Islam
Recent generations have seen a number of celebrities embrace the faith proclaimed by the Prophet of Allah – Muhammad.  Lew Alcindor became Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Cassius Clay became Muhammad Ali, and Cat (now Yusuf) Stevens wrote “Boy with a Moon and Star on His Head.”  What attracted these famous figures, and many others, to choose this route to Ultimate Truth?  Did they make the correct choice?  Let us investigate the Muslim faith.   

А. History of Islam

1. The Pre-history of Islam

The founder of Islam, Muhammad, was born in 570 AD to the Quraysh tribe in Mecca, which at that time was only a small settlement.  Mecca was already famous, though, as a place of worship of the “Black Stone,” which was housed in a structure called the “Kabba.”
   

Muhammad’s grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib, was an important figure in Mecca.  He was in charge of maintenance for the Kabba and provisions for worshipping pilgrims.  According to legend, Abd al-Muttalib discovered the well (named “Zamzam”), which God opened for Agar and Ishmael (see Gen 21;19), and successfully repulsed an attack on Mecca by invaders from Yemen.
  

The time before Muhammad is called the “Age of Ignorance.”  Arabs at that time worshipped natural forces and idols of every kind.  Every tribe claimed its own “patron-god.”  The “patron-god” of Mecca was Allah, whose dwelling was the Kabba.  Along with Allah, the inhabitants of Mecca revered other gods and goddesses, including the three daughters of Allah.  Before his enlightenment, Muhammad himself worshipped idols (see Surah 93:6-8).
  

Evidence exists that even before Islam appeared in Mecca, there was already movement toward monotheism.  Notable in this regard is the teaching of Zayd ibn Amr (died 605 AD), who proclaimed faith in one God and rejected idol worship.
  A monastic order, the Hanifs, also rejected polytheism and preached faith in one God.
 

2. The Birth of Islam

Muhammad was raised in humble circumstances by foster parents, who eventually evicted him.  He then settled with his grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib, who taught him about worship at the Kabba.  After his grandfather’s death, Muhammad lived with an uncle.  Muhammad’s early years, then, were unremarkable, except for a legend that as a youth two angels visited him and “cleansed his heart.”

At age 25, Muhammad married an affluent 40-year-old woman and subsequently managed her flocks.  This gave him opportunity to spend time alone in prayer and reflection, which was already his custom since youth.  He was dissatisfied with the polytheism that surrounded him and sought a better religious experience.  Muhammad was likely acquainted with Judaism and Christianity, but failed to embrace either.  

It is claimed that in the year 610, when Muhammad was 40 years old, during a time of prayerful reflection in a cave, he saw in a vision the angel Gabriel, who conveyed to him revelation from Allah, the only true God.
  The first Surah is often dated from this visitation:
  

In the Name of Allah – the Most Compassionate, Most Merciful.  All praise is for Allah – Lord of all worlds.  The Most Compassionate, Most Merciful, Master of the Day of Judgment.  You alone we worship and You alone we ask for help.  Guide us along the Straight Path, the Path of those You have blessed – not those You are displeased with, or those who are astray.

Reportedly, Muhammad initially expressed doubts that his experience was genuine, but, with the encouragement of his wife, he embraced it as from God.
  After his initial vision, Muhammad claimed to receive subsequent visions in the cave, which concerned, in general, Allah’s judgment.

When Muhammad began preaching his revelations, the people of Mecca rejected them and launched a persecution against him, especially because he reproved them for idol worship and corruption.  In the end, he was driven from Mecca to the city of Yathrib, whose inhabitants welcomed and received him.  Having become chief of Yathrib, he renamed the city Madīnat an-Nabī, or the “City of the Prophet,” now known as Medina.  Muhammad’s flight (now called Hijrah), took place in 622, which is the first year of the Islamic calendar.
 

A sizeable community of Jews lived in Mecca, and Muhammad hoped to attract them to his movement by having his followers circumcised.  Nonetheless, the Jews rejected his teaching resulting in many being evicted from Medina and others being killed.
  Peters reports the following: “At first Muhammad offered himself as a prophetic reformer to the Jews of Medina, and then, when they rejected him, turned his back on them and began to refashion ‘Islam’ as an alternative to Judaism.”
  

 From Medina, Muhammad staged raids on caravans from Mecca and other places, often treating his victims mercilessly, not sparing any.  Peters comments, “The Muslim community in Medina had become dependent on (or perhaps simply accustomed to) the booty from the Prophet’s raids.”
  Nigosian adds, “Subsequent and repeated attacks on unbelieving merchants yielded successes that were interpreted as divine victories.”
 

For many years, Muhammad warred with Mecca, basically to a standstill.  In the year 630, Muhammad gathered an army of 10,000 troops to wage a massive assault on Mecca.  Faced with certain defeat, the city surrendered.  Remarkably, instead of seeking revenge, Muhammad forgave his enemies in Mecca.  He proceeded to introduce reforms in the city, including removing from the Kabba the names and images of the various gods worshipped there, leaving intact only images of Jesus and Mary.
  

After the victory over Mecca, other Arab tribes began acknowledging Muhammad as the prophet of Allah.  Muhammad also conquered other Arab territories and tribes, compelling them to abandon idolatry and accept Islam.  In the end, all the Arab tribes converted to the faith of Muhammad.
  In 632, Muhammad died in Medina.
3. The Spread of Islam

After Muhammad’s death, began the era of the “Rashidun Caliphs”: Abu Bakr (632–634), Umar ibn al-Khattab (634–644), Uthman ibn Affan (644–656), and Ali ibn Abi Talib (656-661), the final three being assassinated by their enemies.
  

Abu Bakr was a close friend and disciple of Muhammad, one of the first (if not the first) convert to Islam. Upon coming to power, he immediately engaged in suppressing rebellions among some Arab tribes.  He also faced resistance from those vying for leadership in the movement.  Abu Bakr directed the initial gathering of Muhammad’s teachings.  During his administration, the Muslims conquered Palestine.  Historians characterize him as a modest and dedicated leader.  Payne writes, “He was the greatest of the Caliphs, the most generous, the most devout, the most learned.”
  He died in 634.

Before departing this life, Abu Bakr appointed Umar ibn al-Khattab the next caliph.  Umar was an ascetic, and Payne describes his as “calm, unyielding, demanding and receiving instant obedience, he sometimes gave way to ferocious bursts of temper.”
  During his administration, the Muslim Arabs seized Egypt, Jerusalem, Syria and Iraq.  In addition, he evicted non-Muslims from Arabia and pressured non-Muslims in occupied lands to accept Islamic faith.
 

Next, Uthman ibn Affan was chosen as caliph.  A rift occurred, though, since the citizens of Medina preferred Ali ibn Abi Talib, the son-in-law and cousin of Muhammad.  Uthman reigned over the Islamic empire for 12 years.  He is described as a cowardly figure, yet under his leadership the empire continued to expand.  His most notable achievement was publishing the standard version of the Quran, after which he destroyed all previous versions of the surahs (life/teachings) of Muhammad.
  

The last of the Rashidun Caliphs was Ali ibn Abi Talib, the son-in-law and cousin of Muhammad.  Many resisted his leadership, including Aisha, the favorite wife of Muhammad and daughter of Abu Bakr.  On the other hand, the Persians greatly respected him, even more than Muhammad.  Until this day, among the Muslims of Iran, he and the direct descendants of Muhammad hold pride of place (see “Shia Muslims” below).
  

After Ali’s demise, Mu'awiya I took the reigns as the leader of Islam.  He made the monumental move of shifting the capital of the Muslim Empire from Mecca to Damascus and thereby became the founder of the Umayyad Caliphate, which headed Islam until the mid-eighth century.  Mecca, together with Medina, revolted against Mu'awiya, but were defeated and the cities were sacked.  This dynasty saw the construction of the famous Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem and the expansion of the Islamic empire from Spain to China.

In 747, Abu Muslim, leader of the “Abbasids” in Persia, led a successful rebellion against the Umayyad Caliphate and established the Abbasid Caliphate, which dominated the Islamic world with the exception of Spain, which remained under Umayyad control for another 300 years.  The Abbasid Caliphate fought against the European Crusaders and remained in power essentially until the Mongol invasion in the 13th century (in Egypt, until the 16th century).  The Abbasid Caliphate centered their authority in Bagdad, and for the first time, Arabs no longer led the movement, but Persians.  Interestingly, the Mongol invasion resulted in the Mongols becoming Muslims as well.

The Turks finally drove the Mongols out and subsequently established the Ottoman Empire, which lasted until the beginning of the 20th century.  Outstanding among the Turkish sultans (later called “caliphs”) was Muhammad  I, who showed great lenience toward Christians, established friendly relations with other nations, and showed honor to Mecca.  Muhammad  II, however, was a cruel tyrant, who conquered Constantinople (now Istanbul), and waged wars against European states.
 

In 1924, upon the cessation of World War I, during which the Ottoman Empire suffered defeat, the Turkish government abolished the caliphate.  Since that time, no caliph has ruled Islam.  Turkey retains the right to re-establish the caliphate,
 but, as Kerr comments: 

The ijma (i.e. “consensus”) of contemporary Sunni Islam seems to be that if the Shari’a (i.e. “Islamic Law”) is observed by the national governments of Muslim states, there is no need for the transnational office of caliph to be restored.

After the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, England and France partitioned the Middle East, and for a period of time, the Islamic world experienced colonization by non-Muslim governments.  After World War II, though, the influence of Western Europe on the Middle East waned, and the Arab nations regained independence.  From that time, in several Islamic states, Islamic law has been reinstated (such as in Iran), but some countries observe the separation of religion and state.
 

At the present time, Islam boasts just over 2 billion followers, which comprises nearly a quarter of the world’s population, occupying second place among world religions behind Christianity.  It continues to grow and expand, especially in Europe.  Most Muslims live in the Middle East, North Africa, Central Asia, and Indonesia.
 

4. Final Items of Interest

The historical relationship between caliphs and Islamic scholars, i.e. ulamas, is worth noting.  In the political sphere, the caliph always held sway, but it was less clear who had the authoritative voice in religious questions.  The publication of the Quran eased tension some, since it directly declared the will of Allah.
  At the same time, concerning questions not addressed by the Quran, both the caliphs and the ulamas claimed prophetic authority.  In the end, the ulamas prevailed, and to this day Islamic scholars are the official organ for determining Islamic Law.
 

Finally, the Muslim attitude toward non-Muslims has varied.  The strictest restrictions have historically been directed toward worshippers of idols.  Toward Christians and Jews, however, Muslims have traditionally been more lenient.

B. Branches of Islam

The followers of Muhammad are divided into several groups.  We will briefly look at special features of each: the Sunni Muslims, the Shia Muslims, and a mystical movement within Islam called Sufism.  Most Muslims are Sunni.  Shia Muslims are found in Iran, Iraq, Azerbaijan and Bahrain.

1. Sunni and Shia Islam

The main difference between Sunni and Shia Muslims concerns the question of leadership.  Sunni Muslims choose their leaders.  Shia, however, recognize only the descendants of Muhammad, whom they call Imams.
  This means that Shia Islam rejects the legitimacy of the first three Rashidun Caliphs.
 

The Shia believe that the first true Imam (or Caliph) was Ali, the son-in-law and cousin of Muhammad.  They feel that Muhammad appointed him head of his movement before his death.  Although Ali was not a direct descendant of Muhammad, the second and third Imams, Hasan ibn Ali and Husayn ibn Ali, since they were children of Ali and Muhammad’s daughter Fatimah, were true descendants.
 

This hereditary line in Shia Islam continued to the twelfth Imam, who mysteriously disappeared in the ninth century at age 7.  At present, Shia teachers, the ulamas and ayatollahs, serve as representatives of the “hidden” twelfth Imam, who is expected to return at the end of time under the name Mahdi.
  

Between these two branches, other significant differences exist.  Sunni accept as authoritative both the Quran and the Sunnah (the words and deeds of Muhammad), as recorded in the Hadith (see below).  They also accept as authoritative the corporate decisions of Islamic scholars (ulamas).  Shia, on the other hand, accept the Quran, the Sunnah (but not from the Hadith), and the teachings of Imams, ulamas and ayatollahs.  For the Shia, though, the authority of the Imams is absolute.
  

Sunni and Shia also have different understandings of the relationship between religion and government.  Sunni hold to the separation of religion and state, while Shia apply Islamic law (Sharia) to all aspects of life, including government.
 

Furthermore, Sunni believe Abu Bakr was Muhammad’s first convert, while Shia ascribe that honor to Ali.  Finally, Sunni feel that Muhammad doubted his first visitation from Gabriel, but Shia insist that he immediately accepted it.
 

2. Sufism

Sufism appeared in the eighth-ninth centuries as a reaction to legalism and ritualism in Islam.  It encourages personal, mystical contact with Allah and unification with him.  Curiously, Sufism, as all mystical movements, emphasizes God’s imminence, which stands in sharp contrast with the picture of the transcendent God presented in the Quran.
  In regards to Islamic leadership, Sufis belong to either the Sunni or the Shia branches.  Yet, in distinction from them, they seek mystical contact with Allah.
  

Follower of Sufism study under a master (called a pir), which resembles the relationship between a guru and his disciple.  The pir, allegedly, has reached the final stage before unification with Allah.
  

In their mystical search for Allah, Sufis employ special techniques, like yoga and singing the 99 names of Allah.  They also seek to develop “inner purity” through asceticism, meditation and personal discipline.  Only a purified individual can unite with the holy Allah.  The seeker may hasten his progress by practicing celibacy or joining a monastery.  It is thought that Allah engages in this process as well, giving worshippers a type of grace (haal), which aids them it their spiritual progress.
 

The more renown of the Islamic mystics include Al-Hallaj (9th-10th century), Bayazid (11th century), and Ibn Arabi (12th-13th century).  The popularity of Al-Hallaj threatened the caliph so much, that the latter executed him.  Some mystics travel to Mecca to meditate before the Kabba.  Some claim to have attained unification with Allah.  Reports exist of supernatural phenomena associated with them.  Sufis are also famous for the Mevlevis, or the “whirling dervishes,” and their special worship dance.
 

Some commentators note the close ties between mystical movements in different religions.  Mystics may actually have more in common with one another than with their host religion.  Arkoun, for example, writes, “The ultimate purpose of mysticism is, first and foremost, a lived experience of an internal, unifying experience between believer and his or her personal God.”
  Payne adds:

There is a meeting place of the spirit among the mystics.  The Muhamadan mystic recognizes Jesus as his exemplar.  The great Persian poet Jalalu’l-Din Rumi is brother to St. John of the Cross, and St. Teresa of Avila would have understood the words which fell so simply from the lips of the saintly Rabi’a al-Adawiyya.

C. Beliefs of Islam

The word “Islam” means “submission,” which well characterizes the nature of this faith.  The goal of Islam is subjection of the world to the rule of Allah and the moral renewal of society.  In the words of British Muslim leader Jakub Zaki:

Islam seeks to bring about the rule of God on earth through the activities of his people, and these activities include military as well as cultural, intellectual, and every other legitimate activity of human life.

The teachings of Islam are traditionally divided into the following categories: God, Prophets, Angels, Scripture and the Last Day.  We will follow this scheme as well. 

1. God (Allah)

Foundational to Islam is the doctrine of one God.  His most prominent characteristic is His “oneness.”  Particularly, the Quran specifies that he has no son: “It is not for Allah to take a son!” (Surah 19:35; also see 10:68).
 

Allah has 99 names, which describe not so much his character, as his will and works.  His primary name is Allah.  The essence of his character is unknown.  It is not as important to understand Allah, as it is to obey him.  Muslims sometime use a string of beads to recite the names of Allah.  It is said that he has yet another name, the 100th, but only mystics (sufis) know it.

Allah is the “Originator of the heavens and the earth!” (Surah 2:117).  He predetermines all things (Surah 54:51), even the eternal destiny of people (Surah 17:13).  He directs activities on earth (Surah 35:2; 57:22).  He is described as “Most Compassionate,” “Most Merciful,” “Most Holy,” “All-Perfect” (Surah 59:22-24).  He is almighty, sovereign, all-wise, ever-present (Surah 57:1-6; 59:22-24).  He is immanent, but does not dwell in people.  Allah does not like “wrongdoers,” (Surah 3:140), the “deceitful, sinful” (Surah 4:107), or “disbelievers” (Surah 3:32).
  Allah possess total freedom.  Accordingly, his actions proceed not so much from his nature, as from his will.  Consequently, it is impossible to predict exactly how he will act in a given situation.
  

In relation to people, Haneef feels that Allah behaves more like a Judge than a Heavenly Father: “God is not concerned with the human being, however, as the sole or necessarily the most important of His creations.”
  In a similar way, Payne, summarizing the witness of the Quran about Allah, states that he is “a stern and unrelenting God, suspicious of men, an all-knowing and all-powerful Arbiter, demanding the absolute submission of men and only occasionally tempering His justice with mercy.”
  In contrast to the above, Arkoun defends the position that Islam not only requires submission, but also reveals “a relationship of loving and grateful obedience between Creator and creature.”
 

2. Prophets

Islam acknowledges 124,000 prophets from different people groups, twenty-five of which are mentioned in the Quran.  The most honored are Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad.  It is thought that Muhammad is now in heaven interceding before Allah.  He is, of course, the most honored of all the prophets.  The message of other prophets was intended for a certain people group at a certain time, but the message of Muhammad is for all.  All of Allah’s prophets led sinless, or near sinless lives.
 

Among the earlier prophets, Abraham receives the most attention.
  He is, in Peters’ words, “the central figure in the development of God’s relations with his human creation.”
  Arkoun considers him the ideal Muslim, “who acts in loving obedience to God.”
  It is thought that by focusing on Abraham, Muhammad was able to distinguish his movement from Judaism and Christianity: “Abraham was neither a Jew nor a Christian; he submitted in all uprightness and was not a polytheist” (Surah 3:67).

The Quran reports that Abraham and his son Ishmael constructed the Kabba in Mecca (Surah 2:124-127).  Supposedly, Abraham did the first circuit (tawaf) around the Kabba.  Muslims also believe that the Black Stone, imbedded in the wall of the Kabba, came from the Garden of Eden, or from heaven via Gabriel.

In distinction from Judeo-Christian faith, Muslims consider Ishmael, not Isaac, the heir and favorite son of Abraham.  Moreover, Abraham “offered in sacrifice” not Isaac, but Ishmael.
  Arabs consider themselves descendants of Ishmael and, accordingly, heirs of God’s covenant with Abraham.  

A problem arises, though, in that the ruling Arab tribe at the time of Muhammad, the Quraysh, apparently does not trace its descendancy from Ishmael, and they settled in Mecca not from Abraham’s time, but only a short time before Muhammad.  Defenders of Islam respond that Ishmael’s descendants intermarried with the Quraysh, and, in this way, Arabs joined the hereditary line of Ishmael.
  It is also suggested that the Quraysh had lived in Mecca at an earlier time and, before their return there, local inhabitants inserted pagan elements into worship at the Kabba.
  

Scholars dispute when exactly Muhammad first encountered Christianity.  Since both synagogues and churches existed in Arabia at that time, one might assume he was acquainted with both of these faiths from his early years.  Others contend that since Muhammad could not read or write, he had no acquaintance with the Judeo-Christian Scriptures and that he had no contact with Christians until the capture of Mecca.
 

The Quran devotes a substantial amount of attention to the person of Jesus.  He is mentioned in 93 ayahs (verses).  He is called “the Messiah… the fulfilment of His Word through Mary and a spirit created by a command from Him” (Surah 4:171), and a “sign for humanity and a mercy from Us” (Surah 19:21).  The Quran acknowledges his virgin birth (Surah 3:45-51; 19:19-21) and his miracle ministry (Surah 5:110).

Nevertheless, Muhammad rejected most of the basic doctrines of Christianity.  For him, Jesus was not God’s Son (Surah 19:34-35, 88-93; 4:171), but only a great prophet (Surah 2:136; 3:84-85), i.e. Allah’s messenger (Surah 4:171-172; 5:17-19).  In addition, Muhammad opposed the teaching of the Trinity: “So believe in Allah and His messengers and do not say, ‘Trinity.’ Stop! – for your own good.  Allah is only One God” (Surah 4:171).
  

Muhammad taught that Jesus did not die on the cross.  Some Muslims believe that Allah exchanged him with another person, maybe Judas Iscariot.  Jesus, however, was taken up to heaven (Surah 4:157-158), from whence, according to many Muslims, he will return.  In their accounts of Jesus’ life, the New Testament and the Quran diverge in other ways as well.  Muslims explain these discrepancies by saying that the Early Church exaggerated certain details of Jesus’ life in order to attract Gentiles to the faith.  So then, Islam rejects the full historical veracity of the New Testament.

Still other passages from the Quran speak positively about Jesus and the Gospel:
 

Then in the footsteps of the prophets, We sent Jesus, son of Mary, confirming the Torah revealed before him.  And We gave him the Gospel containing guidance and light and confirming what was revealed in the Torah – a guide and a lesson to the God-fearing (Surah 5:46).

Do not argue with the People of the Book unless gracefully, except with those of them who act wrongfully.  And say, “We believe in what has been revealed to us and what was revealed to you.  Our God and your God is only One. And to Him we fully submit” (Surah 29:46).

However, some feel that after Christians rejected Islam, Muhammad’s attitude toward them hardened, as reflected in the following ayahs:

Fight those who do not believe in Allah and the Last Day, nor comply with what Allah and His Messenger have forbidden, nor embrace the religion of truth from among those who were given the Scripture, until they pay the tax, willingly submitting, fully humbled.  The Jews say, “Ezra is the son of Allah,” while the Christians say, “The Messiah is the son of Allah.”  Such are their baseless assertions, only parroting the words of earlier disbelievers.  May Allah condemn them!  How can they be deluded from the truth? (Surah 9:29-30). 
3. Angels

According to Islamic doctrine, Allah created angels from light, and they exist to worship and serve him.  They also guard Allah’s faithful followers and bring them messages from him.  Since angels lack free will, they carry out Allah’s bidding without fail.

Angels are arranged in a hierarchy with four at the head: Gabriel, Michael, Israfil and Azrael, the chief among them being Gabriel.  There are also scribal angels, who record the good and bad deeds of each person in preparation for Judgement Day (Surah 82:10-12).
 
The lowest class of angels are the jinn (or “genies”), some of whom are good, and others – evil.  They are especially active at night and may manifest as cats, dogs or snakes.  Certain groups are especially susceptible to their influence: newlyweds, infants and their mothers, and those easily frightened.  It is thought that jinn can cause disease or even possess an individual.  One may appease them by a food offering, or ward them off with light, powder or reading the Quran.
 

Islam recognizes the existence of Satan (called Iblis), who was cast out of heaven, tempted Adam and Eve, is the incarnation of evil, and directs hell.  He sinned in that he failed to honor Adam (Surah 7:12–18).  Muslims practice exorcism of demons.

4. Scripture

а. Quran

The most sacred book of Islam is, of course, the Quran.  It is thought that it contains revelations received by Muhammad over the course of 22-23 years,
 and that he dictated these revelations to his disciples, who recorded them.  Since Muhammad could not read or write, Muslims believe that Muhammad contributed nothing to the composition of the book, but simply conveyed verbatim what he received from Allah.
  Wilsom relates the conviction that the Qumran “is seen as… a faithful reproduction of an original engraved on a tablet in heaven which has existed from all eternity.”

Muslims, therefore, consider the Quran to be the faultless revelation of Allah’s will and his final word.  Unlike previous generations, to whom Allah sent earlier prophets, the people of Muhammad’s time were sufficiently mature to receive Allah’s revelation in all its fullness.  This means that in the future a work comparable to the Quran will never appear.
 

As noted above, Abu Bakr, Muhammad’s chief disciple, began the process of gathering the documents that eventually became the Quran.  The third of the Rashidun Caliphs, Uthman ibn Affan, commissioned Muhammad’s secretary, Zayd bin Thabit, to compose a standard version of the Quran, called the Mus'haf.  He then destroyed all previous versions of the Quran that were in use at that time.
  

In its organization of material, the Quran does not follows a chronological order.  Nonetheless, Islamic scholars are able to distinguish surahs written in Mecca from those written in Medina.  The Quran sequences surahs by length – the longest to the shortest, with the exception of the first surah.  It is imperative to write and read the Quran in Arabic.  Translations exist, but they no longer possess the quality of full inspiration.
 

Muslims are encouraged to read the Quran.  In school, children learn ayahs (verses) by heart.  Those who memorize the entire Quran earn a place of special honor and receive the title hafiz.

At times, the Quran is used in a more magical way.  Some use the Quran as a fetish, that is, the physical book itself and its pages are considered holy and protect those who carry it.  Corduan relates the Muslim conviction that it “mediates God’s presence into their lives.”
  The Quran is thought to contain much baraka (see below).  Some open the Quran to a random passage and receive what is written there as a personal word from Allah.  Finally, some dissolve the words of the Koran into a liquid and administer it as medicine.
 
b. Other Writings

Ibn Ishaq (704-767) composed the initial biography of Muhammad, Life of the Messenger of Allah, but some question its reliability.
  The Hadith, composed in the ninth century, is a more respected version of his word and deeds (that is, the sunnah of Muhammad).  Although Muslims consider the Hadith authoritative, it does not share the same level of inspiration as the Quran.  Its teachings are not on the level of commandments, but rather on the level of advice and examples.  As was mentioned earlier, Shia and Sunni Muslims prefer different sources for the sunnah of Muhammad.  The Sunni give preference to the Hadith.
  

Islam recognizes the following as Allah’s Word as well: from the Old Testament – the Pentateuch (Tawrat) and the Psalter (Zabur); from the New Testament – the Gospels (Ingil).  Muslims accept these books because of their connection with recognized prophets (Moses, David, Jesus).
  According to the Quran: 

He has revealed to you ˹O Prophet˺ the Book in truth, confirming what came before it, as He revealed the Torah and the Gospel previously, as a guide for people… (Surah 3:3-4).

Say, O Prophet, “O People of the Book!  You have nothing to stand on unless you observe the Torah, the Gospel, and what has been revealed to you from your Lord” (Surah 5:68; also see 5:66).

Indeed, We have sent revelation to you O Prophet as We sent revelation to Noah and the prophets after him.  We also sent revelation to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and his descendants, as well as Jesus, Job, Jonah, Aaron, and Solomon.  And to David We gave the Psalms (Surah 4:163). 

Over time, though, Muslims considered that the Torah and Gospels were altered and no longer present an accurate account of God’s nature or his plan.  At first, it was thought that the Judeo-Christian scriptures were simply misinterpreted (see Surah 2:40-42, 78; 3:71, 78; 4:46-47).  Later, Muslims came to believe that these scriptures were intentionally changed.
  The Islamic apologist Ajijola wrote:
The first five books of the Old Testament do not constitute the original Torah, but parts of the Torah have been mingled up with other narratives written by human beings and the original guidance of the Lord is lost in that quagmire.  Similarly, the four Gospels of Christ are not the original Gospels as they came from Prophet Jesus… The fact is that the original Word of God is preserved neither with the Jews nor with the Christians.
 

Therefore, the purest and most reliable source of truth is the Quran.  Only the Quran gives the proper interpretation of the Torah and the Gospels.

Beside sacred scripture, Muslims observe “Islamic Law” (Shari’a), which defines a person’s behavior in all spheres of life.  Several sources contribute to the formation of Shari’a: the Quran, the Sunnah, ijma (the consensus of the Islamic community and its scholars), and finally qiyas and 'aql (analogical and dialectic reflections).  Kerr qualifies that the ijma, for all practical purposes, is the consensus of scholars, not the entire Islamic community.
 

There are five categories of law: commandments, recommendations, matters of indifference, matters discouraged, and matters forbidden.  There are different schools of interpretation and application of Islamic Law as well.  Is some Muslim states, Islamic Law concerns only personal behavior, but in others, it dictates societal norms as well.
 

5. The Last Day 

In this section, we will learn not only the Islamic view of eschatology, but also its view of man, sin and salvation in general.  Allah created humans to serve and worship him.  The idea of “Lord to servant” best describes the relation between Allah and humanity.  The goal of humanity is not to be like Allah, but to submit to his will.
 

Muslims reject the doctrine that people have a sinful nature.  When Adam and Eve partook of the forbidden fruit, they inherited not depravity, but “forgetfulness.”  This means that people are not sinful by nature, but simply forget to act properly.  Therefore, people do not need deliverance from the power of sin, but simply reminders of Allah’s laws.  Through knowledge of the law and personal discipline, a person can restrain their sinful impulses and submit to Allah.
  

The most serious sin (even unpardonable) is shirk, which is associating anyone or anything with Allah as Deity.  In Surah 4:116 we read, “Surely Allah does not forgive associating others with Him in worship, but forgives anything else of whoever He wills.  Indeed, whoever associates others with Allah has clearly gone far astray.”  Muslims accuse Christians of doing just that, by ascribing deity to Jesus.
  

Although Allah predestines all things, people are still responsible for their sins.  Allah offers forgiveness of sins, but does not require a substitutionary sacrifice.  He forgives sin out of his mercy in response to repentance, without need for any recompense or satisfaction.
 

The Quran devotes much attention to the afterlife.  The Judgement takes into consideration both the deeds of people and the motives behind them.  Good deeds must outweigh bad ones.  Those receiving a positive verdict at the Judgment enter Paradise – a place of pleasure for faithful Muslims (Surah 43:68-73; 98:7-8; 13:35).  Muhammad’s intercession can tip the scales in favor of those under judgement, as can Allah himself as an act of grace.

Those failing to pass the Judgement are assigned to hell – a place of fire and torment (Surah 37:64-68; 55:54; 46:34; 43:74-76).  It is felt that those whose sins were not committed brashly may serve only a temporary sentence.  This may apply, at the least, to disobedient Muslims.
 

Those who perish in jihad, i.e. “holy war,” have guaranteed access to Paradise (Surah 3:157-158).  It is possible that this promise is an extension of a similar guarantee given by Muhammad to his troops before the battle against Mecca at Badr.

In the last days, Muslims expect a period of ungodliness on the earth headed by Antichrist.  A future deliverer from Allah will appear and punish the wicked, slay Antichrist, and establish the Allah’s rule on the earth.  Sunni Muslims expect this great deliverer to be Jesus Christ.  Shia Muslims assign the role to Mahdi, the return of the “hidden” twelfth Imam.  Some say both will participate in these events.  Several imposters have already appeared, claiming to be the promised Mahdi.
  

Finally, Islamic eschatology includes the teaching of earth’s destruction and the resurrection of the dead before the Judgment (Surah 84:1-19; 80:33-42).  Nothing is written in the Quran, however, of an incorporeal state after death.  Some feel that the souls of the departed simply “sleep” until the resurrection.
 

D. Religious Life and Practice in Islam

The cornerstone of Islamic devotional life is the so-called “Five Pillars of Islam”: the creed, prayer, alms, fasting and pilgrimage.

1. Islamic Creed of Faith (Shahada)

The Islamic creed emphasizes the unity of Allah and mediation of Muhammad.  When someone converts to Islam he/she confesses: “There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is the messenger of Allah.”
  This creed is a combination of Surah 2:163 and Surah 48:29.
 

2. Prayer (Salah)

Muslims beyond the age of 10 are required to pray as least five times a day: at sunrise, at noon, in the afternoon, at sunset and before sleep.  One may be excused from prayer for reasons of illness, travel or engagement in battle, yet one must make up the missed prayer time at a later date.

 Before prayer, the devotee washes face and hands.  One is forbidden to pray knelling on the ground, but only on some covering.  Shoes are removed.  Prayer is directed to the Kaaba in Mecca and is accompanied by bowing.  Prayer consist of reading ayahs (verses) from the Quran that express worship, devotion or submission to Allah.  Prayer may also include personal requests.  Muslims do not ask as much for deliverance from troubles, as for Allah’s will to be done.  They know that Allah predetermines all that happens, even calamities.
 

In addition, Allah’s name is invoked before meals and before sexual activity: “In the Name of Allah the Merciful, the Compassionate.”
  Along with the prescribed times of prayer, the Quran invites the Muslim to continually think of Allah and reflect on him (Surah 3:191; 8:45).
  
3. Alms (Zakat)

The consecrated Muslim contributes 1/40 of his income to the poor and in support of the mosque.  “Income” means only that which exceeds necessary expenses.
 
4. Fasting (Sawm)

Islam observes a special period of fasting every day during the month of Ramadan, which extends from sunrise to sunset.  Some, though, may be excused: the ill, travelers, pregnant and nursing women, the elderly and the mentally ill.
 

Ramadan is especially set apart due to the claim that in that month Muhammad received his first revelation, specifically on the 27th of the month.  This is called the “Qadr Night,” or the “Night of Power.”  Those Muslims who cannot celebrate the Qadr Night in Mecca do so in their local mosque, praying and reading from the Quran.  The last day of the fast is a festive day (Eid al-Fitr).  During the entire month, one must read the Quran entirely or hear it read.
 
5. Pilgrimage (Hajj) 

All Muslims must visit the holy city of Mecca once in a lifetime.  This pilgrimage is call the Hajj.  Those who accomplish it receive a title of honor – Al-Hajji.  The “Great Pilgrimage” (Hajj) is scheduled from the 8th to the 12th day of the twelfth lunar month of the Islamic calendar.  If a pilgrim accomplishes the feat at a different time, it is called the “Lesser Pilgrimage” or Umrah.

The pilgrims arrive in Mecca and, clothed in white attire (ihram), circle the Kabba seven times (tawaf), kissing or touching the Black Stone, if possible.  In addition, pilgrims travel between two neighboring mountains – Safa and Marwa.  This is done in remembrance of Agar seeking water for herself and Ishmael, supposedly, at this place (Gen 21:14).  Pilgrims may also drink from the well Zamzam, which Allah supposedly opened for Agar and her son.
 

The second half of day 2 is spend in prayer and repentance before Mount Arafat, where the pilgrims “stand before Allah.”  On day 3, the participants gather stones to cast at a stone pillar (or wall) that represents Satan.  Next is the sacrifice of a lamb in remembrance of the “sacrifice” of Ishmael by Abraham.  At the very same time, Muslims across the world celebrate the same event, called Eid al-Adha.  After the sacrifice, male pilgrims in Mecca shave their heads.
 

The pilgrims spend the final days of the Hajj in the village of Mina and continue observing rituals.  Often pilgrims also visit the grave of Muhammad in Medina.
  

6. Other Practices

а. The Mosque and the Islamic Community

Islam lacks a priesthood or clergy that fulfills a mediatoral function.  As Arkoun explains, “Each believer enters into a direct relationship with God.”
  Nonetheless, Islam does have a class of scholars, the ulamas.
  Also, every mosque has local leadership.    

The mosque is the place of prayer and worship.  At noon, the call to prayer sounds from the mosque.  Each Friday, men gather at the mosque for prayer and preaching.  Possibly, this practice derives from similar weekly meetings Muhammad held with his disciples.

The mosque serves as the center of the Muslim’s social life.  The Islamic community is called the ummah.  Nigosian comments, “The Islamic community is at once a political and religious community… All of life is sacred and must conform to the lager whole – the identity of the Islamic faith.”
 
 b. Family and Home Life

In the traditional Islamic family, the husband is the breadwinner, and the wife cares for the home.  Parents arrange marriages for their children – the intended partners might not even be acquainted with each other.  Contact between men and women outside the context of marriage is strictly limited.
 
Men may have up to four wives, but a wife is allowed only one husband.  Men may marry non-Muslims, but women may not.  Adultery is forbidden, but divorce is allowed.  A unique, but not universally accepted practice, is nikah mut'ah, that is, “temporary marriage,” which may last only one day.
 
Finally, some dietary restrictions exist.  In particular, Muslims many not consume blood or pork.  Alcohol and narcotics are also forbidden.

c. Personal Behavior
Besides observing the Five Pillars of Islam, Muslim must also develop good personal character.  They should be sincere, honest, responsible, kind, modest, generous and considerate.  They must strive to attain jihad bil nafs, i.e. improvement of character, and also to attain jihad fi sabeel, i.e. elimination of injustice.  They are to lend money without interest.   They should not discriminate those of other faith, or force them to convert to Islam.  Occultism is forbidden.  They must not entertain doubts about their faith or allow others to challenge it.

Islamic culture demands exemplary behavior in all spheres of life.  Schimmel comments, “Wherever one may be, one knows how to behave when entering a house, which formulas of greeting to employ, what to avoid in good company, how to eat, and how to travel.  For centuries Muslim children have been brought up in these ways.”

However, not all Muslims live by these principles.  Some are sincere in their devotion, while others are nominal Muslims or Muslims by tradition only.
   
d. Baraka
Islamic faith includes a concept called baraka, which is an impersonal, spiritual force.  Van Rheenen describes it as follows: Baraka is “divine blessing, grace and mercy… protection from danger and trouble, charisma for leadership, and power to protect and heal.”
  Orthodox Muslims believe that baraka comes as a blessing from Allah, but that one cannot transfer it to others.  In popular Islam, baraka is a magical power, which one can transfer to others.
 

Muslims also believe that one may “accumulate” baraka for oneself by observing the Five Pillars of Islam, including the pilgrimage to Mecca and touching the Kabba.  Sufism, the mystical branch of Islam, recognizes “pirs,” who are spiritual leaders possessing much baraka, received directly from Allah.
 

e. Jihad

Literally, the term jihad means “zeal for God.”  It describes a zeal to do the will of Allah.  It can manifest in various ways: a struggle against sin, efforts to convert others to Islamic faith, or war in defense of Islam.  

Some Muslims reject the suggestion that jihad includes “holy war” at all, while others freely acknowledge this.  The following comments by Nigosian reflect the inconsistency that exists about this question.  On the one hand, he writes, “The object of jihad is not so much the conversion of individuals to Islam as the gaining of political control over societies, in order to govern them in accordance with the principles of Islam.
  On the other hand, he states, “Jihad is no longer thought of as an offensive engagement for expansion, but as a defensive reaction against liberalism, modernism and Westernization.”

Afia Tabbarah investigates the concept of jihad in more detail.
  In his opinion, war can be a positive development in world events, even a “social necessity.”  He sees the record of history testifying to a lack of progress among nations not experiencing war.
  He finds confirmation of his view in the philosophy of Hegel, in that a contrary force must act on the status quo to produce a synthesis, that is, a new and better result.

Accordingly, wars for Islamic expansion were necessary to promote religious and social development.
  The Old Testament conflicts, he feels, accomplished the same goal.  Citing Surah 2:244; 4:74-75; and 22:78.  Tabbarah states, “The Islamic nation is commanded to establish justice on earth, and… establish the Word of God on earth without doubtful intentions.  The cause of God is the cause of justice… the Qur’an demands believers to fight in the cause of God.”
  So then, Tabbarah concludes that Islam is in a continual struggle to establish Allah’s Word on the earth, which will ultimately bring humanity blessing.

In addition, Tabbarah claims that early Islam executed Allah’s judgement on the nations of their day, who were guilty of oppression.  The same applies to Islam’s crusade against Israel today – it is a fight against injustice.
 

E. Evaluation of Islam

One must applaud Islam for its strenuous defense of monotheism, even though its methods of reform and conversion may leave something to be desired.  Islam also promotes a high moral standard in distinction from the permissive nature of modern society.  Also admirable is the conviction that one’s faith should permeate every aspect of life and not consist of merely religious ritual.  

On the other hand, a number of factors caution us against giving Islam a positive appraisal.  We must look into these factors in detail.  

1. Response to Islam’s Claims

Traditionally, defenders of Islamic faith propose five proofs of Muhammad’s true prophetic call.
  We will investigate each individually. 

а) Both the Old and New Testaments clearly predict Muhammad’s advent. 

According to Islamic doctrine, Muhammad is the fulfillment of the promise in Deut 18:18 of a great future prophet: “'I will raise up a prophet from among their countrymen like you, and I will put My words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him.”  Yet, God here promises to raise up a prophet “from among their countrymen,” that is, from Israel.  Additionally, Christians claim that Jesus Christ fulfilled this prophecy (Jn 5:45-46; Acts 3:22-26). 

Muslims also see Muhammad’s coming predicted in John 14:16: “I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper (paraclete), that He may be with you forever.”  Muslims here read not paraclete, but periclytos, which means “the praised one,” and which is equated with the title for Muhammad “Ahmad” in Surah 61:6.
  

However, later in this context Jesus clearly equates the Paraclete with the Holy Spirit (Jn 14:26).  Moreover, he made this promise to his disciples, who would see its fulfillment in their day.  Additionally, Jesus promised that the Paraclete would be with them forever, which Muhammad did not do.  The Paraclete would abide “in” the disciples, that is, He is a spiritual person.  Finally, there are no Greek manuscripts of the New Testament that contain the variant periclytos – they all say paraclete.
  
Muslims also claim that the promise of Deuteronomy 33:2 was fulfilled when Muhammad led an attack on Mecca with 10,000 soldiers: “The LORD came from Sinai, and dawned on them from Seir; He shone forth from Mount Paran, and He came from the midst of ten thousand holy ones; at His right hand there was flashing lightning for them.”  Mount Paran, however, is not near Mecca, but in the Sinai Peninsula near Egypt.
 

Finally, Muhammad supposedly fulfilled the prediction of John the Baptist: “As for me, I baptize you with water for repentance, but He who is coming after me is mightier than I, and I am not fit to remove His sandals; He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Matt 3:11).  Muslims claim that this prophecy must apply to someone who came after John, yet Jesus and John were contemporaries.  In addition, John did not become Jesus’ disciple, as one might expect, but actually doubted his messiahship (Matt 11:2-3).
 

On the other hand, Jesus did in fact begin his ministry after John’s, and John acknowledged that Jesus was greater than he was (Matt 3:14).  John publicly proclaimed Jesus as Son of God and Savior of the world (Jn 1:29-34).

b) The Quran’s quality of language and teaching is incomparable with other religious literature. 

Several factors cast doubt on this claim.  First, the material in the Quran follows no chronological scheme, which complicates the task of its interpretation.  Peters comments, “The Muslim authorities were as uncertain as we are about which of the revelations recorded in the Quran was the earliest received by the Prophet.”
  Another complicating factor, according to Payne, is the lack thematic or logical cohesiveness: “Here everything is fragmentary… Ideas, visions, laws, opinions fragments of myth and legend, follow one another pell-mell.”
  

Second, some doubt that the Quran actually contains the revelations that Muhammad supposedly received.  Caliph Uthman ibn Affan, who released the standard version of the Quran, is suspected of editing the material.  According to Payne, “Abdallah ibn-Masud, Muhammad’s secretary, announced publicly that the canonical version of the Quran as revised by Uthman was a monstrous falsification.”
  Curiously, after Uthman published his version, he destroyed all previous versions.   

Finally, students of the Quran have discovered not a few contradictions that are difficult to explain.  We will enumerate some of those in section 2 below. 

c) Miracles performed by Muhammad confirm his prophetic calling. 

Here we must take into consideration that the majority of miracles, attributed to Muhammad, are recorded not in the Quran, but in the Hadith.  According to the latter, Muhammad miraculously provided water, changed water into milk, multiplied food, healed the sick, conversed with trees, changed a branch into a sword, and did similar works.
 

However, the Hadith may well be a legendary account.  This history was assembled over 100 years after Muhammad’s death, and eyewitness confirmations of these miraculous events are absent.  Additionally, even Islamic scholars express doubts concerning the validity of most of these accounts.  Also significant is the fact that, unlike the Quran, the Hadith is not an inspired book in the Islamic faith.
 

The Quran paints an entirely different picture of the miracle ministry of Muhammad.  On the one hand, the Quran records that Moses and Jesus positively responded to challenges to confirm their ministries with miracles by performing them (Surah 5:112-115; 7:106-108).  On the other hand, we encounter similar challenges presented to Muhammad, yet unlike Moses and Jesus, no miraculous confirmation ensued.  Let us examine the following examples:

The People of the Book demand that you O Prophet bring down for them a revelation in writing from heaven (Surah 4:153).
Those are the same people who say, “Allah has commanded us not to believe in any messenger unless he brings us an offering to be consumed by fire from the sky.”  Say, O Prophet, “Other prophets did in fact come to you before me with clear proofs and even what you demanded – why then did you kill them, if what you say is true?”  If you are rejected by them, so too were messengers before you who came with clear proofs, divine Books, and enlightening Scriptures (Surah 3:183-184).

Those who have no knowledge say, “If only Allah would speak to us or a sign would come to us!”  The same was said by those who came before.  Their hearts are all alike.  Indeed, We have made the signs clear for people of sure faith (Surah 2:118).

They challenge the Prophet, “We will never believe in you until you cause a spring to gush forth from the earth for us, or until you have a garden of palm trees and vineyards, and cause rivers to flow abundantly in it, or cause the sky to fall upon us in pieces, as you have claimed, or bring Allah and the angels before us, face to face” (Surah 17:90-92).

Surah 6:35 does not confirm the claim that Muhammad performed miracles: “If you find their denial unbearable, then build – if you can – a tunnel through the earth or stairs to the sky to bring them a more compelling sign.  Had Allah so willed, He could have guided them all.  So do not be one of those ignorant of this fact.”  This is only a hypothetical possibility, not a real event being described.
 

Neither does the account of Muhammad’s ascension to heaven (the Isra and Mi'raj) described in Surah 17, provide miraculous confirmation of his prophetic calling.  There is no objective confirmation of these events.  Geisler and Saleeb report that many Islamic scholars do not take these accounts in a literal sense.

The Quran records a miracle story that disconcerts even many Muslims – that Muhammad split the moon in two.  The story, of course, lacks any historical confirmation.
 

The Hour has drawn near and the moon was split in two. Yet, whenever they see a sign, they turn away, saying, “Same old magic!”  They rejected the truth and followed their own desires – and every matter will be settled (Surah 54:1-3).

As a rule, the miracles ascribed to Muhammad concern his military victories (especially at Badr) and the protection he enjoyed in battle.  Yet, Geisler and Saleeb voice the objection:

If Badr’s victory is a sign of divine confirmation, then why was not the subsequent clear defeat at Uhud a sign of divine disapproval?  Muhammad is not the first outnumbered military leader in history to win a big victory.
 

As far as fulfilled prophecies, Muslims cite the prediction of Rome’s victory over Persia recorded in Surah 30:2-4.
   Yet, this single instance, which could have been predicted without supernatural aid, does not especially impress. 

Finally, in response to the argument that the beauty and literary excellence of the Quran testifies of its divine origin, Geisler and Saleeb write:

It is God’s established way to confirm his prophets through miracles.  Furthermore, it is a whole lot easier to produce a beautiful piece of religious literature than it is to perform miraculous feats of nature.

d) Muhammad led an exemplary life.  His character confirms his calling. 

In distinction from the above claim, it appears, however, that Muhammad led a lifestyle of violence and robbery, launching attacks on caravans, even of peaceful tribes, and often taking no prisoners.  Payne reports on the transformation of Muhammad’s character at that time: 

Imperceptibly his character was changing.  He was still warm and human toward his intimates, still laughed hugely, still demonstrated a kind of gentle amusement in the world around him; but toward those of his followers who were not included within the charmed circle of his friendship, he showed a kind of defiant tolerance.

Furthermore, Payne describes the multifaceted personality of Muhammad as follows: “His ideas and visions were continually changing at the mercy of events”; “Violence and gentleness were at war within him.”
 

In connection with his military actions, Payne writes, “Muhammad never doubted that war was a blessed thing when fought on behalf of the faith.  No other religious leader of comparable stature has every urged such unpitying wars against his enemies.”
  “He exchanged spiritual violence for physical violence, and gloried in it, and perhaps saw very little difference between them.”

Moreover, it is problematic to consider Muhammad’s relation to women as exemplary behavior.  He had about ten wives, which exceeded the limit set by the Quran (Surah 4:3).  He also took to wife a nine-year-old girl Aisha, the daughter of Abu Bakr.
 

The most discussed supposed transgression of Muhammad’s life is known as the “Satanic verses.”
  According to Muhammad’s biography, Life of the Messenger of Allah, at one time he compromised his monotheistic convictions.  While he was still in Mecca, before his flight to Medina, he announced the 53rd Surah, in which he states the following about the three daughters of Allah, worshipped at that time as goddesses: “Now, have you considered the idols of Lât and ’Uzza, and the third one, Manât, as well?” (Surah 53:19-20).

Then, as Ibn Ishaq relates it, Muhammad listened to the voice of Satan, who gave him the following words in recognition of these goddesses: “These are the high flying cranes; verily their intercession is to be hoped for.”  After this, Gabriel rebuked Muhammad, and the latter received a new Surah, which now appears in the Quran: “Do you prefer to have sons while you attribute to Him daughters?” (Surah 53:21).  The omitted words are now called the “Satanic ayahs (verses),” because Satan suggested them.  Although many early Islamic leaders accepted this history as genuine, today it is highly offensive to Muslims. 

Finally, the Quran contains other passages where Allah calls Muhammad to ask forgiveness for sins that he committed, which undermines the belief in Muhammad’s irreproachable character (see Surah 40:55; 47:19; 48:2).

e) The rapid expansion of Islam proves the genuineness of this revelation. 

The weakness of this argument is self-evident.  For the most part, Islam spread as a result of violent assaults by Muslims on other tribes and oppressive control over coverts to Islam.  Defection from Islam could lead to death. 

2. Inconsistencies in the Islamic Faith 

Some critique Islam in regard to its origins, specifically, the origins of the Hajj.  Before the advent of Islam, the ancient Arab tribes practiced the worship of stones, which may explain the origin of many rituals practiced during the Hajj, like circling the Kabba and kissing the Black Stone, which was in practice long before Muhammad’s time.  The Kabba, at that time, contained the names of 360 pagan gods.  In addition, pagan worship included travelling between the mountains Safa and Marwa, casting stones at a stone pillar, drinking from a sacred well and observing a holy month.
  Payne comments on the phenomenon: 

Of all the places which Muslims are enjoined to visit in their pilgrimage, or Hajj, only one in intimately connected with the Prophet; all the other places, and all the sacrifices performed at them, derive from the age when the Arabs worshipped stones.

Peters comes to the following conclusion: “The Prophet took what he found, discarded some elements of the cult, reshaped others, and integrated whatever was suitable into a new, specifically Muslim Hajj.”
 According to Arkoun: 

History teaches, too, that Islam has retained many of the rites and beliefs characteristic of earlier Arab religion: the rites of pilgrimage to Mecca, the belief in jinn, the mythological representations of ancient peoples, and many edifying tales with clear references to preceding cultures.

Geisler and Saleeb claim that Muhammad borrowed outside material not only for conducting the Hajj, but also for writing the Quran:

W. St. Clair-Tisdall, in his classic The Sources of Islam, also demonstrates the direct dependence of certain Qur’anic stories of the Old Testament on the Jewish Talmud.  The influence of the Jewish apocrypha can be seen on the Qur’anic stories of Cain and Abel, Abraham and the idols, and the Queen of Sheba… The direct influence of Christian apocrypha can be seen in the story of seven sleepers and the childhood miracles of Jesus.  For the existence of Zoroastrian doctrines in the Qur’an we can cite the Qur’anic descriptions of the houries (virgins) in Paradise and the sirat (the bridge between hell and Paradise).
 

Peters challenges the trustworthiness of Muhammad himself, showing examples of inconsistencies in his teaching.
  First, the Quran often speaks respectfully of Isaac and Jacob (see Surah 19:49; 6:84-86; 21:72-85; 38:45-48).  The last example even contains the common Old Testament formula: “And remember Our servants: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob – the men of strength and insight.” (Surah 38:45).  This creates the impression that Ismael was not always a focal point for Islamic faith.  The theory exists that only in Medina Muhammad began to show deference to Ishmael. 

Second, once when the followers of Muhammad violated one of the four sacred months observed by the Arabs (see Surah 9:36) by attacking a caravan, Muhammad supposedly received a new revelation that justified the act.  The biographer of Muhammad, Ibn Ishaq, wrote, “And when the Quran came down about that and God relieved the Muslims of their anxiety in the matter, the Apostle took the caravan and the prisoners.”

Third, Muhammad claimed that Gabriel gave him revelation from Allah.  Yet, Surah 6:7-8 casts doubt on this claim: 

Had We sent down to you O Prophet a revelation in writing and they were to touch it with their own hands, the disbelievers would still have said, “This is nothing but pure magic!”  They say, “Why has no visible angel come with him?”  Had We sent down an angel, the matter would have certainly been settled at once, and they would have never been given more time to repent.

Other contradictions in the Quran are apparent.  On the one hand, the Quran records that Muhammad received its contents over time: “The disbelievers say, ‘If only the Quran had been sent down to him all at once!’  We have sent it as such in stages so We may reassure your heart with it.  And We have revealed it at a deliberate pace” (Surah 25:32; also see 17:106).  On the other hand, other passages show that he received it all at one time (Surah 97:1-5; 44:1-4).

At first, Muhammad instructed his disciples to pray toward Jerusalem, but later – toward the Kabba (see Surah 2:143-144).  Originally, the yearly fast lasted 10 days in the month of Ashura, as the Jews observed it, but later is was changed to 30 days in the month of Ramadan.
   

We may cite other difficulties.
  Different punishments are prescribed for illicit sexual conduct:  

As for those of your women who commit illegal intercourse – call four witnesses from among yourselves.  If they testify, confine the offenders to their homes until they die or Allah ordains a different way for them (Surah 4:15).

As for female and male fornicators, give each of them one hundred lashes.  A male fornicator would only marry a female fornicator or idolatress.  And a female fornicator would only be married to a fornicator or idolater.  This is all forbidden to the believers (Surah 24:2-3)

Toleration toward unbelievers (Surah 2:256) became aggression (Surah 9:5, 29).  Humans are responsible for their behavior (Surah. 18:29), but at the same time their judgment is predetermined by Allah (Surah 17:13).  In one place the Quran records six days of creation (Surah 7:54), but in another – eight days (Surah 41:9-12).

Muslims justify these changes on the basis of Surah 2:106: “If We ever abrogate a verse or cause it to be forgotten, We replace it with a better or similar one.  Do you not know that Allah is Most Capable of everything?”  Similarly, we read in Surah 16:101: “When We replace a verse with another – and Allah knows best what He reveals – they say, ‘You Muhammad are just a fabricator.’  In fact, most of them do not know.”  Yet, even these verses seem to stand in contradiction to Surah 6:115, “The Word of your Lord has been perfected in truth and justice.  None can change His Words,” and Surah 10:64: “There is no change in the promise of Allah” (also see Surah 6:34).
 

Bruhana mentions other examples where the Quran contradicts either the Bible, science or itself.
   For example, in Surah 19:28, Aaron is the brother not of Miriam, but of Mary.  In Surah 19:23, Jesus was born not in an animal stall, but under a palm tree.  According to Surah 19:10, Zachariah remained unable to speak not until the birth of John the Baptist, but only for three nights.  In Surah 18:86, a certain Ⱬul-Qarnain travelled to the place of the setting of the sun and found it descending into a spring of murky waters.  Finally, in one place Allah spared Pharaoh (Surah 10:90-92), but in another place, Pharaoh perished (Surah 17:103, 20:78).  Amazingly, the Quran seems aware of its own contradictions: “Do they not then reflect on the Quran?  Had it been from anyone other than Allah, they would have certainly found in it many inconsistencies” (Surah 4:82). 

3. Islam’s Objections to Christianity 
Muslims hotly dispute the claim that Jesus is the Son of God.  According to Islamic faith, God is one and cannot bear a son.  Such a claim is blasphemous.  Yet, here we encounter a misunderstanding of the Christian use of the term “Son of God.”  Muslims incorrectly interpret the phrase as walad, i.e. a physical son of God.  A better term to use, however, is ibn, which does not necessarily refer to physical descent, but to likeness in character.

Rafi Issa cites the following example the non-literal use of ibn.  In Surah 17:26 we read, “Give to close relatives their due, as well as the poor and needy travelers (literally, “son [ibn] of the way”).”
  Issa also notes the Muslim misunderstanding about the nature of the Trinity – that it consists of Allah, Mary and Jesus: “And on Judgment Day Allah will say, ‘O Jesus, son of Mary!  Did you ever ask the people to worship you and your mother as gods besides Allah?’” (Surah 5:116).
On the other hand, Issa cites Fahretdin ar-Razi, “one of the leading Islamic scholars,” who had a better (but still not precise) understanding of the Christian teaching:

Christians say about God, “He is one Being, having three persons (hypostases).  And these three are one God, just as the sun has a disk, rays and heat.”  They understand that the “Father” is a Person, the “Son” is a word, and the “Holy Spirit” is life.  They call Isa, the son of Mary, “Son of God” in a sense similar to the expressions: “sons of the way” or “sons of the light.”  They say, “The ‘Word,’ which is the Word of God, was united with the body of the Messiah, Jesus, as water is united with wine, and fire is mingled with fire.”

Muslims also deny that Jesus died on the cross.  Allah would never subject Jesus to such suffering and shame.  Yet, from a Christian point of view, the cross was not a place of shame, but of glory in that Jesus died to redeem the world from sin.  In addition, the death of Jesus would then represent the greatest example of submission to the will of God, which is the goal of Islamic faith.  The term “Islam” itself means “submission.”
  Additionally, Christians claim that God did deliver Jesus from his enemies by raising him from the dead.  In this way, He conquered humanity’s greatest enemy – death.
  

In response to the claim that the Bible is distorted, one must keep in mind the existence of multiple early copies of the New Testament that differ little from one another, which supports the originality of their contents.  We will say more about the reliability of the New Testament in chapter 14.  

Even the Quran calls the Muslim to receive the Torah and Gospels as from Allah (Surah 2:75; 5:46, 67-69; also see 10:94; 4:136).  Additionally, the Quran claims that God’s Word cannot change (Surah 6:115; also see 6:34; 10:64).  If Islam accepts the Torah, Psalter and Gospels as God’s Word, then they must accept their contents as God’s unchanging Word.
 

4. Final Considerations
Several other factors give us pause about embracing Islamic faith.  We note that Muhammad received his revelations alone.  No one else saw the angel Gabriel.  No one can confirm the testimony that an angel from heaven visited him.  It is possible that his vision was a purely subjective phenomenon.  We recall that Muhammad himself doubted the genuineness of this experience, until his wife encouraged him to accept it.
 

Furthermore, in theory men and women are equal in Islam.
  Yet in practice, this is far from the truth.  Men can have multiple wives, but wives – only one husband.  Women must wear confining attire (hijab) in public, walk at a distance behind their husbands and kneel behind them during prayer.  Husbands are allowed to beat their wives.  Women must also observe the Five Pillars, but can complete the Hajj only in the company of a male.  Finally, the pleasures of Paradise that await the faithful Muslim cater more to men than to women.
 

In conclusion, it is difficult to deny that traditional Islamic faith promotes violence to accomplish its goals.  Muslims have, in this way, historically propagated their faith.  As noted above, the Quran itself calls the followers of Muhammad to employ violence:
  

Fight in the cause of Allah… (Surah 2:244). 

But once the Sacred Months have passed, kill the polytheists who violated their treaties wherever you find them, capture them, besiege them, and lie in wait for them on every way.  But if they repent, perform prayers, and pay alms-tax, then set them free.  Indeed, Allah is All-Forgiving, Most Merciful (Surah 9:5).

Fight those who do not believe in Allah and the Last Day, nor comply with what Allah and His Messenger have forbidden, nor embrace the religion of truth from among those who were given the Scripture, until they pay the tax, willingly submitting, fully humbled (Surah 9:29). 
F. Conclusions

Our study of Islam has revealed significant problems with internal inconsistencies within the system itself, lack of objective verification of Muhammad’s revelations, the questionable moral quality of Muhammed’s lifestyle, the aggressive nature of Islamic expansion, and other factors as noted above.  It appears that these negative factors far outweigh the positive contributions made by Islam to world religion.  By their own standard, to stand in the Judgement one’s good works must outweigh the bad.  Islam fails to pass the test. 
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