ from
Islam), whether with primarily political or religious motivation, began to gain
ground rapidly. A decade after the Hijrah the community, composed of so
many elements, threatened to fall apart.

How was this crisis in leadership to be resolved? By a new Prophet? But such
a person could not be seen, either in Medina or in Mecca, and was hardly to be
expected. According to the Qur'an Muhammad is ‘the seal of the prophets),
though at first ‘seal’ was not understood as ‘conclusion’ but as ‘confirmation’.”
Yet efficient leadership was now desperately needed if the community was to
survive.

I intend to trace the history of Islam through the four caliphs of Medina,”
not because I am overestimating the rulers’ and neglecting the development of
the structures. As I have already emphasized, the concrete history can be
comprehensively described only in the dialectic of structures and persons. The
‘factual history’ of the actions of individuals or contingent individual events
does not lie on the surface but is at the centre of the historical processes of social
history.”

The question of the prophetic succession is also a question of structures and
persons. The companions of the Prophet, one might call them the Prophet’s
apostles, were clearly aware of the danger of a split: after the Prophet’s death the
Bedouin tribes apostatized, fell away from the faith, and the old murderous
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tribal realities threatened to break out again, particularly in Medina. If tribes
were once again to choose their own leaders, the smaller tribes and those who
had emigrated from Medina would suffer. The consequences would be devas-
tating. So there was pressure to find a rapid solution.

The choice of a successor: Abu Bakr, the first caliph

The debate lasted a whole night and it was decided that a ‘successor’, a ‘repre-
sentative’ for Muhammad, a caliph (khalifah), must be chosen.” The choice fell
on a man who was one of the first in Mecca to believe in the Prophet’s mission:
Abu Bakr.”” Muhammad’s father-in-law (the Prophet married his daughter
‘Aishah), he was originally a Qurayshi and an emigrant. He had been a friend of
Muhammad all his life and was one of his closest administrative and military
advisers. But probably the decisive factor in choosing him was that the Prophet
himself had appointed him leader of the farewell pilgrimage and during his ter-
minal illness leader of the prayers (imam).

So Abu Bakr followed Muhammad in leading the community. His election, by
alarger group without special authority, was ratified next day by the whole com-
munity. In the mosque in Medina Abu Bakr simply declared that he wanted to fol-
low the sunnah (custom, example) of the Prophet and as long as he obeyed that,
all were to obey him. He had been given the nickname ‘the truthful’ (as -siddiq).
By all accounts he was a personally modest, unpretentious man but also capable
of energetic action. Now he was concerned not only with the daily ritual prayer
and Friday prayer but also and above all with worldly political matters: law,
finances and the waging of war. It is important for the whole history of Islam that
from the beginning, in the original community and now also among the caliphs,
there was no place for a purely worldly authority. The introduction of the
caliphate (khalifah) meant that

- immediate guidance by the Prophet as the one who received, proclaimed
and carried out divine revelations was replaced by guidance from the
Prophet’s representative (khalifah);

- there was no longer a legitimation that renewed itself through new divine
revelations. There was only the derived human authority of a non-prophetic
leader: no longer a ‘spokesman’ of God but at best a ‘conversation partner’
with God;

- theinstitution of the caliphate took the place of the charismatic leader, office
the place of charisma, and tradition the place of prophecy. Charismatic rule
was legalized, made traditional and everyday.”

The Prophet’s representative was not himself a prophet, nor even primarily a
religious authority, but a political and legal authority, something like a supreme
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tribal sheikh who had to lead the whole Muslim community, mediate and make
decisions in disputes and assume the supreme leadership. The tasks of the
caliph were so new that they had not been laid down. Nor is there anything
about them in the Qur’an. The word ‘caliph’ certainly occurs often in the
Qur’an, but at no point does it clearly stand for a possible political and religious
successor to the Prophet in leading the community. Surely it isn’t surprising
that, at a very early stage, there was a dispute among Muslims about the charac-
teristics and competences of the caliph and the way of appointing him?

However, now Muslims became more and more aware of one thing (later,
appeals about this were made even to Abu Bakr”): though the Prophet was no
longer among the living, the Qur’an remained, alive and indestructible, as the
eternal word of God. In these new circumstances loyalty to the person of the
Prophet was replaced by loyalty to his message (kerygma). Though, in Islam,
the religious has a political dimension and the political has religious premises,
two aspects of the succession need to be distinguished:

- In the political succession the caliph, as permanent successor to God’s mes-
senger, replaced Muhammad the statesman. The caliphate had to become an
institution which was primarily political.

- In the religious succession, the Prophet Muhammad was replaced by the
Qur’an (only later brought together as a book) and the example of God’s
messenger, the Sunnah. There was no supreme teaching office. In the long
run the Qur’an (part of the essence of Islam) became thereligious (and indi-
rectly also the political) authority.

The Prophet, who had brought about this fundamental shift by comparison
with the pagan prehistory of ‘ignorance’ (jahiliyah), thus remained the spiritual
leader, the model for perfect ritual and ethical behaviour. In the political sphere,
though, it was the caliphs who, with their conquests and inner disputes
(schisms), drew the guidelines for the future: the eschatological ideas and the
Bedouin ideal of freedom retreated in favour of a structured government, a
‘state’.

Abu Bakr was to be granted a reign of only two years, yet in those years some-
thing decisive happened for which the Prophet himself had already prepared:

the transition from the desert to the high cultures.
From the desert to the confrontation with the high cultures

If we do not simply take over uncritically the retrospective accounts of later
Muslim historians, according to whom Abu Bakr initiated the conquest by send-
ing out four emirs, the question necessarily arises: how could the amazingly suc-
cessful campaigns of conquest which now followed have come about? How



4. FROM THE PROPHET TO THE PROPHET’S REPRESENTATIVE 165

could a people from remote desert cities on the periphery of the high cultures all
at once possess giant territories of the two great empires of the time, Byzantium
and Persia?

Recent research has shown that developments within domestic policy led to
the advances in foreign policy. The tasks of the caliph were primarily domestic
policy, and Abu Bakr seems to have tackled them with energy, shrewdness and
consistency: the apostasy movement (riddah) had to be stopped, the rule of the
Islamic community re-established and the true religion of Arabia consolidated
everywhere.®' Evidently the power of the message of the Qur’an was not, in itself,
enough to hold together the tribes won over by the Prophet: military force was
needed and indeed, in the future, military successes often helped the message to
break through.®

With a few well-aimed blows Abu Bakr subjected the apostate Bedouin
tribes, enforced the payment of alms and established Islam beyond the territo-
ries dominated by Muhammad. It would become even clearer in the future that
unless the now ruling Muslim élites of Medina and Mecca exercised moderate
political control over the Arab tribes, above all the Bedouins, no political inte-
gration and no formation of a state would be possible. For these enterprises the
caliph depended on the leadership qualities, military knowledge and wide-
ranging relationships of the Meccan elite which, a short time previously, had
been hostile to the Muslims and especially to the ‘helpers’ of Medina. However,
all now had shared interests in the act of subjection. Thus united, the Muslims
defeated a very hostile tribal federation in the battle of al-‘Aqraba’ (in Central
Arabia) in 633.

These victories had consequences. The subject tribes continued to put pres-
sure on the neighbouring tribes and attempted to take advantage of them. The
effects could be observed as far as Bahrain and Oman in the east and Yemen and
Hadramaut in the south. An increasing number of tribes associated themselves
with the powerful Islamic confederation, which now also conquered rival tribal
units which had their own ‘prophets’ (among the four there was even a
‘prophetess’), so that very soon all Arabia was Islamicized. The Islamic Ummah
finally established itself as the new Arab order of power.

Furthermore, Abu Bakr supported efforts to gain plunder beyond Arabia, in
Syria, Iraq and Iran, by raids and surprise attacks. In this way, after the battles
within Arabia against the apostasy (the riddah wars), the Bedouin powers,
which had been thus set free, were diverted outwards and especially north-
wards. What had begun as ‘raids’ (ghazawat) against original tribes soon
became a war against the great power of Byzantium, which of course could not
tolerate such attacks and therefore sent an army to southern Palestine. Abu Bakr
sent his most competent general, Khalid ibn al-Walid (the ‘sword of God’), from
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Iraq to Palestine to take supreme command against the Byzantines. For the first
time the Arabs were now operating not only as separate bold fighting squads
but also as a real army consisting of many small units. Finally—probably to the
surprise of both sides—this army defeated the Byzantine troops at the battle of
Aghnadayn in 634.

This victory immeasurably increased the enthusiasm for war and the cer-
tainty of victory among the Arabs. People were no longer content with individ-
ual campaigns for plunder. Now they could set out on the conquest of
territories previously controlled by the great powers. Without the two sides
really being aware of it, this was to lead to a great confrontation between Islam
and Christianity.

5. The original community expands

During the lifetime of the Prophet Muhammad, as we saw, the Qurayshi, who
were the leading stratum of Muhammad’s ancestral city, were first threatened
with force of arms, then won over with shrewd diplomacy, and finally rewarded
with the rich plunder of war. However, for the companions of the Prophet in
battle, who had already vigorously complained about their small share of the
plunder, it was now even more important that after the death of the Prophet the
religious message of Islam was not completely sold out to the Qurayshi aristo-
cracy of merchants and warriors. Long before Muhammad, their main interest
was the economic and political control of the greater part of Arabia. But after
the joint subjugations by the Meccans and Medinans under the leadership of
the first caliphs, a renewed emphasis on the religious aspect of Arab politics was
particularly urgent. A specifically Islamic policy was called for.

Islamic politics: ‘Umar, the second caliph

People learned from the crisis after the death of the Prophet, so before his death
(in 634) the first caliph, Abu Bakr, nominated a specific successor. Although a
Meccan, unlike the aristocrats of Mecca this successor seemed to guarantee the
continuation of the religiously motivated politics of the Prophet. His name was
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab.

‘Umar was one of the oldest of the Prophet’s Meccan companions in
battle, who had taken partin the Hijrah. Like Abu Bakr, he had been a father-in-
law (through his daughter Hafsah) of Muhammad and his constant adviser. He,
too, had supported the election of Abu Bakr and had acted in constant agree-
ment with the first caliph. He now proved to be an excellent leader and orga-
nizer and thus in every respect suited for the succession. Popular Western
historical accounts liked to suggest that the history of the first caliphs was a
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history only of intrigues, violent actions and murder. That is not the case.
‘Umar, like Abu Bakr before him, became a successor to the Prophet in a peace-
ful consensus, and largely fulfilled the expectations pinned on him, in religion,
politics and military activities.

The second caliph began by limiting the influence of the powerful Qurayshi
politicians:

— In both Medina and Mecca he favoured the most distinguished ‘compan-
ions of the Prophet’ (sahaba) and the Medinan ‘helpers’ (ansar). He gave them
posts as governors, military commands and administrative positions, with the
highest salaries (the earlier the conversion to Islam, the higher the payment),
and allowed them to put to their own use plunder which really belonged to the
community. At the same time he attempted, as far as possible, to limit the
involvement of the Qurayshi élite in the new campaigns of conquest.

— He called himself not only ‘Successor to the Messenger of God’ (khalifat
rasul Allah, or khalifat Allah: ‘God’s representative’), like Abu Bakr, but also
‘commander of the faithful’ (amir al-mu’minin). In this way, he combined the
new authority of the supreme head of the Muslim community with the tradi-
tional authority of the elected tribal leader.

— Finally, he introduced the specifically Islamic reckoning of time ‘after the
Hijrah’ This was constantly to bring to mind the bond between the conquered
territories and the original community and to banish the old Qurayshi history
into the dark age of idolatry now past. This must have added to the offence
taken by the leading Meccans at the political course of the second caliph. They
therefore attempted, in their own way, to gain influence in the newly-conquered
territories. Indeed, in the long run they could not be avoided, since the con-
quered territories were enormous.

A shift of political balance from the desert to cultivated areas began to
become evident here:

— The political centre of gravity of the original Islamic community was
increasingly formed by the desert cities of Mecca and Medina. The political
and military ambitions and operations of the generation of the Prophet’s com-
panions were initially still concentrated on the Arabian peninsula. The internal
union and renewal of Arab society was at first in the foreground.

— However, the more the Muslims came in contact and confrontation with
the cultivated land of the great empires, the more the current leadership of the
original community had to concentrate on the newly-conquered provinces:
Syria, Iraq and Egypt. Thus external expansion also increasingly governed the
development of early Islamic rule.
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A question arises that is important for us, to which scholars have given very
different answers: what are the reasons for the amazing expansion of the Arabs
from the desert into cultivated land?

How was Arab—Islamic expansion possible?

One answer lies with their opponents. Byzantium and Persia, the great powers
of the region, had been fatally weakened by a policy of revenge which lasted for
decades and were also internally unstable. In 614 the Persians had so thoroughly
defeated the Byzantines that they were able to occupy Syria and Egypt and
advance to the Mediterranean, the Mare nostrum (‘our sea’) of the Romans
(soon after that, the rise of the Frankish empire began to fill the power vacuum
in the West). Only fifteen years later the Byzantine emperor Heraklios, using all
his forces, won back all the Eastern territories and in 639 the cross was tri-
umphally brought back to Jerusalem. Jerusalem—Christian? Not for long.

The Byzantines had, as it were, celebrated the wrong victory and exhausted
their forces on the wrong enemy. It must certainly be a legend that during his
lifetime the Prophet Muhammad sent a letter to the Byzantine emperor (and to
the Persian great king) inviting them to submit and accept Islam, for in 630
Muhammad would have been glad simply to be able to enter Mecca for the first
time. But it is certainly true that now, in the middle of the 630s, a power was
developing in the Arabian desert that had been underestimated in the glittering
capitals of the Byzantine and Persian empires. After the victory of Aghnadayn,
in 634, the new caliph ‘Umar was able to exploit the success for the Muslim
cause.

Does the weakness of the opponents explain the force of this sudden and
powerful military expansion? This thrust must not be confused with the earlier
and slow Arab infiltration and migration into the cultivated lands of the north
(mentioned in connection with the pre-Islamic period), as is often done in
recent Western research. Sceptical scholarship (not always free from anti-reli-
gious and anti-Islamic resentment) has attempted to play down the religious
factor in the conquests as far as possible and bring together all the possible non-
religious factors. In the introduction to his excellent book on the Early Islamic
Conquests, Fred McGraw Donner of Chicago reports all earlier attempts to
explain the conquest and then makes a thorough investigation of the causes of
the Arab expansion. His conclusion is that neither hunger, over-population, the
drying out of the Arab pastureland (none of which have been verified), the col-
lapse of the luxury trade (which at best would affect only certain circles) nor the
efforts of the Bedouins (who notoriously despised agricultural life and farmers)
to settle are sufficient explanations of the organized military expansion of the
Arabs.
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By contrast, there seems good reason to suppose that, behind the expansion,
there was a deliberate policy of conquest and settlement on the part of the lead-
ing Islamic élites in Medina and Mecca, the ‘helpers’ and the Quraysh, particu-
larly to keep the Bedouin tribes under control. As many members of the tribe as
possible were to be recruited for the army, enticed by every conceivable attrac-
tion (such as a regular income, an interesting life or plunder) and be settled in
the new garrison cities. In this way, the considerable warlike energy of the
Bedouins, who otherwise would have been rivals waging little wars in Arabia,
could be exploited for greater political and economic ends.

The organizational concentration and unprecedented penetrative power
with which the policy was implemented could not have been achieved without
the capacity of the new Islamic state for integration and the spiritual power of
the new religion. Fred Donner’s conclusion has become established among
scholars: ‘The Muslims succeeded, then, primarily because they were able to
organize an effective conquest movement, and in this context the impact of the
new religion of Islam, which provided the ideological underpinnings for this
remarkable breakthrough in social organization, can be more fully appreciated.
In this sense, the conquests were truly an Islamic movement. For it was Islam—
the set of religious beliefs preached by Muhammad, with its social and political
ramifications—that ultimately sparked the whole integration process and
hence was the ultimate cause of the conquests’ success.® Thus Western research
today can no longer exclude as a possibility what has always been the traditional
Islamic view: ‘the possibility that the ideological message of Islam itself filled
some or all of the ruling élite with the notion that they had an essentially reli-
gious duty to extend the political domain of the Islamic state as far as practically
possible: that is, the élite may have organized the Islamic conquest movement
because they saw it as their divinely ordained mission to do so’. So how was the
Arab expansion possible? Even where worldly factors played a role, ‘it was Islam
that provided the ideological sanction for such a conviction’.®*

There were three main reasons why the Islamic Arabs were such dangerous
opponents to the two great powers of the time:*

— A religious motivation for war. This was a struggle (jihad) for ‘God’s cause’
against the ‘unbelievers’: a highly meritorious battle for which the Qur’an cam-
paigns (or threatens) intensively. It promises the individual warrior—quite
apart from wages and the attraction of plunder—heavenly rewards and, if he
dies, immediate entry into paradise.

— Voluntary associations. There was no universal conscription. The troops
mostly consisted of groups of adult and free Muslims, often ready to die, who
had resolved to join the army because of the convincing attractions. The armies
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were amazingly small (no mass migration of whole tribes, but no wild hordes)
but received constant personal support and reinforcement from their tribal
homeland.

— Superior tactics. Using fast camels and horses (initially few), lusting for bat-
tle and tried in warfare, they operated in the same area in several small,
autonomous, well-formed units. That explains the unusual mobility, great flex-
ibility and art of rapid improvisation. As a fighting force they were difficult to
defeat, and could not be defeated at all by heavy armies of a traditional kind.*®

The first wave of conquest and the great confrontation with Christianity

Christian Constantinople and Persian Ctesiphon soon felt the Muslim superi-
ority. For an amazing thing had happened: after their first victory over the
Byzantines in 634 the Arabs were capable of advancing in three directions at
almost the same time. They achieved this without seeming to have anything
like a general staff plan or a broad strategic concept with clear war aims
and well-thought-out military tactics; certainly there was no central supreme
command. Unlike the Prophet, the caliph took no part in waging war. Yet Caliph
‘Umar showed himself to be a great strategist, not least in leaving his capable
generals sufficient legal and military scope for their military conquests (futuh).
It is impossible to ascertain how far the caliph’s influence extended, given the
highly fragmentary information about both troop movements and the system
of reporting between Medina and the ‘front’. It is about six hundred miles from
Medina to Syria or Iraq, at that time about twenty days’ journey.®” Everything
happened on the constant premise of the recognition of the authority of the
caliph, the ‘commander of the faithful’. He was at the head of the far-reaching
system of alliances which some Arab tribes and clans from the marginal zone
(as yet not Islamicized) now joined.

The first thrust was against the Christian Byzantine province of Syria. Its cap-
ital, Damascus, fell as early as 635, soon followed by Baalbek and other cities,
though some strongly fortified cities resisted for longer. The decisive battle was
fought as early as 636 at the Yarmuk river, which flows into the Jordan south of
Lake Genessaret. On the Muslim side between 20,000 and 40,000 fighters
(mugqatila) are said to have taken part (though numbers from this period must
always be treated with caution). Jerusalem was captured in 638 and this city, holy
to Jews and Christians, has remained in Muslim hands until our time (inter-
rupted only by the century of the crusades). Called Al-Quds (‘the sanctuary’),
Jerusalem is also holy to Muslims; after Mecca and Medina it is the third holiest
city of Islam, the place of the rock on which Abraham almost sacrificed his son
and from which Muhammad is said to have embarked on his ascension. It should
not be forgotten that the Muslims allowed the Jews to re-enter the city (they had
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been prohibited access after the complete destruction of Jerusalem in 135,a ban
which the Christian emperors). So it is not surprising that some of the Jews who
remained in Palestine felt the Muslim conquest of Palestine to be a liberation.
Two years later, the Mediterranean port of Caesarea also fell; it was a centre of
Christian education and theology, associated with the school of the first schol-
arly theologian, the Alexandrian Origen, with the names of the church histori-
ans Eusebius and Procopius, and the church teacher Basil the Great. The church
library there, regarded as the most comprehensive in antiquity, was destroyed.
With the conquest of the west Syrian/north Mesopotamian cities of Harran
(associated with the patriarchal narratives of the Bible) and Edessa, the conquest
of Syria was complete.

The conquest of the Sasanian empire (first Mesopotamia and then Persia) is
regarded as the second thrust, and caused considerably fewer difficulties. The
decisive battle between the Arabs (with only 6,000 to 12,000 men) and the
Persians took place at al-Qadisiyyah in Iraq, south-west of Hira, at the latest in
636, resulting in the conquest of the Sasanian capital of Ctesiphon. As early as
644, not only Isfahan and other Persian cities but even Azerbaijan had been
conquered. The Persian empire was destroyed, though some remote prince-
doms continued to offer resistance, and the Islamization of the administrative
structures took decades.® The last important Persian great king, Yazdegerd III,
was murdered by his own people as he fled. In passing, it is worth knowing that
in the twentieth century the Persian Shah Reza Pahlawi, son of a Cossack com-
mander and instigator of a coup, staged a bombastic festival in Persepolis on the
anniversary of the accession of Cyrus the Great to the throne to stabilize his
rule. In 1976 he wanted to replace the Islamic calendar (‘after the Hijrah’) with
anew one (2535 ‘after the accession of Cyrus’) to link up with the tradition of
the Persian great kings, thus deliberately going back before Islam. Beyond
doubt, this hastened his fall three years later at the hands of the Shiite leader
Ayatollah Khomeini. As if one could simply turn back more than thirteen hun-
dred years of Islamic rule and the shaping of society!

The conquest of Egypt — the third thrust — took place as early as 641.%° This
happened without the knowledge of the caliph, on the initiative of the Arab
general ‘Amr ibn al-‘As. It was a particularly clear example of the largely
autonomous actions of individual bodies of troops and their leaders both in
waging war and concluding treaties. As a Byzantine province cut off from
Byzantium since the conquest of Syria, Egypt was easy prey for the Arabs, for
this granary of Byzantium was hardly urbanized and politically was utterly cen-
tralized. For the Arabs it was important not only because of its proximity to
Mecca and Medina but also because of its shipyard and its strategic situation for
the whole of North Africa. 643 saw the fall of Alexandria, a foundation of
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Alexander the Great, cultural capital of the known world and centre of Jewish
and Christian Hellenism, where philosophers and theologians such as Philo,
Clement and Origen had been active. The Monophysite Copts welcomed its
conquest as liberation from the yoke of Byzantine Orthodoxy, just as the Jews
welcomed the conquest of Jerusalem.

After theloss of Syria and Egypt, the eastern half of Christian Byzantium was
reduced to Anatolia, roughly the area of present-day Turkey. However, Anatolia
and the Balkans formed the two most densely populated and richest regions of
the empire, so that an attempt would ultimately be made to reconquer the lost
provinces. For six centuries these had been under Roman and for three cen-
turies under East Roman—Christian rule. The Arabs aimed at the heart of
the Byzantine empire at a very early stage: as early as 660 an Arab fleet appeared
before Constantinople but had to depart to settle unfinished business; two fur-
ther expeditions took place in 672 and 715-18, both equally unsuccessful. Yet
the situation had completely changed for Byzantium. The old frontier between
the Roman and Persian empires, the Euphrates, had been done away with and
there was now a new frontier between Anatolia and Syria, which had formerly
belonged to one state. These two boundary changes resulted in a diversion of
the flow of trade and considerable shifts in the location of the important eco-
nomic centres.

All these conquests raised a second fundamental question: how could a
desert people, comprising the Prophet’s companions from Medina, Meccan
merchants and warriors and undisciplined Bedouins, succeed not only in con-
quering such a giant empire but also in controlling it in the long term? The
answer lies in the policy of Caliph ‘Umar and the Muslim élite.

Neither assimilation of the Muslims nor conversion of the Christians

The Christian caricature of Islam, still widespread to the present day, includes
the idea that Islam spread with nothing but ‘fire and sword’. Historically, Arab
power certainly spread, with warlike violence, over vast areas that had formerly
been Christian (or Zoroastrian). But what about the Islamic religion? Were
whole villages, cities, regions and provinces forcibly converted to Islam?
Muslim historiography knows nothing of this and would have had no reason to
keep quiet about it. Western historical research, too, has understandably not
been able to shed any light here either. In reality, everything happened quite dif-
ferently—at any rate in this first paradigm of Islam. We can start from the fact
that the territorial extension of the Islamic state did not mean the spiritual
extension of the Islamic religion.

The caliphs were not lawgivers. They had only to ensure the observance of
the norms given through the Qur’an and the instructions and modes of
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behaviour of the Prophet and enforce customary law. But as early as 637 (after
Syria had been conquered) Caliph ‘Umar had taken counsel with the most
important members of the original Medina community and laid down politi-
cal principles to be followed in the conquered territories:

- the Bedouins were to be prevented from inflicting damage on the settled
agricultural society;

- the Arab conquerors were to collaborate with the experienced chiefs, nobil-
ity and officials of the conquered lands.

- the Arabian peninsula was to be inhabited exclusively by Muslims. Jews and
Christians living here were to leave the country unless they wanted to
become Muslims.

We cannot discover precisely how far Caliph ‘Umar was personally a great
organizer but under his rule the conquered regions were militarily safeguarded,
financially and politically stabilized in respect of taxation and had their legisla-
tion developed. However, the appointment of the judge, the qadi, and some
expansion of the doctrine of responsibilities and the penal law were attributed
to ‘Umar only after the event, to provide legitimacy. The regulations of the time
meant two things for the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims out-
side Arabia:

— in the conquered territories the Muslims were not to assimilate to the
inhabitants but to co-exist with them as an élite military caste. In ‘Umar’s view
the Arabs were to be a ‘nation in arms’ and they did indeed exercise a military
rule in the conquered territories. ‘Umar achieved the consolidation of this rule
through the establishment of large military camps (misr, plural amsar) at
important crossroads where the Bedouins were ‘settled’ (first in tents and then
in huts). This happened both through three completely new garrison cities at
highly strategic points (Basra on the Persian Gulf, Kufa on the Euphrates and
Fustat, the predecessor of present-day Cairo, on the Nile) and through other
larger or smaller garrison towns on the periphery of existing towns or in sub-
urbs or in villages.

‘Umar thought it of the utmost importance that his Arabs, who were possi-
bly all too impressed by alien cultures, should not be corrupted in their nature
and alienated in their faith. The army was to keep to itself in these military
camps or the later garrison towns, divide the plunder, gather in the alms and
distribute supplies to fighters and administrators in accordance with particular
rules. This was done on the Medinan model: those entitled to receive were listed
by name in a tribal roll or register (diwan) of the army (diwan later became the
designation for departments and, with additional qualifications, for the
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supreme organs of administration). In principle, the conquered territories were
to be the possession of all Muslims. The conquerors were to share only in the
produce of those they had subjected (often as much as half). Here the Islamic
faith made an important contribution, by giving the whole system ‘divine’ legit-
imacy and thus making the regime of the caliphate also acceptable to foreign-
ers. So, was it in the interest of the conquerors to convert the subjected
non-Muslims? Not at all, for:

— Non-Muslims were not to convert to Islam but, in the first instance, to pay
taxes (jizyah™®) to the conquerors. Islam was understood primarily as an Arab
religion, a religion for Arabs, and so it was to remain. Economic exploitation
was another matter: the Muslims had few scruples here, and acted shrewdly.
They had learned from the Prophet that they had to negotiate at the right
moment. If people were politically submissive to them, they showed an amaz-
ing readiness to enter into treaties that often let the inhabitants (who previously
had been heavily burdened with taxes by the Byzantines) live better than before.
Muslims at the centre of power understood that the new empire could be stabi-
lized economically and financially only if the earlier social and administrative
order, including the tax system, remained as far as possible intact and able to
function, though now in favour of the new rulers. Depending on the area and
the situation, quite different agreements could be made with the subject people;
very favourable treaties could be negotiated and the old Byzantine (or
Sasanian) élites integrated into the new system. Without these, an ordered
administration and regular tax collecting would have been impossible. As long
as the governors nominated by the caliphate, key figures who were also leaders
in ritual prayer and in war, kept everything under control, along with their
administration, all was well.

What about the missionary religious zeal for conversion? The Arabs did
not develop such zeal. Nowhere are there reports of the conversion of whole
towns, villages or regions, far less of forcible conversions. There are reports
that the Arabs, who levied only moderate taxes, were hailed in many places as
liberators; by contrast the Orthodox Christians were extraordinarily unpopu-
lar among the Monophysite and Nestorian peoples in Egypt, Syria and
Mesopotamia.

The Arabs practised segregation everywhere in this first phase of the con-
quests. Conversions were not wanted; Christian children were not to read the
Qur’an. Conversions meant a loss of taxation and led to unnecessary problems
of status among the Muslim elite and demands for the same financial privileges.
At most the conversion of some Christian Arab Bedouin tribes in the marginal
zones was accepted (others remained Christian) or the conversion of important



5. THE ORIGINAL COMMUNITY EXPANDS 175

individuals, for example officials, scribes or soldiers in the service of the new
power. This rapidly growing number of new Muslims who were not of Arab ori-
gin (mawali) made an essential contribution to the gradual Islamization of the
traditional institutions, though they by no means enjoyed equal rights.
Conversely, conversions from Islam to another religion were strictly forbidden,
later on pain of death.

In this way the new regime outside Arabia could show great tolerance.
‘Unbelievers’ in the strict sense, polytheists, had to be converted but those
who had scriptures, who already possessed a revelation, did not. The Prophet
himself had set the example when he left the cultivation of the soil to the
‘people of the book—who pragmatically included the Zoroastrians in
Iran—to make for easier integration. Similarly, the caliphate regime left the
non-Muslims in the conquered lands—all Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians—
in peace to practise their religion. This even helped the Christian churches—
such as the Nestorian Church in Iraq or the Coptic Church in Egypt—to
reorganize.

This tolerance was exercised on the basis of a strict subordination:

— Muslims ruled non-Muslims and ‘protected’ them by granting them
local religious and political autonomy. Non-Muslims had the status of
‘protected minorities’; they enjoyed internal autonomy and the bodies,
lives and possessions of those ‘commanded to be protected’ (the dhimmi) were
protected.

— Non-Muslims were, and remained, second-class citizens, usually excluded
from the uppermost ranks of government even when they formed the great
majority of the population. As farmers, tradesmen and workers they paid taxes
(a per capita poll tax, rent for the land and other offerings), whereas the Muslim
(as agents, administrators, landlords and soldiers) distributed them. In return
the non-Muslims were exempt from military service and from almsgiving
(zakat).

However, in Egypt, until the thirteenth or fourteenth century, the tax admin-
istration was in the hands of Coptic Christian officials, as it was in Syria (where
there were also many Jews). These officials also had to suffer the numerous
complaints of Muslim subjects about the burden of taxation. All in all, this tol-
erance with subordination was a compromise between conquerors and con-
quered, something that always happened in the conquest of settled areas by
nomadic peoples. The question was whether the kind of segregation practised
by ‘Umar could be maintained in the long term. It was not a good sign for
the existing regime that the rule of this second caliph, known for his piety,
modesty and sense of justice, who still represents the ideal of a Muslim ruler,
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which had proved so successful, was ended abruptly after only ten years: the
‘successor of the messenger of God’ and the ‘commander of the faithful” was
violently killed, it was said, by a slave. ‘Umar died in November 644. For
Muslims that was a shocking event but it was not to be the only political murder
of a caliph.

6. The beginnings of Islamic theology and law

Would the companions of the Prophet and the ‘helpers’ in Medina be able to
continue the Arab policy on a strictly Islamic course? To begin with it looked as
if they would, for immediately before his murder ‘Umar is said to have made
provision for his followers by appointing a six-member advisory college
(shurah). This included the two main aspirants to the succession: ‘Ali ibn Abu
Talib, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, and ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, likewise a
son-in-law of the Prophet, who took part in the emigrations to Ethiopia and
then to Medina but was a rich merchant from the powerful Meccan family of
the Umayyah, long hostile to the Prophet.

A Meccan, not an Islamic policy: ‘Uthman, the third caliph

In 644, ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (caliph from 644 to 656), an ideal candidate for
the reconciliation of the two tendencies—the Meccan and the Islamic—within
the Muslim community, was chosen as caliph. However, even today he remains a
controversial figure. That does not have so much to do with the fact that, for the
first time, the great wave of conquests diminished under his rule. Syria, Palestine,
Lower Egypt, Iraq and Western Persia already belonged to the Arab empire.
After he had conquered the remotest territories of the Persian empire (above
all Armenia) and made the first advances in North Africa along the
Mediterranean coast beyond Tripolis (which had been conquered under ‘Umar
in 643), ‘Uthman evidently had no further ambitions in foreign policy. He
evidently did not want to go down in history like his predecessor, as the great con-
queror.

Rather, the third caliph is controversial because he is accused of having aban-
doned ‘Umar’s course in domestic policy and, at least in the second part of his
twelve years in office, of having given priority to the interests of his family, the
Umayyads, and other rich Meccan families. ‘Uthman was said to have betrayed
the companions of the Prophet and the Medinans and that can hardly be dis-
puted. Depicted in the sources as a pious, gracious and generous ruler, he steered
a centralist course. This meant that the members of once-leading clans, above all
the Quraysh, rose to become governors, though quite a few of them were to prove
to be failures and came to be surrounded with scandal. The incomes from the
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provinces were redistributed in favour of the great clans which had newly settled
there. At the same time the central financial control of the caliphate over income
was intensified and accounts were required from the state lands (sawafi) which
had been conquered.

To excuse ‘Uthman, in the long run he could hardly restrict the Quraysh élites
to Mecca and exclude them from the positions of power in the provinces, but as
the authority of this somewhat inefficient caliph declined, he increasingly went
back to the old Arab tribal customs and relied on members of his wider family.
Evidently he did not oppose their luxury, hedonism and escapades sufficiently.
‘Uthman was not the energetic leader needed at the time. He did not prove to be
up to the task of ensuring the just and fair distribution of the enormous plun-
der of war. He revived the pre-Islamic coalition between Meccan and Arab
tribal aristocrats at the expense of the specifically Islamic elements and claimed
greater autonomy for the caliphate in financial and social matters without
being able to exploit it.

A further element has to be added to the charge of nepotism: the centraliza-
tion of administration and finances was accompanied by a standardization of
the Qur’an, which was unwelcome to some.

From word of mouth to writing: the Qur’an as a book

As I have described (see B 1, 2), the Qu'ran was first proclaimed and recited in
individual surahs (presumably the individual revelations were already called
‘Qur’an’). Only later were the parts gathered together and edited in a book: ‘the
Qur’an’ Following some preliminary work (probably already under ‘Umar) the
collecting and editing was done, at the command of Caliph ‘Uthman, by an edi-
torial commission, thus publicly bypassing the previously established Qur’an
reciters or readers (qurra’). What at first sight looks like a purely religious action,
aimed at remembering of the exact text and eliminating the differences between
the different readings, undoubtedly also had a political significance. For in this
way the caliph stripped of power those Qur’an readers, the ‘guardians’ of the holy
book, who were recognized as religious and indirectly also political authorities,
because they could recite the Qur’an orally and thus keep it alive.

Why did the Qur’an need to be edited? ‘Uthman’s critics inevitably under-
stood this work as a further element of a centralizing strategy:

— The state founded by Muhammad was a confederation and, for all its
unitary leadership, rested on the division of the tribes. By contrast, the state
envisaged by the third caliph, ‘Uthman, was to be much more centralized, to
enable the caliphate to carry through the necessary economic, social and reli-
gious changes.
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— The Qur’an was initially recited by many people, and the Prophet had given
no instructions for producing a book, though he may have considered this. The
book edition of the Qur’an by ‘Uthman served to standardize the religion and
centralize the political leadership.

However, neither an organization of clerics nor a kind of church came into
being and in this first paradigm one can speak of a theology and a legal system
only with qualifications.

An Islamic theology?

During the Prophet’s lifetime the Qur’an had not existed as a book; there was
only, as some modern scholars like to put it, not very piously, ‘Qur’anic material,
or more accurately, individual ‘Qur’anic revelations’ These revelations some-
times contained dialectical arguments, conversations in opposites, for example:
‘Say: Who ... They say ... Then say: ...”! This style of thinking is not only to be
found in the environment of the first Muslim community, in the practice of dis-
putation in ancient rhetoric (and therefore among Christians, Jews and
Muslims). It also occurs in the Qur’an itself, so Muslims were quite prepared for
disputations and a controversy theology which grew out of them.”

However, the leading scholar of classical Islamic theology, Josef van Ess,
emphasizes that there was no controversy theology either in the time when the
original community was forming or when it was expanding: ‘Only from the
period of confusion shortly before the fall of the Umayyads do we have clear ref-
erences to the institution of disputations and the purposeful involvement of peo-
ple who had been trained in them.* This is also true of the first period of Islam:
no ‘tradition’ can yet be established alongside ‘scripture’; beyond the biographical
literature (see B II, 2) there was as yet no collection of sayings or episodes involv-
ing the Prophet. This so-called hadith literature appears only later.

A comparison with the New Testament might be helpful, since it already con-
tains theology. The ‘holy book’ of the Christians has a fundamentally different
character from the holy book of the Muslims. According to its own self-under-
standing, the New Testament contains human testimonies to God’s word and
activity, mediated through Jesus Christ. Being human, these testimonies
already contain individual interpretations of one and the same saving event.
The three synoptic Gospels (though these were written between four and five
decades after Jesus’ death) and often the early traditions collected and worked
over in them (some of which go back to Jesus) are shaped by particular theo-
logical conceptions. This is even more true of the Fourth Gospel, that of John,
written more than sixty years after the death of Jesus, which interprets the life,
discourses and death of Jesus in a profound yet arbitrary way.” The letters of the
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apostle Paul were written a good two decades after Easter; in them Paul inter-
prets for his Hellenistic recipients the way and work of Jesus in great theologi-
cal schemes, with all the consequences for communities and individuals. Thus
he makes possible the early transition from the Jewish—Christian paradigm
(Christian P I) to the Gentile—Christian Hellenistic paradigm (P II).

By contrast, the Qur’an contains no human interpretation of the message com-
municated by God to the Prophet Muhammad. In the Muslim understanding of
faith, the Qur’an is, from beginning to end, a direct message from God, God’s word
from first to last. However, the great difficulty is that, under ‘Uthman, the various
Qur’anic revelations were included in the book of the Qur’an solely according to
the length of the surahs, without any ordering of their content. Thus from the
beginning, Muslims faced the challenging task of showing that the message of the
Qur’an is internally coherent and of presenting it to people in an understandable
synthesis. What is the Qur’an really about, what is decisive and what is not, and
how are apparent contradictions for human reason to be resolved? Or is that per-
haps impossible?

One thing is certain: the Qur’an does not concern itself with clever hair-split-
ting, of the kind that often appears in later theology, but simply with God and
human beings, or more precisely, with God the Lord and human responsibility.
This is a central question for the everyday life of any Muslim and for high poli-
tics: since the Qur’an emphasizes both (as I mentioned in B II,1), what is the
relationship between the omnipotence of the Creator and human freedom? Is
everything really predestined by God—or is everything a matter of human
responsibility? In his history of Islamic theology Tilman Nagel calls this the
‘core problem’: “They (the Muslims) struggled over the solution of the core
problem which the Qur’an had posed to Muslims—thinking about both
causality within the world and thus responsibility for action alongside the
omnipotence of the one Creator which realizes itself without interruption.’*

The germs of local theologies

There is scarcely any trace of what is traditionally called theology in the first
phase of the expansion after the death of the Prophet either. Given the concen-
tration of the whole Arab nation on the conquests, this is not surprising. The
foundation of Islamic theology was first laid by the editing of the Qur’an as a
book. This provided the basis for an exegesis (tafsir) with methods and rules
and thus with a thought-out way of dealing with the revelation. Josef van Ess
explains that the word qurra’ was apparently first used not only for those who
recited the Qur’an but for all Muslims who had a religious education.*® Nor is
there a general concept of ‘religious scholar’ (‘alim, plural ‘ulama’, ‘the one
who has the knowledge). All that we can say is that in this paradigm the later
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differentiation in religious training gradually took place. There was a distinc-
tion between:

- exegetes (mufassirun), who would become responsible for the exegesis of the
Qur’an;

- jurists (fuqaha’), who would become responsible for the application of the
legal regulations in the Qur’an (which often conflicted with customary law);

- tradition scholars (muhaddithun), who would become responsible for gath-
ering and interpreting the traditions (sunnah = ‘report, tradition’) which
were slowly forming alongside the Qur’an.

At this time, however, Sunnah or tradition does not mean the sayings and
actions of the Prophet himself which were given for guidance, as it did later; the
‘Sunnah of the Prophet’ (sunnat an-nabi) as a body of specific examples did not
exist at all then.”” Sunnah generally meant local custom: the old custom of
a city or region (the sunnah of Medina, Kufa, Basra, and so on). But the second
caliph, ‘Umar, is said to have warned against the uncontrolled growth of oral
tradition, of the kind that can be found in the Jewish Mishnah with its
many rabbinical opinions. From the perspective of the caliph, this is under-
standable, if he wanted to maintain the level of interpretation and did not want
to be bound by too authoritative a tradition.”® Presumably the question of
whether and how far the ordinance of the first caliphs corresponded to the
‘Sunnah of the Prophet’ and consequently whether they were or were not
binding arose as early as with the succession to ‘Umar and the controversies
surrounding him.

The parties which were now forming in opposition to the ruling caliph had
two possibilities for a theological foundation to their opposition: like the
caliphs, they could refer to the Qur’an (a fundamental scripturalism) while
rejecting certain accepted local traditions (for example, the punishment of
stoning) or they could quote quite specific statements and episodes from the
Prophet’slife as their authority. However, at a very early stage the question arose
whether all these now increasingly widespread traditions about the Prophet
were authentic. At that time there was virtually no procedure for deciding (the
term hadith, used for the traditions about the Prophet, became customary only
in the subsequent paradigm). Nevertheless, critical Western research must not
rule out the possibility that authentic hadith were also handed down in this
period and passed on to the next generation.

From a present-day perspective, we must avoid one obvious mistake in the
quest for the beginnings of Islamic theology: it would be wrong, whether con-
sciously or unconsciously, to take as a model an ‘orthodox’ theology with a claim
to be the sole binding authority. There could not have been such a theology at the
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time of ‘Uthman. Because of the conquests, the original community was largely
dispersed over the conquered territories, and by its own will had literally become
a diaspora (‘dispersion’); from then on its members were active in very different
centres. Josef van Ess demonstrated this in detail in his great work on classical
Islamic theology using his ‘prosopographic method’ (presupposing the dialectic
of persons and structures). Certainly, no unified theology formed in the contro-
versies over the Prophet’s successors at the end of the ‘golden age’ of Islam.
Rather, religious movements formed, containing the nuclei of theologies that,
from the perspective of the later Islamic sources, would appear sectarian.
However, at the places where they arose, these religious currents and their theo-
logies were mostly seen as ‘orthodox’. That means that orthodoxy originally
existed locally and was self-sufficient. Given the different centres and groups
remote from one another, who could have created a binding consensus? There
was no universal Islamic ‘magisterium, far less an ‘ecumenical council’, as among
the Christians. But was that necessarily a disadvantage?

We should reflect that as in Christian theology, so too in Islamic theology, the
‘history of dogma’ has been written by the victors. Is it really true that the losers
are always wrong? We can see early Islamic theology for what it really was only
if we do not see the whole history of Islamic theology through the spectacles of
later orthodoxy. That also applies to the history of Christian theology. Up to the
end of this era there is only what one can only call, with van Ess, an ‘implicit
theology’. But what about Islamic law? That is another question. Hadn’t this
development already progressed further?

Still no specifically Islamic system of law

Unquestionably, a Sunnah consisting of fundamental decisions of the caliph
made on his authority (which was more legal) began to form alongside the
Sunnah as local custom (which was more ethical and political). Pre-Islamic
customary law, with a style of arbitration that had largely already been followed
by the Prophet himself, was further modified and made specific. The caliphs, as
political leaders of the Islamic community, held office less and less as arbitrators
and more and more as legislators—since administration and legislation largely
coincided. Of course, their legislative activity was not focused on the customary
law of the Arabs but primarily on the organization of the conquered territories
in favour of the Arabs. Individual emphases were introduced into criminal law,
for example the flogging of authors of satirical poems directed against other
tribes, and stoning for illicit sexual intercourse, penalties which were not pre-
scribed in the Qur’an but possibly introduced under the influence of the Jewish
Torah)—an explosive innovation, with fatal consequences down to the present
day.
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The first caliphs did not appoint distinctive Muslim judges, qadis; ‘Umar’s
alleged instruction for the gadis demonstrably comes from a later century. Nor
were the foundations of a specifically Islamic legal system laid, even under the
first four caliphs. The leading expert on the development of Islamic law, Joseph
Schacht, explains: ‘During the greater part of the first [Islamic] century Islamic
law, in the technical meaning of the term, did not as yet exist. As had been the
case in the time of the Prophet, law as such fell outside the sphere of religion,
and as far as there were no religious or moral objections to specific transactions
or modes of behaviour the technical aspects of the law were a matter of indif-
ference to the Muslims.”

The Qur’an is hardly more than a preamble, a preface to an Islamic book of
law. We may ask how it was possible, at that time, to dispense with specifically
Islamic regulations. The simple reason is that, as I have already indicated,
the Arabs largely took over the legal and administrative institutions and
practices of the conquered territories, both Roman-Byzantine and
Sasanian—Persian, whose cultures were highly developed. Just as the Romans
had earlier learned from the Greeks, so the militarily superior Arab conquerors
learned from the culturally superior Byzantines or Persians whom they con-
quered—for instance about the taxation system, the treatment of the members
of other religions, the establishment of foundations (wagqf) and much else.

The Muslims took over not only legal institutions and legal practices but also
particular juristic terms and maxims, methods of argument and basic ideas. For
example, the Roman legal idea of the opinio prudentium, expert opinion,
became the model for the concept of the ‘consensus of the scholars’ which was
later so important. Therefore there was no need for a distinctive Muslim legal
science. New, educated, non-Arab Muslims served as natural mediators in this
somewhat unplanned process. To the countries of the Fertile Crescent, along
with the Hellenistic education which was widespread everywhere (‘rhetoric’),
they brought at least a basic legal training which, often at important adminis-
trative centres, benefited the new order. Thus both Roman-Byzantine,
Talmudic—rabbinic and ultimately also Sasanian—Persian concepts and maxims
can be seen in rising Islamic law.'® But we must return from theology and law to
political history.

7. The great crisis in the original community:
the split into parties

In Arabic, ‘sect’ (firgah) simply means a closed religious or ideological group
but in English ‘sect’ has negative, heretical connotations. However, it was not a
dispute over the ‘right faith’ that caused the Muslim Ummabh to split into two,
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even three ‘parties) but a dispute over the Prophet’s legacy as leader, which was
to result in a first civil war, disastrous for the whole history of Islam. The funda-
mental issue was the question of succession to the Prophet: who was his true fol-
lower in the office of leader and which group of persons was to be involved?

‘AlL, the fourth caliph—disputed

Centralization often destroys the unity it seeks. The centralizing family
policy of Caliph ‘Uthman caused unrest first among the Qur’an reciters in
Kufa and then in Egypt. In 656 the discontented gathered in Medina, with a few
hundred protesters from Fustat alone. The conflict heightened: crowds assem-
bled before the caliph’s house, loudly accusing him of simony and the embez-
zlement of state funds. Long negotiations followed but finally the group from
Egypt made short shrift of things: they stormed the house and murdered
‘Uthman.

One can imagine the new upheaval. For a second time the ‘representative of
God’s messenger’ had been murdered; this time not by a frustrated or over-
excited slave, as in the case of ‘Umar, but by a fellow-believer. That went down
in Islamic history as ‘the great visitation’ (al-fitnah al-kubrah) by God on believ-
ers. It put the unity of the Muslim community radically in question; indeed, it
split it. To the present day the Ummah remains split. How could that come
about?

Many were urgently concerned that ‘Ali ibn Abu Talib'' (656—61) should
be chosen as ‘Uthman’s successor. He had not seriously been taken into account
in the election of the first and second caliphs because he was too young. In the
election of the third caliph he had worked in the electoral body for ‘Uthman
(but at around forty-five had still been too young by comparison with the
almost seventy-year-old ‘Uthman).'” Now, however, a cousin and son-in-law
of the Prophet and one of the first to be converted in Mecca, he was elected
caliph. This was clearly on the basis, not of a designation or a hereditary claim
but of the will of those forces in Medina who wanted to restore the original
Muslim élite to power in the face of the Meccan aristocrats (and their Syrian
interests) who had become all too powerful. Thus, despite a number of dis-
putes, ‘Ali became caliph. He proved to be a very capable, energetic man. He
removed—to the great annoyance of the Umayyah family—various unsuitable
governors who had been given grace-and-favour appointments by ‘Uthman.
He also reversed ‘Uthman’s centralized control of the incomes of the provinces
and ensured a more equitable distribution of the income from taxation and the
plunder from war.

But ‘Ali’s election as caliph was marked by a fatal mistake. He had already dis-
credited himself in the eyes of some by having himself elected with the support of
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‘Uthman’s murderers, instead of arresting them and punishing them. For many,
the murder cried out for vengeance, for blood vengeance in good Arab style. The
prime candidate for blood vengeance was a cousin of ‘Uthman, the Umayyad
Mu‘awiyyah ibn Abu Sufyan, the powerful Muslim governor of Syria, with his
headquarters in Damascus. His army had come too late to support ‘Uthman, but
he avoided paying homage after ‘Ali’s election and finally made objections to it
with the backing of Syria and Egypt. He claimed that the election had been held
by a minority, without consulting the provincial nobles (it appears that the mem-
bers of the Umayyah clan had fled from Medina after ‘Uthman’s murder) and he
demanded that the caliph’s murderers be handed over and severely punished.

But how was ‘Ali to hand over those who had elected him? He was caught
between two stools. He was not isolated and at first must have had the majority
of Arabs behind him—not only the tribal warriors who had settled in Kufa (and
Egypt) but also the Medinan ‘helpers’ and their descendants, who saw them-
selves as having been handed over to Meccan power politics by ‘Uthman. As
time went on, there was less and less agreement between ‘Ali and the compan-
ions of the Prophet and their descendants in Medina. Since he found most sup-
porters in Kufa, the garrison town on the Euphrates, ‘Ali shifted the residence of
the caliph there: contrary to all tradition to a place outside Arabia. This was a
momentous decision and a symptom of the far-reaching crisis of the original
Islamic community paradigm (P I), which would make a paradigm change
unavoidable. We should remember that:

- Mecca remained the religious centre of Islam and the Ka‘bah its central
sanctuary. But the political centre, the government of the Islamic state, was
for the first time (and for ever remained) outside Arabia, which became
peripheral to the state.

- For the first time Muslim armies opposed each other in hostility (which
would have been unthinkable in the time of the Prophet). A war between
believers went against the Qur’an.

The first civil war

‘Ali’s whole caliphate was dogged by the civil war (fitnah'®*—temptation or test)
which, as his ‘party’ (shi‘ah) later saw it, was one long tragedy. To put things
somewhat schematically, it could be said that ‘Ali was victorious in the first act
of this drama, reached a stalemate in the second and had to accept final defeat
in the third.

The first act took place in 656: ‘Ali, and his political course, was opposed by
the Prophet’s influential widow ‘A‘ishah, daughter of Abu Bakr, who lived in
Mecca, and by two Meccan aristocrats and important companions of the
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Prophet: ‘A‘ishah’s kinsman Talhah and Zubayr, a relation of Muhammad’s first
wife Khadijah. With armed supporters, they invaded southern Iraq, to stir up
the garrison towns of Kufa and Basra against ‘Ali. So the caliph had to turn to
Iraq instead of to Syria. In the famous ‘Battle of the Camel’ near Basra he
defeated his opponents. Talhah and Zubayr fell; the Prophet’s widow (who
according to old Arab custom had encouraged her supporters from a camel)
was taken prisoner and sent back to Medina. For a long time she remained the
last Muslim woman to exert such an influence on public affairs.

The second act took place in 657. A much more dangerous opponent, the
Umayyad Mu‘awiyyah, with his Syrian army, fell upon ‘Ali’s troops on the upper
Euphrates, east of Aleppo at Siffin. Despite weeks of skirmishing and minor
battles the clash proved indecisive. Finally arbitration was agreed on, to clarify
whether the murder of ‘Uthman was justified or not.

The third act took place in 659. After long negotiations and vigorous argu-
ments the arbitration (though reports of it are confused) decided for
Mu‘awiyyah and thus for the election of a new caliph. Some of ‘Ali’s supporters,
especially those old fighters for Islam who had long devoted their lives to the
cause and received little thanks for it, felt deeply disillusioned: they thought that
‘Ali had handed over Allah’s cause to human arbitration and indirectly put his
caliphate under human disposition.

In fury, the opponents left the garrison towns of Basr and Kufa. These ‘seces-
sionists’ or Kharijites (khawarij, from kharaja—*to go out, leave’) gathered by
the Nahrawan canal on the Tigris. There the caliph fell on the ‘separated ones’
and decimated them. Thereafter the Kharijites, originally ‘Ali’s most loyal fol-
lowers, became his most bitter enemies, with the result that the caliph had
repeatedly to deal with these extremely aggressive ‘apostates’. One of their num-
ber finally took blood vengeance on the unfortunate fourth caliph: in 661 ‘Ali
was struck down at the door of a mosque in Kufa with a poisoned sword and
died a painful death a few days later. This was the third murder of a caliph and
again no problems had been solved. Since the middle of the eighth century ‘Ali’s
tomb in Najaf (an-Najaf, a town south of Baghdad and a few miles west of Kufa)
has been the crystallization point and central place of pilgrimage for the Shiites,
a separate party. Ayatollah Khomeini, who was banished from Iran, taught at its
theological high school from 1956 to 1978 and there prepared for the Islamic
revolution.'” Najaf became the centre of Shiite resistance to the American
occupation of Iraq between 2003 and 2004.

The split between Sunnis, Kharijites and Shiites

From then until now, Muslims have remained split over ‘Ali. He has given his
name to an important party that still exists today: ‘Ali’s party (shi‘at ‘Ali), today
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called Shiah for short. The ‘Shiites’ believe that ‘Ali was designated ‘patron’ and
supreme head (imam) of the Ummah on his return from the farewell pilgrim-
age, at the pool of Khumm on 16 March 632 (which later became the annual
Shiite festival). However, the Sunni interpretation of the same prophetic saying
is that Muhammad only wanted to protect ‘Ali, who was too strict and therefore
unpopular, Much must necessarily remain unexplained here because the
sources are obscure.'*

One thing is certain: Mu‘awiyyah, and with him the Umayyads, remained the
victor. In 600, after the arbitration, the governor of Syria had homage paid to
him as caliph in the holy city of Jerusalem, piously praying on Golgotha, in the
Garden of Gethsemane and at the tomb of Mary. After the murder of ‘Ali his
caliphate was recognized almost everywhere and would become the first of
another paradigm of Islam (P II).

What had been, from the beginning, a simmering dispute over the succession
to the Prophet, the justification for leadership of the Ummah and the question of
legitimizing Islamic rule, now irredeemably broke out. What was to be decisive
for the succession in the future: former service of Islam (sabiqah) or genealogi-
cal proximity to the Prophet (nasab) and his family? That was the main question.
The unity of the Ummah broke apart over three different theories of the
caliphate and concepts of rule.! Three parties (plural firag) were in dispute:

— The Sunnis, who to the present day comprise the great majority (around
ninety per cent) of the Muslim people. They live by the ‘Sunnah), the ‘custom,
the ‘tradition’: for them succession to the Prophet should be determined by the
Islamic community or its competent representatives. Therefore they recognize
all four caliphs of Medina, but only much later called them the ‘rightly-guided
caliphs’—for the Sunnis the embodiment of ideal rule.

— The Shiites, the minority (today around ten per cent) Muslim population
of the world. They live mostly in Iran, Iraq and Lebanon. For them, succession
to the Prophet is dependent on divine commission and proclamation by the
Prophet Muhammad. Therefore, they acknowledge only ‘Ali as the successor
chosen by God and allegedly determined by the Prophet and after him those of
his descendants who fulfil the preconditions for office, the imams.

— The Kharijites, with a puritanical orientation, who for a long time fought
extremely unwelcome battles against the Sunni caliph. Today, having become
peaceful, they are widespread among the Berbers, in Zanzibar and above all in
Oman. For them a caliph has not just to be a member of the Quraysh (following
the Sunnah), nor simply a descendant of Muhammad and ‘Ali (following the
Shiah); rather, the best Muslim, independent of tribe or family, should be the
successor, ‘even if he be an Abyssinian slave’
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In view of this split in the great Muslim community that came about so early
and has been a burden to the present day, and in view of the later idealization of
the ‘golden age’, which prevents its overcoming, three questions arise.

( Questions: The split in Islam

o Three of the four ‘rightly-guided’ caliphs were murdered. Countless Arab tribal
feuds, in which the honour of the tribe and vengeance were put above
everything and rivers of blood flowed, took place. Didn't blood vengeance,
which derives from a pre-Islamic time and society, prove a penal measure
which even at that time provoked rather than hindered serious conflicts?
Surely it belongs to Arab Bedouin remnants rather than to the substance
of Islam and therefore cannot be a legitimate legal means for a modern
legal order?

o The rights and duties of the caliph, the mode of succession and the whole
power structure were barely settled by the political end of the first Muslim
paradigm. Didn't the Qur'an exclude a split in the community, seeing it at
work only among the ‘unbelievers’, above all among Christians? Wasn't the
unity and solidarity of Muhammad’s community the original political idea of
Islam? So should the dispute over the succession to the Prophet forever split
the Ummabh, especially as the caliphate no longer exists?

e Should the genealogical-tribal principle (for Sunnis, the caliph, a member
of the Quraysh), the genealogical-personal principle (for Shiites, a descen-
dant of ‘Ali) and the charismatic principle (for the Kharijites, the most
worthy) be played off against each other for ever? Should the split be made
eternal in this way?

The memory of the golden age

A new paradigm would emerge from this fundamental crisis but neither the
Shiites nor the Kharijites managed to form the dominant structures for the next
period and thus determine the essentials of the rising paradigm. They remained
important as extremely lively opposition movements within the one Islamic
paradigm. For a long time the Shiites lived in close contact with the over-
whelming Sunni majority; only very much later did they constitute a commu-
nity which was separated and closed in on itself. If we leave aside the law of
inheritance of the so-called ‘Twelver Shia’, which differs for ideological reasons
(I shall be discussing it later), the positive doctrines of rising Islamic law are re-
presented by both Shiites and Kharijites. In theology, too, there are countless
interconnections. These two groups barely differ more from the Sunni major-
ity than they do from each other.
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The original Islamic community paradigm remained in the memory of most
Muslims as the golden age: a time when the world of Islam was still in order, the
community was still one, guided in the spirit of the Qur’an, first by the Prophet
and then by the ‘rightly-guided’ caliphs. But there was a concern to explain the
regrettable schism: this was the starting-point for Islamic historiography. The
Muslim chroniclers usually reported the controversies and violent acts of this
era quite openly and asked how good Muslims could have done better: this was
the starting point for Islamic political theory. Despite the negative features, the
original community remained a model. Questions arose of religious criteria, of
the divine will and human responsibility: this formed the problem for Islamic
theology.'””
renewal movements, the original community remained the court of appeal.

But the golden age had finally run its course and a paradigm change
followed.

For the most different traditions, and especially for the Islamic



CII

The Paradigm of the Arab Empire

Half a century after the Hijrah, who could have imagined that Arabia, the
origin and homeland of Islam, would again find itself right on its periphery—
that it would again become a hinterland and no longer the scene of political
events which affected the future?

- Mecca remained a great place of pilgrimage, but now had become some-
thing of a backwater away from the important trade routes.

- Medina was an enclave of pious conservatives who did not want to join in
the new development and would have preferred to keep to the original
Islamic paradigm (P I).

But in Islam, too, time does not stand still.

1. From Medina to Damascus: the new centre of power

This reminds me, as a Christian, of Jewish Christianity (Christian P I). With
the destruction of Jerusalem it had forfeited its centre and had lost itself in
the remote Syrian desert, in Mesopotamia and possibly also on the Arabian
peninsula, cut off from the revolutionary upheavals brought about by
Hellenistic—Byzantine Christianity (Christian P II). Islam now faced no less a
revolution: for the conservative pious Muslims in Arabia an unprecedented
change in the overall constellation, which they rejected. This change was
shaped and accelerated by the encounter with Hellenistic-Byzantine culture, a
change from the original Islamic community paradigm (P I) to the paradigm of
the Arab empire (P II). As the Montreal Islamic scholar, Donald P. Little,
remarks: It had become apparent during the reigns of the first caliphs that
tribal tradition and the practices of Muhammad in Medina were inadequate
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resources for administering a vast empire. What was the practical solution? It
consisted in the ‘imitation of administrative procedures that had evolved
during the centuries of Roman and Byzantine rule there’!

The Umayyads come to power: Mu‘awiyyah

A clear indication of this paradigm change was the shift in the political and reli-
gious centres of power. This took place formally and lasted almost a century.
Not just any city replaced the desert city of Medina (not counting the episode of
Kufa when ‘Ali resided in Kufa) but an age-old cultural centre at the eastern foot
of the Antilebanon, a city which could look back on four millennia of history:
Damascus (Dimashgq).?

First mentioned as early as 1470 BCE as a conquest of Pharaoh Thutmosis I1I,
this oasis city, for a short time under the dominion of King David, had
been the capital of a great Aramaean empire at the time of King Solomon. It
then came under Syrian, Persian, Hellenistic—Seleucid and Arab—Nabataean
rule and finally Roman and Byzantine rule. As capital of the Byzantine province
of Syria and headquarters of the eastern defence of the empire since the fourth
century, Damascus had been a Christian episcopal see, but from 634 it had
been in the hands of the Arabs and was the residence of the Muslim governors
of Syria.

Damascus became centre of a new Arab dynasty, which was to rule the vast
Arab empire for eighty-nine years (661-750) and produce fourteen caliphs. I
have already reported the events of the revolution: the governor of Syria,
Mu‘awiyyah,® from the Umayyah clan (banu umayyah), had refused to pay
homage to the fourth caliph ‘Ali, himself claimed the dignity of caliph, fought
for it, won, and finally had himself proclaimed caliph. This introduced a para-
digm change:

e Instead of the companions of the Prophet and the earlier Muslim élite, the
dynasty of the Umayyads was to rule for almost a century. However, they
had, opportunistically, confessed Islam only after the conquest of Mecca.

e The interests of the Umayyad caliphs were concentrated on the political
leadership and organized administration of the new empire rather than on
the religion and theology of Islam.

e Syria replaced Arabia, in religious and political terms, as the dominant
power. Here was holy Jerusalem, here the Jewish and Christian prophets had
been active, and now here the caliphs had their homes.

e Instead of the desert city of Medina, the Syrian cultural city of Damascus
became the political centre of the Islamic Arab empire and the capital of
Islam: a victory of the urban state over the Bedouin.
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e Instead of the Sasanian traditions with which the Arabs living in Iraq found
themselves confronted, the Byzantine traditions, adapted by the Syrian
Arabs, became influential across the empire.

Mu‘awiyyah was the son of Muhammad’s most important Meccan oppo-
nent, Abu Sufyan, from the clan of ‘Abd Shams, which was hostile to the
Prophet. Probably as a sign of reconciliation, he had been appointed the
Prophet’s scribe, had then commanded the advance guard of his brother Yahid’s
army that invaded Syria and, after his brother’s early death, had been governor
in Syria since 640. As caliph he finally found recognition among the great
majority of Muslims, not because he was an Umayyad (and Sufyanid), but
because at a difficult time he had proved to be the right man in the right place.
As governor of Syria he had long been the most powerful man in the Ummabh.

In Syria, Mu‘awiyyah had found a relatively well-ordered Byzantine admin-
istration which he left intact. He had a strong household and disciplined mili-
tary forces, formed of tribes settled in different smaller garrison towns. Thus, in
just a few years, Mu‘awiyyah was able to build up from tribal warriors an army
as effective as it was loyal. He also created a war fleet which not only warded off
Byzantine attacks but was capable of the conquest of Cyprus (in 672) and
Rhodes (in 674) and of a seven-year long sea blockade of Constantinople.
However, Mu‘awiyyah also seems occasionally to have paid tribute to
Constantinople, as he was over-committed elsewhere.

Under his leadership, Arab rule now extended considerably: in North Africa
as far as present-day Tunisia, where the new garrison town of Kairouan
(al-Qairawan) soon became the basis for campaigns of conquest. Eastwards,
the frontiers of Islam advanced to the Oxus, and Khorasan, in north-east Iran,
became an Umayyad province. Even where there were no great conquests to be
made, for example in Anatolia, where the Taurus mountains formed a natural
protective wall for Byzantium, Mu‘awiyyah ensured, through raids and lesser
campaigns, that the troops remained ready for battle.

Hardly any other caliph put into action the Prophet’s invitation to jihad as
energetically and tenaciously as did Mu‘awiyyah. He did not understand jihad
just as moral effort or defensive war, which was intrinsically possible, but as a
battle of faith which in Syria was regarded not only as a good work, as it was in
the Hijaz, but as the obligation of every Muslim. Questions of war were in the
foreground, even in jurisprudence. All the cities on the Mediterranean, such as
Ashkelon, Tyre, Beirut, Byblos and Tripolis, were garrison cities and saw them-
selves as the frontier guard against the superior Byzantine fleet. Worship and
asceticism were also connected inwardly with the battle of faith, which, as one
hadith has it, is ‘the monasticism of Islam’*
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A centralist monarchy develops

Mu‘awiyyah’s power base was and remained the Arab tribes, especially the tribal
federation of the Quda‘a, led by the warlike tribe of the Kalb. The Kalb had
become Christians, but Monophysite because of their independence from
Byzantium. Therefore Mu‘awiyyah did not hesitate to marry the daughter of
the tribal leader, who then bore him his successor, Yazid. At that time there was
still a numerically strong Christian population in Syria: only the upper class of
the main church (the ‘Melkites’ or Tmperials’) had moved away to Byzantium.
With great skill and shrewd moderation Mu‘awiyyah deliberately extended the
military and administrative power of the state, not as an absolute ruler but as
the ‘supreme tribal patriarch’ of the Arabs. He cultivated a style of rule charac-
terized by the traditional Arab virtues of negotiation and mediation, generosity
and respect for the tribal traditions. He seems to have taken over two tribal
institutions directly for his government:

- the council of notables (shurah) summoned by the caliph for consultation;
- the delegations (wufud) of the tribes, who kept the caliph informed of their
concerns.

In this way Mu‘awiyyah involved the tribal heads (ashraf) in consultation; he
had a gift for negotiation which, while respecting the dignity of others, made
opposition impossible. His hilm, the gentleness, calm, relaxation and self-
control with which he disarmed opponents, was famous.

Mu‘awiyyah was aware of the dangers of Bedouin tribal particularism and
Arab anarchy. Although he respected the tribal structures, he promoted the
organization of the empire by adopting Roman and Byzantine patterns of
administration and making use of the Byzantine administrative apparatus for
the centralization of existing tribal structures. He and his successors ‘took over
the existing administration and practised the indirect rule of their own tribes’?
Thus, even though everything was still within very modest (Syrian!) bounds,
the beginnings of the bureaucratization of the Islamic state took place in
Damascus, above all to simplify communication with the remote provinces of
the empire. This happened through:

- the establishment of a chancery (diwan al-khatam) and
- the introduction of a postal service (barid).

The establishment of the dynastic principle

In a reign of almost twenty years (661-80) Mu‘awiyyah succeeded, by practis-
ing ‘collegiality’, in combining the strong particularist tribal interests with the
demands of a state which increasingly had a central government. In Syria he
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exercised his rule directly but in Iraq he had loyal governors acting largely inde-
pendently. However, he did not lose control of this region. It had become unruly
and difficult; the fanatical Kharijites had strong support in Iraq; they often
operated in small terrorist bands of between thirty and a hundred men and
waged a holy war against the caliphs, whom they regarded as illegitimate. At the
same time the Shiites, who were beginning to form an opposition to be taken
seriously, had to be kept in check; I shall discuss this later.

I should point out that many key positions in the developing bureaucracy
(which was Syrian and not imperial) were traditionally held by Christians.
Some Christians heaped high praise on the caliph’s domestic policy, which on
the whole was just and peaceful, and made two decades of peaceful develop-
ment possible for the empire. The Nestorian monk John of Phenek, a contem-
porary of Mu‘awiyyah from north Mesopotamia, attests: ‘Righteousness
flourished in his time, and great peace prevailed in the regions under his control
... As soon as Mu‘awiyyah had come to the throne, there was a peace all over the
world unheard of and unseen either by our parents or our grandparents, of an
unparalleled kind.®

As is attested for the first time by his predecessor but one, the Umayyad
‘Uthman, Mu‘awiyyah bore the title not only of ‘representative of the Prophet’
but also of ‘representative of God’ (khalifat Allah) on earth, thus claiming, as
scholars have shown,” not only political but also religious authority. At this time
the rights and duties, the legitimacy and structure of the rule of the caliphate
were far from established. Moreover, Mu‘awiyyah was shrewd enough to bring
his divine legitimacy and authority into play only rarely. He preferred an effi-
cient policy to sacral theatricality. Granted, his caliphate, too, remained a theo-
cracy, reinforced and applied to the new situation by adopting Byzantine or
Persian forms and structures. But this gave it a more secular, ‘royal’ touch. Later
Muslim historians, who in the ‘Abbasid period preferred to present the preced-
ing Umayyads as un-Islamic, therefore describe Mu‘awiyyah in purely worldly
terms as ‘king’ (malik) and in religious terms as ‘caliph’

The undoubtedly more secular character of Mu‘awiyyah’s caliphate, and his
unusual qualities of leadership, become evident in the rules for his successor.
Although the Arabs did not have a monarchical tradition, he succeeded, through
‘homage’ during his lifetime, in having his well-prepared son Yazid recognized as
his successor. Unquestionably it helped that Yazid’s mother came from the clan of
Kalb, which led the tribal federation. And although his caliphate was by no means
regarded by contemporaries as the precedent for an Umayyad succession in office,
he laid its foundations. In the next seventy years thirteen Umayyad caliphs
succeeded him: sons (in five cases), a cousin or other relatives. The collective rights
of the ruling family had precedence over the individual right of a relative. This
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uncertainty in the succession was time and again to be the occasion for disputes
over heredity.®

Islamic and Western scholars agree that after the time of Muhammad and the
four ‘rightly-guided’ caliphs (P I) the overall constellation fundamentally
changed: ‘Mu‘awiyyah transformed the caliphate into a monarchical institu-
tion of the Persian or Byzantine type, in other words into the kind of institution
that the Muslims had been sent out to destroy.” Through Mu‘awiyyah’s changes
to the political structure the foundation for a new paradigm of Islam (P II) had
been laid:

- The tribal confederation was replaced by a kingdom in the form of a cen-
tralist monarchy.

- The succession to the Prophet was now regulated by the dynastic principle,
hitherto unknown in Islam, instead of by acclamation. Succession (with
great scope for the choice of person) took place independent of either per-
sonal qualities (contrary to the view of the Kharijites) or membership of
family or clan (contrary to the view of the Shiites).

- The change to the dynastic principle threw up the question of the legitimacy
of such a successor to the Prophet. To many pious people the Umayyads
were not legitimate successors but ‘usurpers of power’; not caliphs but
‘kings..

- In this new constellation, although the caliph was a ‘representative of God,,
the caliphate took on a more religious than secular character.

Mu‘awiyyah, this ruler of extraordinary spiritual superiority, energy and
cleverness, united the Arab empire and thus created the presuppositions for the
political and military consolidation of the territories conquered two decades
before. By combining an Islamic religious ideal and the Umayyad power of gov-
ernment he created the framework for a novel Arab—Muslim society. However,
while his long period of rule could conceal the immanent problems of the
empire, it could not solve them: the resentment of the Medinans towards the
Meccan Umayyah, who had come to power, the manifold tensions between
the different tribal groups and the efforts of the Shiites to take over the caliphate
were too great. From the beginning Shiite opposition manifested itself,
especially in Iraq.

2. The Shiite opposition

No dynastic power and no central authority could persuade the ‘party of ‘Ali,
the Shiites, to believe that the caliphate legitimately belonged to the Umayyads
and not to ‘Ali (and after his premature death to his firstborn son Hasan).
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However Hasan, grandson of the Prophet and son of ‘Alj, refused the caliphate;
his place was taken by ‘Ali’s younger son Husayn. Husayn was tragically killed in
the battle for the caliphate. I must briefly tell his story, since even today it is part
of the ‘past which is omnipresent’ for millions of Muslims, especially those of
the Shiite tendency.'® To begin with, we turn to the firstborn.

Husayn—the model for all martyrs

In 661, near the Persian metropolis of Ctesiphon (al-Mada’in) on the Tigris,
al-Hasan ibn ‘Ali''clashed with the army of Mu‘awiyyah, advancing from Syria.
He began negotiations—with the master of negotiations—and conceded little.
Why? Sunni historians say it was because he regarded his cause as hopeless.
The Shiite version is that out of a love of peace, he did not want to shed more
Muslim blood.

Mu‘awiyyah, generous and far-sighted, had left the Prophet’s nephew large
sums of money and the income from the tribute of a district in Persia. This must
have made him change his mind, to the dismay of many followers. When
Mu‘awiyyah entered Kufa, Hasan came to pay homage and, in the mosque, pub-
licly renounced the caliphate. Now around thirty-six years old, he thereupon
left Iraq and led a luxurious and sensual life in Medina until his death
in 670 (or 678). Because of his countless marriages (there is talk of between
sixty and ninety wives and between three and four hundred concubines)
and even more numerous descendants, he is called the ‘record-holder in
divorces’ (al-mitlaq). However, the Shiite view is that Hasan—destined by his
father ‘Ali for the succession—never renounced the succession, and indeed was
exposed to up to seventy attempted poisonings by Mu‘awiyyah. Accordingly, in
Shiite texts Hasan’s history is accompanied by an increasing number of
miracles.

Mu‘awiyyah’s caliphate began formally with the ‘year of the reunion of the
Muslim community’in 661, but the Shiite resistance to the Umayyads remained
lively. In 671, the governor of Kufa had some of their spokesmen arrested and
sent to Damascus, where they were executed. Yet open rebellion broke out only
when, shortly before his death in 680, Mu‘awiyyah established his son Yazid as
successor. As caliph (680-3) Yazid continued the efficient policy of his father.'
The Shiites of Kufa finally resolved to act. Their hopes were pinned on ‘Ali’s
younger son, al-Husayn ibn ‘Ali (626-680),"* who was by then fifty-four years
old. There were already secret contacts with him, so he was invited to Kufa to be
proclaimed caliph. Despite all the warnings, Husayn set out. It must have been
a very adventurous enterprise, since Husayn travelled from Mecca to Irag—on
the pilgrimage route right across Arabia—with his whole family but with only
a few faithful from Mecca.
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When they arrived in Iraq, the small group numbering about fifty was
stopped, shadowed and finally imprisoned by government troops. The gover-
nor of Kufa called on Husayn to pay homage to the caliph, Yazid. He refused and
with his small group, reinforced only by a few Kufis, engaged in an armed clash
in the plain of Karbala," fifty miles south of Baghdad. It was a catastrophe:
Husayn, his oldest son and all the men were slaughtered, wiping out most of the
direct male descendants of Muhammad. They were buried in Karbala but their
heads, which had been cut off, were taken to Kufa, as were the wives and chil-
dren they had brought with them. Husayn’s head was sent to Damascus, where
it was ridiculed by Yazid’s followers until it was finally given back to his family.
No one knows for certain where it finally lies: in Karbala, where his body is
buried, in Damascus, Ashkelon or Cairo, or in some other place. To the present
day Husayn’s head is venerated in Medina, Najaf and Marv. For ‘Ali’s party, to
confess Husayn is central.

A separate ‘confession’: the Shiah

Had they not been those of Husayn and his family, these deaths would have
caused little stir, but Husayn was the sole surviving son of the sole living daugh-
ter of the Prophet. Not only was his death later elaborated as martyrdom, with
ever more fanciful features, but his birth and childhood were also exaggerated
in legendary fashion. Indeed, for the party of ‘Ali, the Shiites, the grandson of
the Prophet became the object of a martyr cult unique in Islam, which can
compete with the veneration of any martyr in medieval Christianity and even
recalls the veneration of the crucified Jesus. Therefore one can meaningfully
apply the term ‘confession the term used in Christianity, to them. In Husayn,
the believers saw the model of all sufferers: ‘the prince of the martyrs’ (sayid
ash-shuhada’) who, like Christ, deliberately went to his death to show people
the right way. Verses of the Qur’an therefore came to be interpreted in terms of
Husayn and his fate.

By contrast, the Prophet Muhammad, whom the Sunnis also confess,
retreated into the background. ‘Ali too is venerated by the Shiites. Although,
according to Shiite texts, he was a stout, short-sighted ‘baldhead), as ‘lion’ and
‘father of the dust’ he embodied all youthful virtues: the model of bravery and
eloquence. However, the Prophet’s grandson Husayn is much closer to Shiite
hearts than his father, who was not descended from the Prophet and did not die
such a pitiful death. No wonder, then, that Husayn’s tomb in Karbala, with its
imposing mosque, became the most popular pilgrimage place of the Shiites and
the day of Husayn’s death, the tenth day of the month of Muharram of the year
61 after the Hijrah (10 October 680 cE), later became the great public annual day
of mourning (‘ashurah). On this day, not only are prayers, hymns and songs
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offered to ‘Husayn, Fatimah’s son, the martyr’, but there are also passion plays
(ta‘ziya), which are often combined with processions marked by the bloody
self-flagellation of those who take part.

Where does the Shiah have its spiritual roots? Earlier Western scholarship
thought that the Shiah, which today is widespread above all in Iran and south-
ern Iraq, was the product of an Iranian spirituality, even the revenge of Arian
Iranianism on the Arabs and Islam. Today, Ignaz Goldziher’s view prevails that
the Shiites, who arose in the Arabian milieu of Kufa, are ‘as Arabian in their
roots as Islam itself!* The Shiah is thus not a movement outside the paradigm
of the Arab empire. Rather, as Julius Wellhausen put it in his investigation which
opened up scholarly research into the Shiah, it is a ‘religious political and oppo-
sition party in ancient Islam’'® which strove with all its might for the caliphate
but never seized it. Therefore:

- the split in the Ummah which arose through the fight with ‘Ali was deep-
ened; indeed it was perpetuated by the violent death of Fatimah’s son
Husayn, venerated as a martyr for all time;

- the Shiah was now definitively established as a separate ‘confession’ in Islam:
‘Ali as the true caliph and imam of the Shiah and Husayn as its key witness,
proclaimed again and again;

- the dynastic principle was undermined by the Shiite opposition through its
direct appeal to the family of the Prophet: instead of the hereditary dynasty
of Umayyad caliphs there was the succession of imams (spiritual supreme
heads);

- the Shiah can therefore be understood adequately only as an opposition
movement within the paradigm of the Arab empire (P II).

With Husayn’s death, the Shiite dream of rule over the Ummah seemed over.
But the battle went on. For the Shiites held to their conviction: only four people
could be regarded as legitimate successors to the Prophet, as ‘imams’ (the Shiah
specialist Heinz Halm speaks of the ‘Fourer’ Shiah): ‘Ali, Hasan, Husayn and a
certain Muhammad whom I shall discuss in due course.

The new bearer of the hope of the opposition, the Mahdi; the second civil war

Husayn, the rival, was dead but the opposition of ‘Abdallah ibn az-Zubayr, re-
presentative of the primacy of Mecca and the Qurayshi aristocracy, was to prove
even more dangerous. Having taken his father’s side against ‘Ali in the ‘Battle of
the Camel’, he was able secretly to assemble an army from holy Mecca, come for-
ward as an anti-caliph and (at least nominally) gain control of a large part of the
Islamic world. There followed a second civil war, which was to last twelve years
(680-92). Yazid’s troops were able to defeat ‘Abdallah’s followers at Medina, lay



2. THE SHIITE OPPOSITION 199

siege to Mecca and even set the Ka‘bah on fire but that only reinforced the wide-
spread view that the Umayyads were fundamentally godless. The Shiites saw
this confirmed in the unexpected death of Yazid (at the end of 683), after which
the besieging troops withdrew, and emphasized further by the surprising death
of his young son and successor Mu‘awiyyah II (in 684). It was only thanks to the
subsequent disputes in the house of Umayyah and the tensions between the
Yemenite and Qaysitish tribes in Syria that Ibn az-Zubayr was not immediately
attacked again and was able to hold power for twelve years.

The Shiites of Kufa, above all the ‘repenters’ (tawabun) who wanted to atone
for Husayn’s death with the sword and the battle-cry ‘vengeance for al-Husayn),
likewise turned against the Umayyads. But though some 4000 Shiite Arabs from
all over Iraq had spent a day and a night weeping and wailing at Husayn’s tomb,
their march on Syria once again ended in catastrophe: at the beginning of 685,
near Karbala, they were torn to pieces by government troops.

The new spokesman of the ‘repenters) al-Mukhtar,'” a pro-‘Ali rebel from
Ta’if, who had remained behind in Kufa, met with the same fate two years later
when he rebelled against the governor of Kufa. Granted, he was able to bring the
citadel under his dictatorial control for a year and, after a counter-revolution,
ordered the execution of all those blamed for the Karbala massacre. However, in
687 he was besieged by an army of the governor of Basra. Mukhtar and many
Arab tribal warriors fell in the battle; countless non-Arab clients who had
converted to Islam (mawali), craftsman and tradesmen who had probably
supported Mukhtar to improve their legal and financial status, also paid with
their blood.

The ideological background to this movement is important. Mukhtar and
his followers appealed to someone who was able to help them: Muhammad, the
third son of ‘Ali, in distant Medina.'® In him they saw the fourth imam, the only
legitimate successor to the Prophet after ‘Ali, Hasan and Husayn. Muhammad
was not an authentic descendant of the Prophet, as he was born from the mar-
riage of ‘Ali with a Hanafite (hence Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyah), which weak-
ened his authority. He wanted to have nothing to do with the Kufa rebellion and
remained in Medina, although a throne had already been prepared for him in
Kufa. Nevertheless, Mukhtar unswervingly maintained that, as distinct from
the two ‘wrongly-guided’ caliphs (the Umayyad in Damascus and the anti-
caliph Ibn az-Zubayr in Mecca), Muhammad was ‘rightly-guided’, in Arabic
al-mahdi (from hada, ‘to lead or guide’)." This is the origin of the title Mahdi,
which was to prove historically significant.

This had nothing to do with Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyah, since he explicitly
condemned the rebellion in Kufa after its failure; indeed, after the end of the anti-
caliphate, in 692 he travelled from Mecca to Damascus, to pay homage to the
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caliph who had acceded to power there. This man, ‘Abd al-Malik, turned out to be
another great caliph. In 700 Muhammad died peacefully in Medina but the idea
of the Mahdi lived on among the Shiites and underwent a remarkable transfor-
mation.

Initially this title had no kind of eschatological meaning but simply desig-
nated the legitimate caliph or imam. However, after the death of Muhammad
ibn al-Hanafiyah, the Shiites of Kufa (who had been driven underground by the
strict regime of the Umayyad governor) became increasingly convinced that
the Mahdi proclaimed by Mukhtar was not dead but had been transported from
the world. He lived, hidden in a ravine, on Mount Radwah near Medina, well
guarded and fed by wild animals. Soon he would soon return, to establish his
rule and, with it, true Islam. From the eighth century this idea of the ‘trans-
portation’ ‘absence’ and ‘return’ of the true imam was increasingly developed in
the Shiah, but from the beginning it was also alive among the Sunnis.*” Now, it
has an explicitly messianic character: the advent of a worldly ruler who will
restore the justice of the early days. Many Muslims still await the return of the
Mahdi.

How far Jewish, Christian, Gnostic and Iranian influences were at work in
this process can hardly be determined, but—in view of the numerous non-Arab
mawali involved—it cannot be ruled out. The one thing that is certain is that the
‘Fourer’ Shiites finally shrank into small groups, whereas most Shiites turned to
other imams:

— The Fiver Shiites or Zaydiyyah split off, with Zayd ibn ‘Ali as the fifth
imam.

— The Sevener Shiites or Ismailis recognize a seventh imam in the person of
Isma‘il (died 765), son of Ja‘far as-Sadiq; they spread most widely with the
Karmates and Fatimids in the tenth and eleventh centuries but were repressed
by the Ayyubids and the Seljuks, so that only remnants remained, such as the
Druse in the Near East and the Nizaris in India, who recognize the Aga Khan as
their supreme head. The present Aga Khan, Karim al-Husayni Shah, has
become well known for his charitable activities.”'

— The Twelver Shiites or Imamis, found mostly in Iran, are by far the largest
group: they recognize a series of twelve imams, free from sin and infallible, the
twelfth of whom has lived in secret since 873 and will come again as Mahdi at
the end of time. Until then, the most senior religious scholars of the Shiite ‘cler-
ical” hierarchy represent him: the Ayatollahs (Arabic mujtahid), who are autho-
rized to decide in religious or political disputes (by #jtihad). They became
the normative religious and political power in Persia in the sixteenth century
under the Safavids. In the twentieth century, Ayatollah Khomeini, as a key



3. IMPERIAL RELIGIOUS POLITICS UNDER THE AEGIS OF ISLAM 201

figure in this Shiite hierarchy, led the revolution against the Westernized Shah
of Persia.*

Thus the Shiites stepped on to the stage of world politics; they also played a
prominent role in Iraq after the 2003 war, where they form more than sixty per
cent of the population.

For my analysis of the prevailing paradigm I shall turn again to the dominant
convictions, values and patterns of behaviour of the vast majority of Muslims,
the Sunnis. After some complications, Sunni Islam and the dynasty of the
Umayyads reached its climax under its fifth caliph, who in many respects can be
compared with the first.

3. Imperial religious politics under the aegis of Islam

Only around six decades had passed since the Prophet Muhammad had made
the great leap from Mecca to Medina but in those few generations how much
the world had changed for the Arabs! Vast territories from North Africa to east
Persia had fallen under their rule, though as yet their language, administration
and culture had not been Arabized. The new generations knew the Prophet
Muhammad only by hearsay. Whereas Mu‘awiyyah had been the Prophet’s
scribe (at least for a short time), the fifth caliph of the Umayyad dynasty in
Damascus, ‘Abd al-Malik, was born in Medina more than ten years after the
Prophet’s death.

A pious autocrat: ‘Abd al-Malik

To put an end to the confusion over the caliphate and the second civil war, the
leaders of the Umayyad regime in Damascus had proclaimed a new caliph in
Damascus in 684. Marwan was descended from a different Umayyad line;
instead of the Sufyanids there were now the Marwanids. When Marwan died
the following year, his son ‘Abd al-Malik (caliph from 685 to 705)* succeeded
him without any difficulty. He proved to be such a capable politician, adminis-
trator and general that he has been called the second founder of the Umayyad
empire.

‘Abd al-Malik has often been compared with Mu‘awiyyah and these two are
by far the most significant caliphs of the Umayyad dynasty. If Mu‘awiyyah
united the Arab empire after the first civil war, ‘Abd al-Malik restored the unity
of the empire after the confusions surrounding Yazid’s succession to the throne
and the second civil war. And if Mu‘awiyyah, and his son Yazid, created the
foundation of a centralist monarchy through political and military measures,
‘Abd al-Malik, together with his son Walid, introduced a significant epoch of
reform, the high point of the Umayyad period.
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Both caliphs ruled for two decades and were able to get things moving. They
did not rule only by consent but often also had issues decided by force of arms,
for example the exclusion of the anti-caliphs—Ali under Mu‘awiyyah and Ibn
az-Zubayr under ‘Abd-al-Malik. Both undertook larger or smaller campaigns
against Byzantium in the spirit of jihad and to train their own troops and also
waged wars on their own territories, Mu‘awiyyah in Iraq and ‘Abd al-Malik in
Syria and Arabia.

However, Mu‘awiyyah seems to have been better able than ‘Abd al-Malik to
cut short violent clashes by negotiations (as he did with ‘Ali) or to avoid such
clashes altogether (as he did with Hasan). Whereas Mu‘awiyyah was charming
and attractive and dominated the discussions of his advisory body by his intel-
lectual superiority, ‘Abd al-Malik behaved in a lordly and detached way even
towards the heads of the tribes, reserving the most important decisions for
himself. Unquestionably, under him the caliphate became considerably more
autocratic, hierarchical and bureaucratic.

‘Abd al-Malik was more religious than Mu‘awiyyah, who had confessed Islam
only when Muhammad succeeded in capturing Mecca. By contrast, ’Abd al-Malik
had spent half hislife with his father, in thoroughly Muslim Medina,and had been
given a very religious upbringing there. He knew the Qur’an and took great
delight in cultivating friendly relations with the pious and with Qur’anic scholars.
Moreover, his private life corresponded very closely to Muslim ideals.

That explains why ‘Abd al-Malik paid more heed to the religious feelings of
his subjects than did his predecessors. He was anxious that his subjects, like
him, should really know the Qur’an. He would have liked to transfer the cultic
centre of Mecca—for so long in the hands of the anti-caliph—to Syria but he
had to drop this plan, and his plan to bring the Prophet’s pulpit to Syria, so as to
raise the religious status of Damascus. The outrage over that in Medina would
have been too great. He had to content himself with encouraging pilgrimages to
Jerusalem, which was rather nearer than Mecca and the only city in the world
which could compete with it in holiness. The Dome of the Rock, which he had
built, and which later became so famous, is both the expression of this high
esteem for Jerusalem and a religious and political symbol.

Not only did ‘Abd al-Malik have an acute knowledge of human nature; he
was also a great power politician, able to rein in the northern tribes and capable
of being unscrupulous, indeed cruel, when it came to the caliphate. He did not
hesitate personally to murder his cousin when the latter dared to seek to rule.
Yet he favoured his kinsmen more than any of his predecessors: the whole wider
Umayyad family lived in Damascus. He gave them governors’ posts but did not
hesitate to keep a strict eye on them and deposed them mercilessly when he
thought them inefficient. He was also skilful enough to comfort Khalid, son of
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the caliph Yazid, who had been excluded from succession to the caliphate, by
marrying him to his daughter. He himself married a daughter of Yazid, ‘Atikah,
who became his favourite wife.

In domestic politics, ‘Abd al-Malik’s most important aim was to restore the
unity of the empire and the caliphate. That meant, first, ending the second civil
war with the Meccan anti-caliph Ibn az-Zubayr and, second, restoring the
authority of the caliphate in refractory Iraq. His highly qualified, and utterly
loyal, commander for the two operations was the general and governor
al-Hajjaj ibn Yusuf,** who later became famous, a man who was fearless and
feared, but not cruel. Al-Hajjaj besieged and conquered Mecca in 692 (in the
process the already ageing anti-caliph, who had hidden in the Ka‘bah, was
killed). Then he proceeded against Iraq: the caliph nominated him governor of
Basra in order to gain control of the Iraqi province and its army, which were
competing with Syria, and then subdue the Kharijites. This he did. Al-Hajjaj, an
outstanding organizer, deservedly became viceroy, with dictatorial authority
over all the eastern provinces. From the newly-built garrison city of Wasit, with
the support of the Syrian army he now ruled Iraq virtually as a hostile territory.
Later, however, he did much to develop the canal system and to encourage agri-
culture. He also extended his rule further east, as we shall see.

The conquest of North Africa also made progress, since ‘Abd al-Malik’s gov-
ernor succeeded in attracting the Berbers to the Arab side against the
Byzantines and in 697 captured Carthage, the capital of the Byzantine province.
However, even in the time of ‘Abd al-Malik it was evident that the paradigm
change introduced by the caliphate of Mu‘awiyyah did not just relate to a
change of political structure but had an effect on the social and religious struc-
ture of the Ummabh.

More than any of his predecessors ‘Abd al-Malik advanced the Arabization of
the conquered territories, to make his empire increasingly free from foreign
influences and to emphasize his equality with (or even superiority to) the ear-
lier empires. This Arabization had a thoroughly religious dimension: it was
aimed, deliberately, at Islamization.”® The caliph, strongly moulded by the
harsh experiences of the second civil war, was aware that peoples in the
provinces, so different and remote from one another, had to be made to realize
the unity and distinctive character of the Islamic state, which had grown so
quickly. That could come about only on the basis of religion. ‘Abd al-Malik
acted as ‘Umar, two generations before him, had acted with his new calendar:
‘he did it not with manifestos but with symbols’* and thus aroused both the
political and the military interest of the Arabs. Three of his measures had
numerous consequences for people of the time: they related to currency, official
language and art.””
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Introduction of a Muslim currency

The currency reform (presumably in the context of a renewed conflict with
Byzantium) was aimed at Arabization and Islamization: the introduction of a
distinctive Muslim currency in place of Greek gold and Persian silver. In the
Persian sphere of influence, first a marginal legend, bismi’llah (‘in the name of
God’), later expanded with the word rabbi (‘my Lord’), was added to the tradi-
tional Sasanian coins.?® Likewise, at a very early stage, the cross was obliterated
from the Byzantine coins which had initially been taken over.”” Formerly, the
paper money introduced into Byzantium from Egypt—the only place with the
relevant specialist workshops—had Christian inscriptions and the cross or a
trinitarian formula as watermarks. Now by order of the caliph, the Arabic
saying from the Qur’an, ‘Say, He alone is God!’, was put on them.

Byzantium did not accept this and threatened to stamp insults to the Prophet
on the gold coins, all of which came to Arabia from Byzantium. This led ‘Abd
al-Malik to carry out a plan which Mu‘awiyyah seems already to have con-
ceived: he had Arabic gold coins minted in the name of Allah with Qur’anic say-
ings about the authority of the Prophet (similarly, al-Hajjaj had silver coins
minted in Kufa). However, this move did not find immediate approval; the
coins had the same weight as the Byzantine gold pieces which had already been
discontinued and therefore could not immediately suppress the earlier money.
However, eventually the Arab dinar became established as aleading currency in
international trade.

There is no doubt that the replacement of the cross or a trinitarian formula
with a verse from the Qur’an understood to be anti-Christian had high sym-
bolic value. This is emphasized by the fact that the same thing happened with
Egyptian luxury goods (tiraz), ceramics and glass weights. ‘Abd al-Malik even
had milestones and signposts Arabized and Islamized, which makes it more
understandable that even in our day, for example in Saudi Arabia, care is taken
that street lights or traffic signals do not display the form of the cross.

Arabic becomes the official language

The administrative reform was likewise aimed at Arabization and Islamization.
The introduction of Arabic as the official language of the administration in
place of Greek and Persian was a highly symbolic change for non-Muslims, who
hitherto had despised Arabic as an uncultivated, incomprehensible, unspeak-
able Bedouin language. Were those with a Greek or Persian education now to
deal with the chancelleries only in Arabic? Hitherto, in the official financial
world—the main activity of the government—Greek had been used in
Damascus and Persian in Kufa. Now the whole system of accounting was
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changed (somewhat laboriously) by translating the tax register: summaries,
copies and reports now appeared in Arabic.

The Greek and Persian government officials, who of course also spoke
Arabic, at first remained in office, since one had to be able to understand Greek
and Persian to translate into Arabic. Christian officials thus remained influen-
tial in the Muslim Arab financial world for a long time (and were often hated as
a result). These Greek- and Persian-speaking officials, taken over from the old
empire, were gradually replaced by a new generation of Arabic-speaking
clients, whom they had trained. This undoubtedly raised the cultural and reli-
gious awareness of the Arabs: ultimately the mandatory official language indi-
cated that the true and better Arab religion had prevailed.

The reverse side of this development was that as a result of the growing Greek
and Persian influence on it, Arabic itself changed—its vocabulary, certain
grammatical rules, syntax and style—away from the Qur’an!* It is significant
that, to his father’s great sorrow, Walid, ‘Abd al-Malik’s son and successor, could
not speak the high Arabic of the Qur’an. A problem arose which was to cause
great difficulties for Islam (and still does): classical Arabic was now spoken only
on solemn occasions; otherwise its use was limited to the realm of literature.
The Qur’an had to be proclaimed as a writing of revelation, but because of its
antique language it was often understood only vaguely by the people—like
Latin in the medieval churches of Italy and Spain. In the courts of the Arab
princes, the Arabic heritage was cultivated in Bedouin poetry, in romantic rem-
iniscence of earlier times, but new themes were added: praise of the princes,
party struggles, city life and also love poetry.

Artis Islamized

The beginnings of Islamic art could be seen in the previous paradigm (P I);
however, we known them only from literature, some inscriptions and coins. In
the following paradigm (P II) Umayyad art developed especially in Syria,
Palestine, Transjordan and Iraq. Many famous mosques were built, in
Damascus, Jerusalem, Medina, Kufa and Wasit, as were numerous palaces and
villas and the unique monument of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem.*'

Did Islamic art contribute anything new? That isa much-discussed question.
It has sometimes been asserted that Islamic art took over practically all the
existing forms and techniques of the artistic traditions of the Near East and the
Mediterranean: direct prototypes can be shown for every decorative motif,
every unit of planning and every detail of construction. However, this is only
one side of the truth. Under Islam, a new ceramic art and a novel ornamental
Arabic script came into being which—together with ornamental plaster
work—spread across the empire and became the hallmark of Islamic art.
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Certain other symbols (Christian and Persian) disappeared and the depiction
of human beings and animals was deliberately avoided. So, while individual
elements of architecture might have been borrowed, the buildings as a whole
were very different from all that had preceded them.

The originality and uniqueness of Islamic art cannot be disputed. As the
Harvard art historian Oleg Grabar has convincingly shown, it is based on two
parallel and mutually supplementary activities within a single process: on the
one hand people adapted the Hellenistic or Iranian traditions which they
found, preserving them or rejecting them; on the other they adopted, devel-
oped and integrated new forms and techniques inspired by the new social and
religious milieu.

The creation of an Islamic art was not the result of an artistic or aesthetic
doctrine, inspired by the new religion or even by social or other conse-
quences of the prophetic message, but consisted in transforming preceding
traditions compatible with the as yet barely formulated identity of the
Muslim community and at times trying to serve its needs or to proclaim its
presence (as in the minaret and tiraz [luxury fabric]).*

Just as the tower became a minaret, in Islamic architecture everything took on a
new, Islamic, meaning.

What was the aim of the intensive Umayyad building policy?** The erection
of monumental buildings was quite deliberately a ‘Byzantine’ demonstration of
power against Byzantium. The quasi-imperial character of the caliphate and
the sovereignty of the Islamic state were to be demonstrated to Christians and
Jews, particularly in Jerusalem. According to the most recent research, it is cer-
tain that the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem (Qubbat as-sakhra), though often
called the Mosque of ‘Umar, was not built by ‘Umar (who did not actually cap-
ture Jerusalem) but in 692 by ‘Abd al- Malik, when the financial situation of the
empire had stabilized after the second civil war. The Dome of the Rock was not
built as a mosque (in this circular building with a prominent rock in the middle
Muslims would not have been able to carry out their usual strict instructions
about prayer), but as a great representative building.**

Why was it built? To make clear to all the world here, at its holiest place, on
the bare rock of Mount Moriah, where according to tradition God demanded
the sacrifice of Abraham’s son, that Islam likewise is directly connected with the
ancestor of Jews and Christians. Indeed Islam has the primacy, because it has
renewed the original religion of Abraham, contrary to Jewish and Christian fal-
sifications. With triumphalist and propagandist intent, the Dome of the Rock
was therefore provided with an inscription running round it in two bands, on
which, as on the coins, the unity and oneness of God is proclaimed—over
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against the Christian doctrine of God as Trinity. Jesus is mentioned, in good
Qur’anic style, not as God’s son but as God’s servant and Muhammad is praised
as the Prophet who—as the notion now is—will intercede for his people on the
Last Day.

Greek specialists above all, architects and artists, were taken into service for
the mosques, and Greek forms and motifs were borrowed. In Byzantium,
people had always been skilled in using decorative splendour as part of mission:
this was seen as a way of disseminating Byzantine Christian culture. However,
that was a delusion: the opposite happened, and Byzantine art was Islamized.
The elements of Byzantine architecture and style, now also used for countless
palaces and other buildings, were given a new function and put at the service of
the Islamic faith—just as Christians had done previously with Graeco-Roman
art and would do later in Spain with Islamic buildings.

Here and there,there were excesses in the direction of religious fanaticism.
‘Abd al-Malik prohibited the depiction of crosses throughout the empire and
his brother, the governor of Egypt, even had bands of Muslim script attached to
Christian churches. And it seems to be more than a rumour that all pigs were
slaughtered a year before ‘Abd al-Malik’s death.

‘Abd al-Malik’s son, al-Walid (caliph from 750 to 715), now enjoyed the inter-
nal peace that his father had brought about by force of arms. Al-Walid is said for
the first time to have demonstrated his majesty by pomp. A passionate architect,
he did not hesitate to strip the gilding from a Christian church in Baalbek and
use it for the al-Agsa mosque in the temple court in Jerusalem. Not only did he
thoroughly rebuild the mosque of Medina but, as his father would have liked to
do, he took the church of St John in Damascus away from the Christians in
order to enlarge the adjoining main mosque in the Syrian basilica tradition and
restore it to splendour. In good Islamic fashion all human figures were omitted
from mosaics but the idyllic Byzantine houses and landscapes in the back-
ground were soon brought into the foreground—were they images of paradise?
Two- or three-dimensional pictorial representations were now taboo, although
individual instances had been tolerated in the early period. Pictures of angels,
human beings and animals were replaced by floral and geometric forms.
Calligraphy began its triumphal progress. In the Umayyad mosque of
Damascus we see, for the very first time in an inscription on a building, the clas-
sic Islamic confession, but here in three parts: ‘Our Lord is God alone, our reli-
gion is Islam, and our Prophet Muhammad.”*

Everywhere—as also in the new mosques of Medina—what the Byzantines
had thought to be an expression of cultural and political superiority became a
demonstration of the triumph of Islam over Byzantium. At the same time the
mosque became a compact testimony to the unity of political and religious
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authority in the caliphate. The caliphate gave Islam political splendour and
Islam gave the caliphate religious authority. In view of this development it is no
surprise that Islamization was extended to the sphere of law.

4. The origin of Islamic law

It has already become clear that neither in the Qur’an nor in the time of the
first caliphs (P I) can one speak of a specifically Islamic law in the narrow
sense. The paradigm change (P II) had an effect in the sphere of law, as I shall
attempt to demonstrate, using the pioneering studies of the history of law
by Joseph Schacht,* critically supplemented by those of N.J. Coulson.”
Schacht’s position is largely shared by Muslim scholars such as F. Rahman?*
and A.A.A. Fyzee,” but criticized severely on some points, for example by
M.M. al-Azami.*

State judges: the qadis

‘Few societies in history can have been subject to such swift changes and have
been so ill-equipped to deal with them as were the Muslim Arabs, remarks the
British legal historian Noel Coulson. This is meant as praise: “That Umayyad
legal practice achieved a workable synthesis of the diverse influences at work in
the Islamic empire was a real achievement.*' The caliphs were very interested in
preserving the administrative structures they found in the provinces as far as
possible, and had no inhibitions about taking over alien legal concepts and
institutions.

In the course of their energetic political leadership and organization of the
administration of the new empire the Umayyads could not avoid also develop-
ing the legal system. Their vast empire was held together spiritually only by
Islam. Under their leadership arose:

- the beginnings of a common Islamic law, the Shariah (shari‘ah, ‘way to the
watering hole’ or holy law), though this underwent a long development;

- the appointment of state judges (qudat, singular gadi) and the training of
Islamic legal scholars (fugaha’, singular fagih), but on a complete private
basis;

- the formation of an Islamic jurisprudence (figh, ‘knowledge’, jurisprudence)
which had not previously existed.

Christians may be surprised that jurisprudence, and not knowledge gener-
ally, is honoured with the great word ‘knowledge’ However, in P II what would
become even clearer in the following paradigms was already becoming evident:
law (albeit often practised by theologians) and not theology stands at the centre
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of Islam. So one can say of later paradigms, but not of the essence of Islam nor
even of its early paradigms, that Islam, originally the religion of an ethic,
became a religion of the law.

The Umayyads appointed a series of new officials (like the originally
Byzantine market inspectors). Typical of the period is the first mention of state
judges, the gadis.** In the new society they supplemented, or even replaced, the
old arbiters (hukkam, singular hakam*) of pre-Islamic Arab society. The great
difference from the independent hakam, whose office was ad hoc and who still
existed in the tribes, was that the qadi was a delegate of the governor. This put
the qadis in a framework of competences given to them by the caliphs, though
with the support of the tribes, so that in fact authentic Arabs were always nom-
inated. The governor had a decisive advantage: he could remove qadis if they
did not follow his policy.

The qadis were thus legal officers of the governor; initially they were subor-
dinate and often honorary but towards the end of the Umayyad period they
occupied a relatively independent and important position in the government
apparatus. Their decisions laid the foundation of what would later be called
Islamic law. Their judgements did not have the character of precedents, from
which the judgements of later judges had to be derived, as in other legal systems.
The practice of justice was still fluid. Iyas ibn Mu‘awiyyah (who died in 740 at
the age of seventy-six)** was typical of these first judges. In forming his deci-
sions, he went neither by the Qur’an nor by a tradition of the Prophet but relied
on sound common sense, knowledge of character and his intuition. In contrast
to later legal practice, he did not attach much importance to the statements of
witnesses (which were often misused) and rejected conclusions by analogy
(giyas), which did not allow differences.

However, this led to serious differences in jurisprudence: on the one hand dif-
ferent customary justice was practised in different places and on the other, each
judge decided according to his personal view (ra’y). There was no superior law
and no effort on the part of the central government to unify the law. In the light
of circumstances, which grew more and more complicated, the gadis were
increasingly forced to specialize and by the last Umayyad decades in practice
only specialists were appointed to the office of judge. Where did these specialists
come from?

Islamization of the law: pious specialists

By ‘pious specialists’* we are not to imagine systematic scholarly professionals
or even professionals trained by the state. They were more interested in religion
than in law, initially more in ritual practices than in legal decisions. They were
religiously committed ‘lay people’, who reflected on questions about the Qur’an
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and law and discussed them privately in their leisure time, mostly in groups
with like-minded friends, and then gave legal information and opinions
(fatwah, plural fatawa), similar to the ‘answers’ which the Jewish Gaons (heads
of schools) had long been accustomed to provide for their fellow believers. It
was not a ‘faith authority’ that was responsible for the interpretation of the
Qur’an but the individual, who could develop considerable knowledge. There
were many new Muslims among these religious specialists and their groups, but
to begin with their access to the office of judge was barred. What determined
their real interest?

The interest of the pious legal experts and advisers was not primarily the
legal practice of the courts but an Islamic way of life for everyone. They had the
impression that the original impulses and elements of Islam were being over-
laid by a mass of administrative regulations and foreign legal precepts. The
judgements of the qadis were often arbitrary and the government had done
little to guarantee the application of the original Islamic criteria; on all sides an
Islamic spirit and content was lacking. As religious idealists they investigated
soberly and precisely whether, and to what extent, existing customary law cor-
responded with Qur’anic, or generally Islamic, norms. For them, the basis of all
legal findings was not sound common-sense and perspicacity but the Qur’an
(and in the course of time also the ‘Sunnah of the Prophet’). They wanted to
decide from a religious (or more precisely an ethical and ritual) perspective
whether and how far particular customs (for example usury, inheritance cus-
toms and the sale of slaves) were to be preserved or rejected. To begin with they
had little influence on the official pronouncements of the qadis, which followed
other categories, since they did not take part in court sessions as advisers. Yet,
slowly but surely, they created the foundations the Islamization of existing
customary law.

If here too we follow Joseph Schacht, we find that: “They impregnated the
sphere of law with religious and ethical ideas, subjected it to Islamic norms, and
incorporated it into the body of duties incumbent on every Muslim. In doing
this they achieved on a much wider scale and in a vastly more detailed manner
what the Prophet in the Qur’an had tried to do for the early Islamic community
of Medina. As a result the popular and administrative practice of the late
Umayyad period was transformed into the religious law of Islam. The resulting
ideal theory still had to be translated into practice; this task was beyond the
power of the pious specialists and had to be left to the interest and zeal of the
caliphs, governors, qadis or interested individuals. The circumstances in
which the religious law of Islam came into being caused it to develop, not
in close connection with the practice, but as the expression of a religious ideal
in opposition to it.*
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Islamization began quite modestly through legal experts such as Ibrahim
an-Nakha'‘i (who died in 715),* the first juristic personality in Kufa with a tan-
gible profile (alongside ash-Sha‘bi). Other legal experts in Medina gave legal
information to people with qualms of conscience, for example in matters of
marriage or divorce, almsgiving or fasting, i.e. more in moral than in really
technical legal questions. These religious legal experts, who were highly prized
by the people (and often by the rulers) for their pious commitment and their
activity as advisers and givers of rulings, often criticized decisions of the gov-
ernment or customs of the people. However, they were not fundamentally
opposed to the Umayyad government and state. What was important for the
future was that they possessed the trust of the people.

The theoretical foundation of the law

The old so-called old legal schools formed in the last decades of the Umayyad
period, when there were more and more legal scholars. They were active in many
places: in Irag, where Kufa was aleading centre, but also in Medina and Mecca and
in Syria. These legal schools had no official status, no strict organization, no uni-
fied orientation of teaching; they worked on a voluntary, private basis, supported
by the veneration and financial resources of the people. Differences between
them arose only because of the great regional differences in the cultures of the
provinces, not because of particular legal principles or methods. In this earliest
stage of Islamic jurisprudence there was ‘a considerable body of common doc-
trine which was subsequently reduced by increasing differentiation between the
schools’*

The norms of the Qur’an had never before been taken as seriously.
Conclusions in a variety of spheres were formally derived from them, from
family and inheritance law to fasting and ritual prayer. Each school represented
its own living tradition and established teaching, which was designated as
‘Sunnah’ or by some such term, but a local consensus (ijma‘) of scholars could
be established, extending far beyond the general basic consensus of Muslims.
Whereas the Muslim consensus related only to the essentials of faith and was
held generally, the consensus of the scholars, despite local or regional differen-
tiation, was very specific and definite. When it came to determining the content,
schools elsewhere that saw some things differently were not excluded, but the
consent of all schools was sought. This seemed to guarantee something like
infallibility.

However, people were not satisfied with founding Islamic religious law theo-
retically on the consensus of scholars. It also needed to be safeguarded histor-
ically. Since it was a widespread custom in antiquity to put one’s own work
under the name of a great master (for example in the New Testament the
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so-called Pastoral Epistles addressed to Timothy and Titus were put in the
mouth of Paul), Muslim scholars saw nothing wrong in giving a name to some-
thing that was originally anonymous. So the consensus of unnamed legal schol-
ars which existed in the present was increasingly attributed to a famous figure of
the past, to emphasize the continuity and authority of the tradition. For example
in Kufa, about which we are best informed, the whole doctrine of the school was
attributed to Ibrahim an-Nakha‘i, mentioned earlier, who in his time, as a man
of the centre, had only imparted legal advice. In Medina, people referred to the
‘seven jurists’ of prehistory, though we know virtually nothing about their teach-
ing. The first jurists about whose teaching we can establish anything authentic
come from the last decades of the Umayyad period, that is, the first half of the
eighth century, some hundred years after the death of the Prophet.

The scholars went still further. In Kufa, which is a good example, the basis of
Islamic law was finally connected with the beginnings of Islam in the city, attrib-
uted to a companion of the Prophet, Ibn Mas‘ud. The same thing happened in
Mecca in connection with Ibn Abbas and in Medina with Caliph ‘Umar, both
companions of the Prophet. We cannot exclude the possibility that authentic
material from the legal practice and oral tradition of the early Islamic period (P I)
was preserved, but in the judgement of at least Western historians ‘the great mass
of the alleged doctrines of the ancients were anachronistic ascriptions’.*’ The last
step was then a connection with the Prophet himself. First in distant Iraq and then
in Syria (not so much in Medina, the Prophet’s home city), the teaching of the
jurists and the practice of the local community (which at first existed only as an
ideal) were identified with the ‘Sunnah of the Prophet’ This ‘tradition’ was thus
understood not primarily theologically and politically but juristically. However,
to begin with this happened only generally, with no reference to particular sayings
or actions of the Prophet.

This tendency only became established in the next period, so we can now
turn again to the political developments, or rather complications, under the
Umayyad caliphs.

5. A new community of many peoples

Atthe climax of Umayyad rule it became clear that the more strongly the empire
was Arabized, the more pressing it was to decide what attitude to adopt to the
non-Arabs and non-Muslims, above all the Christians. A decision was urgently
needed and a turning point for the relationship between Arabs and non-Arabs,
Muslims and Christians, may be said to have come about in this paradigm.
The policy of segregation pursued by the rightly-guided caliphs (P I) could not
be sustained under the conditions of a great empire. The transformation of
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the patriarchal regime into an imperial government was the basis for
this change.

From patriarchal regime to imperial government

Political and religious loyalty to the Islamic regime now replaced loyalty to the
person of the caliph. This not only led to an accelerated centralization of the
state but also served a ‘new ideological policy’*® In Mu‘awiyyah’s time a supreme
Arab tribal leader had resided in Damascus, surrounded by other tribal heads.
Now an ‘emperor’ ruled from a richly adorned and well-guarded palace: the
‘caliph or representative of God’ in the political and religious sense, also called
‘God’s trustee’ (amin Allah), ‘God’s shepherd’ (ra‘i Allah), ‘God’s authority’
(sultan Allah) or ‘God’s lieutenant’ (na’ib Allah).>' Sometimes he was even pre-
sented as ‘pantocrator’ (as a parallel but counterpart to the Byzantine depic-
tions of Christ as ruler of all).

The caliph granted festal audiences, crowned and clad in royal garments, sur-
rounded by the most senior court officials, scribes and guards. His daily work
consisted of deliberations, receptions and hours of prayer. There was also private
entertainment of every kind: hunting, poetry readings, musical performances,
wine and dancing girls. People were admitted to the caliph only through a com-
plicated and specific protocol. The great ruler had to be addressed in a subservient
tone, and was praised by poets in hymns. The tribal rulers still had important
tasks but the imperial government now lay in the hands of professional officials
who were responsible to the caliph alone. Their oaths of loyalty to the caliph
showed that, in this court, everything depended on obedience and discipline.

In short, the former patriarchal regime (P I) had been transformed into an
impartial government (P IT). ‘Whereas the early Caliphate had been a series of
individual reigns deeply dependent upon the personal religious or patriarchal
qualities of the Caliphs, the new Caliphate was an institution independent of
individual office holders. The Umayyads had managed to turn the Caliphate
into a state regime, but at the same time they had kept alive and incorporated
into the symbolism of the empire its specifically Islamic heritage.*> This now
had considerable consequences for the whole of society.

The dividing walls collapse

I cannot report here the dramatic effects of the Arab conquests on agriculture
and the regional development of the economy. In Iran the economy boomed
while in Mesopotamia, Syria and Egypt it deteriorated and in Iraq the whole
structure changed. More important for my paradigm analysis are the general
social upheavals that came about under the pressure of wars, migrations and
economic changes. Briefly, these were:>*
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— The Arab military élites became a new class and there were enormous class
differences between the ordinary members of a tribe and their leaders. The
leaders could afford private palaces, estates and an expensive life of luxury, and
this aristocracy strengthened its position by suitable marriages.

— The Arab tribal culture that had preceded Islam dissolved. Military and
administrative needs (for example, resettlements and new regiments) resulted
in new artificial units. The great clans were divided into groups of thousands
and smaller ones were put together.

— Asaresult of immigration the purely Arab garrison and government towns,
no longer consisting of tents or huts but of walled houses, lost their specifically
Arab character and became ethnically and religiously mixed centres of adminis-
tration, trade and production. Countless non-Arab officials, craftsmen and sol-
diers (including whole Iranian regiments) sought lodging and employment in
them.

— The Bedouin Arabs and soldiers became an economically differentiated
mercantile class of shopkeepers, merchants, craftsmen, workers and farmers. The
new religion provided the opportunity for the rise of a new educated class con-
sisting of theologians, teachers and legal scholars, whose functions were further
differentiated.

The segregation between conquerors and conquered established by the
second rightly-guided caliph ‘Umar collapsed and the assimilation of Arabs and
non-Arabs steadily progressed.

Arabs and non-Arabs mix

At the end of the seventh century the greater part of the Arab army had turned
to civilian professions; these people no longer wanted to perform military
duties or cut themselves off from the rest of the population. For example, in the
city of Marv, in 670 about 50,000 families had been settled but by around 730
only 15,000 still did military service. The more people adapted professionally,
the greater the social assimilation. Nowhere did this go further than in highly-
civilized Persia, where most of the sons of the ‘sons of the desert’ now spoke
Persian, dressed like Persians, joined in celebrating Persian feasts, drank Persian
wine and married Persian wives.

Thus a reciprocal interpenetration of the Arab and non-Arab populations
could be detected everywhere. The further the conquests extended, the more
ethnic groups were incorporated into the Arab empire: no longer just
Aramaeans, Iranians and Jews but, albeit in smaller numbers, also Africans,
Turks, gipsies and Indians. How was their position in relation to the Arabs to be
defined? What legal status were they to be given?
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For along time the system of mawali or clients, associates, affiliates (rmawlah,
plural mawali), which came from pre-Islamic times, seemed to provide a model.
For example, former slaves had always been accepted by a tribe, not as full mem-
bers with equal rights but as ‘protected’ associates. They remained subordinate:
they might not marry any members of the tribe and their children continued to
have a subordinate status. Converts or new Muslims also assumed this status,
which was legally and socially second-class: they were accepted into a client rela-
tionship (wala’) usually as the clientele of an eminent guardian, whose personal
prestige increased with the number of those he was bound to protect.

However, because of increasing conversions, these mawali, from every possi-
ble population, whether prisoners of war or indigenous, became ever more
numerous. They often converted in large groups, so that the Arab tribes came to
consist less and less of tribal members. Many new Muslims brought the know-
ledge gained in their cultures, a technical knowledge alien to the Arabs, and tech-
nical and organizational experience. The Muslim population thus came to have
more and more layers and became increasingly diverse. Aristocratic clans
accepted better-off mawali (e.g. the Persian cavalry) as associates, whereas more
lowly clans had to content themselves with slave workers and weavers.

But we have to ask: why only as associates, second-class people? Where the
mawali came to be in the majority they developed a class consciousness and
increasingly clearly made known their demands. Could a dual-class society
di