Islam in the 21st Century: Can’t We Just Get Along?

DISCUSSION 2: 
The Origins of Islam (cont’d) 

& the Islamic Faith
I. Muhammad in Medina (cont’d)
II. The Spread of Islam
III. The Islamic Faith
Today we pick up where we left off last week with a look at Muhammad’s career in Medina, the spread of Islam in his final years and after his death, and we conclude today with a look at some of the key aspects and beliefs of the Islamic faith.
Muhammad in Medina (cont’d)

Let me remind you that last time we discussed the early origins of Islam and of Muhammad’s personal role therein.  

· The “Night of Power” in 610, when Muhammad was ~40 years old, marks the birth of the religion, when Muhammad was told by the angel Gabriel that he had been chosen to reveal God’s divine message;

· Afterward Muhammad preached against the immorality of his times in Mecca, for which he was persecuted by the city’s wealthy merchant tribes and eventually forced to flee to Medina on the Hegira in 622;

· Once in Medina his status and reputation grow as he becomes head of a small state, and we left off with Muhammad declaring economic warfare against the Meccans by having his followers raid the trade caravans coming into the city, even during the period of the traditional truce for a religious pilgrimage into the city, i.e. the Battle of Badr in 624;
· Of course, the leaders of Mecca were not going to just let this happen without retribution!  The Meccans responded to the raids with several attacks on the Muslims, including a route of Muhammad’s followers in March 625 at Uhud, a loss that nearly destroyed the young Muslim community.  So many of the Muslim men were killed in this battle—initially it was feared that Muhammad had also been killed—that afterward he received another famed revelation—the one stating that it was acceptable to God for men to take up to 4 wives!  This was due to the very specific context of the immediate loss in the Battle of Uhud, because so many women among the Muslims were widowed and thus left without “protection” in the perception of the time.  Granting men four wives in the context of Arabian society was 1) a limitation compared to usual practice where unlimited polygamy was the norm and far more than 4 wives were usually taken; and 2) seen as a necessary act following the Battle of Uhud.  
· A third decisive and defining battle (the Battle of the Trench and the Siege of Medina) took place two years later in 627.  The Meccans failed in an attempted siege of Medina, a major victory for Muhammad and the early Muslims that won them new allies among the nomadic Bedouin tribes of the Arabian peninsula.  The Meccans amassed a huge army and marched on Medina.  However, Muhammad had ordered that a deep trench be dug along the outside of Medina’s wall, a practice not common to Arab warfare, and it kept the forces of the Meccans and their Bedouin allies at bay.  Thus the Meccan forces decided to lay siege to the city, but this too proved unsuccessful, and when the summer weather came many of the Bedouin tribes fighting with the Meccans abandoned the siege of Medina and eventually the Meccans retreated as well.  This was then a most resounding and convincing victory for the early Muslims.  It added legitimacy to Muhammad’s cause and to his claim to be a prophet of God; in subsequent months many surrounding Bedouin tribes, including some that helped lay siege to Medina, became followers of Muhammad and the early Muslims, as their rank, prestige, and power grew.
· In 628 Muhammad and 1,000 unarmed followers made the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, where they negotiated a peace treaty (Treaty of al-Hudaybiya) with the city’s leaders guaranteeing Muslims the right of pilgrimage to the Ka’ba.  However, the following year the Meccans broke the agreement by attacking a Bedouin tribe allied with the Muslims. So in 630 Muhammad led 10,000 men to the outskirts of Mecca, which greatly outnumbered any force the Meccans could put together to fight them.  What he did next was unprecedented, and is another key to understanding the multiple aspects and many-sided nature of Islam.  When Muhammad returned home triumphantly to Mecca in 630 he pardoned/forgave his rivals in Mecca rather than kill them—a tremendous act contrary to the common laws of tribal warfare—though he did destroy their idols (360 of them) or gods at the Ka’ba, which was very important obviously.  His was a religious war, not a personal blood feud or tribal war common among the peoples of Arabia at that time.  Questions?

The Spread of Islam

Less than two years after the recapture of Mecca in 630, most of the remaining tribes of Arabia converted to Islam.  Three months after taking one last pilgrimage and giving one final sermon on the Plain of Arafat outside of Mecca, Muhammad died in Medina in June 632 (of natural causes in a very “man-like” way, i.e. no acts of martyrdom, no resurrection.  Muhammad made no claim to divinity—he was Allah’s messenger, he was not a God himself.  In fact, he feared that divination for himself would taint the monotheistic message of a Supreme God that he preached, as he believed had happened with Christianity).  By the time of his death Islam had spread to cover a large part of the Arabian Peninsula (show map; EXPLAIN shades of green; it continued to spread after his death and is the world’s 2nd largest religion).  
Islam spreads through peaceful conversion as well conquest.  As Quranic scholar Neal Robinson notes, “It is undeniable that the rapid expansion of Islam . . . was facilitated by the military prowess of the Arab Muslims who stepped into the power vacuum left by the Byzantine and Persian Empires which were exhausted from fighting each other.  Nevertheless, in some of the provinces of these empires, Islam was welcomed because it held out the promise of a more egalitarian society and was more tolerant toward religious minorities,” Neal Robinson, Islam: A Concise Introduction, p. 18.  Islam as a religion clearly has a militaristic side to it (I would suggest that all religions do, or at least that all can be interpreted in that way); but it is a very complex religion indeed that is, I think, very beautiful and mostly peaceful.  It lends itself to violence perhaps, but only through interpretation.  Questions/comments?  
{SUMMARY/COMPARISON}: 
· Muhammad is similar to Jesus in some ways but also quite different; he founds a religion, but Muhammad is considered a “prophet” of god, not the “son” of god or a divine being in any way;

· They are both teachers/preachers, and both are remarkably good with the spoken word, but Jesus was known for his faith healing, whereas Muhammad was not; 

· Muhammad was much more explicitly political (although Jesus’ teachings were also political as a challenge to Roman authority); but Muhammad was actually a head of state by the end of his life;

· Muhammad was also a warrior, Jesus obviously was not—Muhammad’s life, career, and teaching definitely sanctioned violence (albeit only for just causes, but that can be in the eye of the beholder); whereas Jesus’ short life and career does not sanction violence (although I must hasten to add that unfortunately a lot of violence has been perpetrated in the name of Christianity nonetheless!)

· Finally, the manner of their deaths is very different and quite interesting, Jesus dieing a martyr at an early age and miraculously rising from the dead, whereas Muhammad lived a long life (died in his early 60s) and died of natural causes with nothing miraculous surrounding his death.  When Muhammad died, one of his closest followers, Abu Bakr, famously announced to the early Muslims, “If you worship Muhammad, know that he is dead; but if you worship God, know that he will live forever.”  Questions/comments?
The Islamic Faith
Let’s turn to the Basic features of the Islamic faith (the core concepts of the religion accepted and practiced by all Muslims): 

· Islam accepts religious figures from Judaism and Christianity.  Muslims accept Abraham, Moses, Jeremiah, Isiah, Jesus, Mary, and other holy figures in Judaism and Christianity as prophets of God, as well as some local, Arabic messengers not recognized in the other major monotheistic religions.  Arab Muslims believe they are descended from Abraham’s son by his wife Hagar, Ismail, whereas Jews are descended from Abraham’s son by his wife Sarah, Isaac.  Mecca is the site where Hagar and Ismail settled in the desert and built the Ka’ba to memorialize God.  They do not believe in the concept of ORIGINAL SIN; they believe that humans are inherently good, but that they are forgetful, which is why God must send messengers and prophets to remind them of his will and especially of his monotheistic message.  Muhammad is the last prophet.  In addition to accepting aspects of the other main monotheistic religions, Islam also assimilated various pagan practices (as had Christianity as well during the history of its growth and expansion).  In fact, the most important ritual of all was maintained—the annual pilgrimage to the Ka’ba in the center of Mecca was “Islamicized” (adopted by Muhammad as one of the five pillars of Islam, which I will clarify momentarily).  This satisfied Muhammad’s former merchant foes in the city just fine.  Indeed, the pilgrimage not only continued, it grew, and as a result the underlying economic and political aspects of the conflict between Muhammad and the Meccan merchants was resolved to the benefit of all (show images 1-3). 

· One reason for the rapid spread and strong appeal of Islam is that, like Christianity, it has an inherently equalizing message (perhaps even more explicitly than in Christianity).  All are equal in the eyes of Allah, a fact symbolized especially by the male clothing during the pilgrimage or hajj.  At a specified point on the pilgrimage {Rabigh just north of Jidda for those coming from the north}, male pilgrims put away their everyday clothing and put on the ihram, or pilgrim’s garment (show image of modern pilgrimage—NOTE that all the pilgrims are wearing simple white garments to symbolize their equality in the eyes of Allah).  “The reason for this attire,” Muhammad Asad tells us, “which goes back to an injunction of the Prophet, is that during the hajj there should be no feeling of strangeness between the Faithful who flock together from all the corners of the world to visit the House of God, no difference between races and nations, or between rich and poor or high and low, so that all may know that they are brethren, equal before God and man,” Muhammad Asad, The Road to Mecca, p. 382.  He goes on to explain that, because the ihram would expose too much of their bodies, women pilgrims keep their usual, everyday garments.  At least for men, then, there is a clear equalizing message symbolized by the clothing of the hajj or pilgrimage.  
· Finally, the main precepts of the Islamic faith are The five pillars of Islam: (What are they?) 1) To accept the core principle of the faith, “there is no Divinity but God and Muhammad is God’s prophet;” once this simple act is done in the presence of at least two witnesses one officially becomes a Muslim;  2) To pray five times each day (salat; prayer is mentioned over 80 times in the Quran); (in which direction do Muslims pray?  Toward Mecca and the Ka’ba; for part of the Medina phase in the 620s, the early Muslims prayed in the direction of Jerusalem because they considered it a holy city too and because Mecca at the time was inhabited by pagans).  Prayer for Muslims is not a casual communication with God, but a rigorously prescribed set of movements and recitations during which believers acknowledge total submission to Allah by touching their foreheads to the ground.  Muslim prayer = the convergence of body, spirit/soul, and earth.  The five daily prayers—sunrise, mid-morning, noon, afternoon, and evening—are most often performed in the workplace {which has obvious implications for modern economic practices} or the home.  Friday is the Muslim holy day or day of communal worship, and the noon prayer is when members of the community (or ummah) gather in large congregational meetings at mosques; 3) To give alms to the poor (zakat)—like Christianity, Islam appealed to the poor; the Quran has numerous passages about showing kindness to the poor (which, of course, is also an implicit acceptance of their existence—it is an acknowledgement that poverty is a natural phenomenon that will always be with us).  The amount was defined vaguely as the “surplus” beyond a certain amount, of which 2 ½ % was to be paid in zakat.  The amount payable on crops was set at 10% or 5% if the land had to be irrigated—Muhammad took the most minute details into account!; 4) To abstain from food, drink, and sexual activity from dawn till dusk during the holy month of Ramadan, which is when Muhammad received the first revelations from the angel Gabriel.  This is the 9th month of the lunar calendar.  Since the lunar calendar is only 355 days, it is always changing in relation to the solar calendar—thus it is not in a set season.  For example, in 2000 Ramadan began ~November 28, 2001 ~November 17, 2002 ~November 6, in 2003 it began ~October 26 and so on.  The fact that Muslims from around the world fast during the same period and break their fast at the same time adds to their sense of unity and solidarity, and also makes them more sensitive to the plight of the poor and hungry; 5) To go at least once in one’s lifetime if possible as a pilgrim to the Ka’ba in Mecca (hajj), the economic significance of which I’ve already discussed.  Questions/comments?

Next time I would like to concentrate on the Shia-Sunni split, other sects in Islam, and the relevance of those differences in the contemporary world.
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