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Muhammad: A Pioneer of
Environmentalism

Francesca De Chatel

There is no one among the believers who
plants a tree, or sows a seed, and then a bird,
or a person, or an animal eats thereof, but it
is regarded as having given a charitable gift

[for which there is great recompense].
(Hadith)

The idea of Muhammad as a pioneer of
environmentalism  will initially strike = many
as strange. Indeed, the term
"environmentalist" and related concepts like
"ecology,"  '"environmental = awareness,"  and
"sustainability"  are = modern-day  inventions,
terms that were formulated in the face of the
growing concerns about the contemporary
state of the natural world around us.

And yet a closer reading of the hadith, the
body of work that recounts significant events
in Muhammad's life, reveals that he was a
staunch advocate of environmental
protection. One could say he was an
"environmentalist before his time," a pioneer
in the domain of conservation, sustainable
development, and resource management, and



one who constantly sought to maintain a
harmonious balance between man and
nature. Based pm accounts of his life and
deeds, we can read that Muhammad had a
profound respect for the fauna and flora, as
well as an almost visceral connection to the
four elements — earth, water, fire, and air.

Muhammad was a strong proponent of the
sustainable use and cultivation of land and
water, proper treatment of animals, plants
and birds, and the equal rights of users. In
this context, the modernity of Muhammad’s
view of the environment and the concepts he
introduced to his followers is particularly
striking; certain passages of the hadith could
easily be mistaken for discussions about
contemporary environmental issues.

Three Principles:

Muhammad’s  environmental  philosophy is
first of all holistic — it assumes a
fundamental link and interdependency

between all natural elements and bases its
teachings on the premise that if man abuses
or exhausts one element, the natural world as
a whole will suffer direct consequences. This
belief is nowhere formulated in one concise
phrase; it is rather an wunderlying principle
that forms the foundation of all
Muhammad’s actions and words, a life
philosophy that defined him as a person.
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The three most important principles of
Muhammad’s philosophy of nature are based
on the Quranic teachings and the concepts of
the oneness of Allah (God), vicegerency, and
trust.

The oneness of Allah is a cornerstone of the
Islamic faith. It recognizes the fact that there
is one absolute Creator and that humans are
responsible to Him for all his actions:

To Allah belongs all that is in the heavens
and in the earth, for Allah encompasses
everything. (Quran 4:126)

Muhammad acknowledges that Allah's
knowledge and power covers everything.
Therefore abusing one of his creations,
whether it is a living being or a natural
resource, 1S a sin. Muhammad considered all
of Allah’s creations to be equal before Allah
and he believed animals, but also land,
forests, and watercourses should have rights.

The concepts of vicegerency and trust
emerge from the principle of the oneness of
Allah. The Quran explains that humankind
holds a privileged position among Allah's
creations on earth — man was chosen to be
vicegerents and to carry the responsibility of
caring for Allah's earthly creations. Each
individual is given this task and privilege in
the form of Allah’s trust. But the Quran
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repeatedly warns believers against arrogance
saying that they are no better than other
creatures:

No creature is there on earth nor a bird
flying with its wings but they are nations like
you. (Quran 6:38)

Surely the creation of the heavens and the
earth is greater than the creation of man; but
most people know not." (Quran 40:57)

Muhammad believed that the universe and
the creations in it — animals, plants, water,
land — were not created for humankind.
Humans are allowed to use the resources, but
they can never own them. Thus, while Islam
allows land ownership, it has limitations —
owners can, for example, only own land if
they uses it, once they cease using it, they
have to part with their possession.

Muhammad recognized man’s
responsibility to Allah but always maintained
humility. Thus, he said:

When doomsday comes, if someone has a
palm shoot in his hand , he should plant it.

Here, he was suggesting that even when all

hope is lost for humankind, one should
sustain nature’s growth. He Dbelieved that
nature remains a good in itself, even if
humans do not benefit from it.
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Similarly, ~Muhammad incited believers to
share the earth’s resources. He said:

Muslims share alike in three things —
water, herbage, and fire,"

He also considered it a sin to withhold
water from the thirsty:

No one can refuse surplus water without
sinning against Allah and against man.

Muhammad’s  attitude towards  sustainable

use of land, conservation of water, and the
treatment of animals is a further 1illustration
of the humility of his environmental
philosophy.

Sustainable Use of Land:

The earth has been made for me as a
mosque and as a means of purification.

With these words, Muhammad emphasized
the sacred nature of earth or soil, not only as
a pure entity, but also as a purifying agent.
This reverence  towards soil  1s also
demonstrated in the ritual of performing dry
ritual ablutions which permits the use of dust
in the performance of ritual purification
before prayer when water is not available.

Muhammad saw earth as subservient to
man, but he also recognised that it should not
be overexploited or abused, and that it had



13

rights just like the trees and wildlife living on
it. In order to protect land, forests, and
wildlife, Muhammad created mviolable
zones known as protected and forbidden
zones, in which resources were to be left
untouched. Both are still in use today —
forbidden areas are often drawn wup around
wells and water sources to protect the
groundwater table from being over-pumped.
Protected zones apply particularly to wildlife
and forestry and usually designates an area of
land where grazing and woodcutting are
restricted, or where certain animal species
are protected.

Muhammad not only  encouraged  the
sustainable use of fertile lands, but he also
told his followers of the benefits of making
unused land productive — planting a tree,
sowing a seed, and irrigating dry land were
all regarded as charitable deeds.

Whoever brings dead land to life, that is,
cultivates wasteland, for him 1is a reward
therein.

Thus, any person who irrigates a plot of
"dead" or desert land becomes its rightful
owner.

Conservation of Water:

In the harsh desert environment where
Muhammad lived, water was synonymous to
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life. Water was a gift from Allah, the source
of all life on earth as is testified in the Quran:

We made from water every living thing.
(Quran 21:30)

The Quran constantly reminds believers
that they are but the guardians of Allah’s
creation on earth and that they should never
take this creation for granted:

Consider the water which you drink. Was it
you that brought it down from the rain cloud
or We? If We had pleased, We could make it
bitter. (Quran 56:68-70)

Saving water and safeguarding its purity
were two important issues for Muhammad —
we have seen that his concern about the
sustainable use of water led to the creation of
forbidden zones in the vicinity of water
sources. But even when water was abundant,
he advocated thriftiness. He recommended
that believers perform ritual ablutions no
more than three times, even if they were near
to a flowing spring or river. The hadith
collector Al-Bukhari added:

The men  of science  disapprove  of
exaggeration and also of exceeding the
number of ablutions prescribed by
Muhammad.
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Muhammad  also  warned  against  water
pollution by forbidding urination in stagnant
water.

The Treatment of Animals:

If anyone wrongfully kills even a sparrow,
let alone anything greater, he will face
Allah’s interrogation.

These words reflect the great reverence,
respect, and love that Muhammad showed
towards animals. He believed that as part of
Allah’s creation, animals should be treated
with dignity, and the hadith contains a large
collection of traditions, admonitions, and
stories about his relationship to animals.
Some stories showed that he had particular
consideration for horses and camels — in his
eyes they were valiant companions during
journey and battle, and he found great solace
and wisdom in their presence as the
following tradition reveals:

In the forchead of horses are tied wup
welfare and  bliss until the Day of
Resurrection.

Even regarding the slaughter of animals,
Muhammad  showed  great gentleness and
sensitivity.  While he did not  practice
vegetarianism, the hadiths clearly show that
Muhammad was extremely sensitive to the
suffering of animals, almost as though he
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shared  their  pain  viscerally.  Thus he
recommends  using sharp knives and a
responsible method so that animals will die a
quick death with as little pain as possible. He
also warned against slaughtering an animal
in the presence of other animals, or letting
the animal witness the sharpening of blades
— to him that was equal to "slaughtering the
animal twice" and he emphatically
condemned such practices as "abominable."

Conclusion:

It 1s 1mpossible to do justice to the full
scope  and  significance @ of = Muhammad’s
environmental ~ philosophy  in  this short
article. His holistic view of nature and his
understanding of man’s place within the
natural world pioneered environmental
awareness within the Muslim community.

Sadly, the harmony  that =~ Muhammad
advocated between man and his environment
has today all too often been lost. As we face
the effects of pollution, overexploitation,
desertification, and water scarcity in some
parts of the world and floods and violent
storms elsewhere, it is perhaps time for the
world community as a whole, Muslims,
Christians, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, atheists,
and agnostics to take a leaf out of
Muhammad’s book and address the current
environmental crisis seriously and wisely.
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Richard  Gottheil Mary W.
Montgomery Hubert Grimme

Early Years:

Founder of Islam and of the Mohammedan
empire; born at Mecca between 569 and 571
of the common era; died June, 632, at
Medina. Mohammed was a posthumous child
and lost his mother when he was six years
old. He then came under the guardianship of
his grandfather 'Abd al-Muttalib, who at his
death, two years later, left the boy to the care
of his son Abu Talib, Mohammed's uncle.
The early years of Mohammed's life were
spent among the Banu Sa'd, Bedouins of the
desert, it being the custom at Mecca to send a
child away from home to be nursed. From
the stories told of these early years it would
appear that even then he showed symptoms
of epilepsy which greatly alarmed his nurse.
It has been stated that the boy was once taken
on a caravan journey to Syria, and that he
there came in contact with Jews and
Christians. But he could very easily have
become acquainted with both at Mecca;
hence this theory is not necessary to explain
his  knowledge of Jewish and  Christian
beliefs. When Mohammed was twenty-five
years old Abu Talib obtained for him an
opportunity to travel with a caravan in the
service of Khadijah, a wealthy widow of the
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Quraish, who offered Mohammed her hand
on his return from the expedition. Six
children were the fruit of this union, the four
daughters  surviving their father. Khadijah,
although fifteen years his senior, was, as long
as she lived, Mohammed's faithful friend and
sympathizer.G. M. W. M.

South-Arabian Visionaries:

Mohammed's religious activity began with
the fortieth year of his life. The Islamic
tradition assigns as the beginning of this new
career a  sudden  marvelous  illumination
through God. The Koran, however, the most
authentic document of Islam, whose
beginnings are probably  contemporaneous
with Mohammed's first sermons, speaks of
this revelation on the "fateful night" rather
vaguely in a passage of the Ilater Meccan
period, while the earlier passages give the
impression  that ~Mohammed  himself  had
somewhat hazy ideas on the first stages of
the revelation which  culminated in  his
occasional intercourse with God, through the
mediation of various spiritual beings. Small
wonder that his pagan countrymen took him
to be a "kahin," 1ie., one of those Arab
soothsayers who, claiming higher inspiration,
uttered rimed oracles similar to those found
in the earliest suras. Historical investigations,
however, show that Mohammed must not be
classed with those pagan seers, but with a
sect of monotheistic visionaries of whose
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probable existence in southern Arabia, on the
borderland between Judaism and
Christianity, some notice has come down in
the fragment of an inscription recently
published in "W. Z. K. M." (1896, pp. 285 et
seq.). This fragment ascribes to God the
attribute of vouchsafing 'revelation" (?) and
"glad tidings" ("bashr," i.e., "gospel" or "gift
of  preaching"), meaning probably the
occasional  visionary  illumination of  the
believer. As the same inscription contains
other religious concepts and  expressions
which parallel those n the Koran,
Mohammed may well be associated with this
religious tendency. The name of this South-
Arabian sect is not known; but the "Hanifs"
of the Islamic tradition belonged probably to
them, being a body of monotheistic ascetics
who lived according to the '"religion of
Abraham" and who bitterly inveighed against
the immoral practises of paganism.

The First Moslems:

Islam in 1its earliest form certainly did not
go far beyond the tenets of these men.
Mohammed condemns idolatry by
emphasizing the existence of a  single
powerful God, who has created and who
maintains heaven and earth: but he condemns
still more emphatically the vices born of
idolatry, namely, covetousness, greed, and
injustice to one's neighbor; and he
recommends prayer and the giving of alms as
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a means of purifying the spirit and of being
justified at the divine judgment. This gospel
includes nothing that was not contained in
Judaism or in Christianity, nor anything of
what constituted the fundamental difference
between the two. Islam, however, did not
undertake to bridge the gulf between them.
Mohammed's teaching, on the contrary, was
at first expressly directed against the Arab
pagans only; and even in the later Meccan
period it refers to its consonance with the
doctrines of the "men of the revelation," 1i.e.,
Jews and  Christians.  Nothing is  more
erroneous than to assume that the watchword
of the later Islam, "There is no God but
Allah, and Mohammed is His prophet," was
characteristic of the very beginning of the
religious movement inaugurated by
Mohammed: not the belief in dogmas, but
the recognition of ethical obligations, was the
object of his mission to his countrymen. That
meant that the Arab prophet strove to gain in
every believer an ally to help him to wage
war upon the corruptions of the day.
Mohammed's political astuteness, which was
a signal characteristic of his Medina period,
is apparent even in the organization of the
first community. Its members were mostly

poor but intellectually eminent Quraish like
Ali, Abu Bakr, Zubair, 'Abd al-Rahman ibn
'Auf, Sa'd ibn Abi Waqqgas, Othman, and
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others. They, being in the execution of their
religious duties under Mohammed's personal
supervision, soon grew to be so dependent
upon him that their tribal consciousness—the
strongest instinct in the social life of the
ancient Arabs—was gradually superseded by
the consciousness of being Moslems, the
community thus developing into a small state
with Mohammed as its chief. Hence in time
sharp conflicts arose between the powerful
Meccans, the sheiks of the leading families,
and Mohammed. For years they had suffered
him as a harmless dreamer, a soothsayer, a
magician, and even as one possessed of
demons; then, when his prediction in regard
to the imminent judgment of God remained
unfulfilled, they had mocked him; but when
the community grew—even eminent
personages like Hamzah swearing by
Islam—they grew hostile and began to
persecute him and his adherents, their action
culminating in the ostracism of Mohammed's
family, the Banu Hashim. Restricted in his
missionary  activity, and separated from a
large part of the faithful who had sought
refuge in Christian Abyssinia, the prophet
lost heart. His preaching, in so far as its
nature can be gathered from the Koran, was
filled with references to the persecutions to
which the earlier messengers of God had
been subjected, and to their final rescue by
Him; and it emphasized '"rahmah"—i.e.,
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mercy shown to the good, and long-suffering
to the wicked—as being God's  chief
attribute. Various dogmatic-theosophic
discussions were added, among them being
the  first protests against the  Christian
doctrine of the son of God. The teachings of
Islam, which at first had been merely a body
of precepts, developed more and more into a
regular system which reflected in its chief
tenets the later Judaism.

The Hegira (622):

When the leading families of Mecca
revoked the ban pronounced against the
Banu Hashim, which had been maintained
for nearly three years, they might well have
believed that Mohammed's political
importance at Mecca was destroyed. The
prophet  himself perceived, especially after
the death of his protector Abu Talib and of
his (Mohammed's) wife Khadijah, that his
native city was not the proper place in which
to carry out his communal ideas; and he cast
about for a locality better adapted to his
purposes. After various unsuccessful
attempts to find a following among
neighboring tribes, he happened to meet,
during the annual festival of the temple at
Mecca, six people from Yathrib (Medina);
the Arab inhabitants of this city had come
into close contact with monotheistic ideas
through their long sojourn among the Jewish
tribes which had been the original masters of
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the city, as well as with several Christian
families.  These men, being related to
Mohammed on his mother's side, took up the
cause of the prophet, and were so active in its
behalf among their people that after two
years seventy-five believers of Medina went
to Mecca during the festival and proclaimed
in the so-called "'agabah," or war assembly,
the official reception of Mohammed and his
adherents at Mecca into the community of
Yathrib. The consequence was that within a
short time all the Moslems removed to
Medina; and the prophet himself, as the last
one, closed the first period of Islam by his
hasty departure, as in flight ("Hegira"; Sept.,
622).

Mohammed's entry into Medina marks the
beginning of an almost continuous external
development of Islam, which as a religion, it
is true, lost in depth and moral content, and
crystallized into dogmatic formulas, but as a
political entity achieved increasing success
through the eminent political ability of the
prophet himself. The Arab inhabitants of
Medina, the tribes of Aus and Khazraj, all
joined the religion of the prophet within two
years from the Hegira. Political differences,
however, arose between them, especially
after Mohammed had reserved for himself
exclusively the office of judge; and these
differences led to the formation of a
moderate party of opposition, the Munafij, or
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weak Dbelievers, who often, and without
detriment to  his  cause, restrained the
prophet's  impetuosity. But the propaganda
came to a halt among the numerous Jews
living in the «city and the surrounding
country, =~ who  were partly under the
protection of the ruling Arab tribes, the Banu
'Auf, Al-Harith, Al-Najjar, Sa'idah, Jusham,
Al-Aus, Tha'labah, and partly belonged to
such large and powerful Jewish tribes as the
Banu Quraiza, Al-Nadir, Qainuga'. In the
first year of the Hegira Mohammed was
apparently on friendly terms with them, not
yet recognizing their religion to be different
from his; indeed, they were included in a
treaty which he made with the inhabitants of
Medina shortly after his arrival among them.
The prophet and his adherents borrowed
from these Jews many ritual customs, as, for
instance, the regularity and formality of
public  prayers, fasting—which  later  on,
following the Christian example, was
extended to a whole month—the more
important of the dietary laws, and the
"qiblah" (direction in which one turns during
prayer) toward Jerusalem, which  was
subsequently changed to the qiblah toward
Mecca. But the longer Mohammed studied
the Jews the more clearly he perceived that
there were irreconcilable differences between
their religion and his, especially when the
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belief in his prophetic mission became the
criterion of a true Moslem.

Relation to Jews:

The Jews, on their side, could not let pass
unchallenged the way in which the Koran
appropriated Biblical accounts and
personages; for instance, its making
Abraham an Arab and the founder of the
Ka'bah at Mecca. The prophet, who looked
upon every evident correction of his gospel
as an attack wupon his own reputation,
brooked no contradiction, and unhesitatingly
threw down the gauntlet to the Jews.
Numerous passages in the Koran show how
he gradually went from slight thrusts to
malicious vituperations and brutal attacks on
the customs and beliefs of the Jews. When
they justified themselves by referring to the
Bible, Mohammed, who had taken nothing
therefrom at first hand, accused them of
intentionally concealing its true meaning or
of entirely misunderstanding it, and taunted
them with being "asses who carry books"
(sura Ixii. 5). The increasing bitterness of this
vituperation, = which was  similarly  directed
against the less numerous Christians of
Medina, indicated that in time Mohammed
would not hesitate to proceed to actual
hostilities. The outbreak of the latter was
deferred by the fact that the hatred of the
prophet was turned more forcibly in another
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direction, namely, against the people of
Mecca, whose earlier refusal of Islam and
whose attitude toward the community
appeared to him at Medina as a personal
insult which constituted a sufficient cause for
war. The Koran, in order to lead its adherents
to the belief that side by side with the
humane precepts of religion were others
commanding religious war ("jithad"), even to
the extent of destroying human life, had to
incorporate a number of passages enjoining
with increasing emphasis the faithful to take
up the sword for their faith. The earlier of
these passages enunciated only the right of
defensive action, but later ones emphasized
the duty of taking the offensiveagainst
unbelievers—i.e., in the first place, the
people of Mecca—until they should accept
the new faith or be annihilated. The prophet's
policy, steadily pursuing one object, and
hesitating at no means to achieve it, soon
actualized this new doctrine.G. H. G.

First Raids:

Mohammed's first attacks upon the
Meccans were of a predatory nature, made
upon the caravans, which, as all classes had a
financial interest in them, were the very life
of the city. The early expeditions were of
comparatively  little  importance; and  the
battle of Badr in the second year of the
Hegira was the first encounter of really great
moment. In this battle the Moslems were
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successful and killed nearly fifty of the
Quraish, besides taking prisoners. This battle
was of supreme importance in the history of
Islam. The prophet had preached the doctrine
that war against the unbelievers was a
religious duty; and now he could claim that
God was on his side. His power was
consolidated; the faith of the wavering was
strengthened; and his opponents were
terrified. The die was cast; Islam was to be a
religion of conquest with the sword. After
the battle of Badr, Mohammed dared to
manifest his hostility to the Jews openly. A
Jewess, named Asma, who had written
satirical verses on the battle of Badr, was
assassinated, by command of Mohammed, as
she lay in bed with her child at the breast.
The murderer was publicly commended the
next day by the prophet. A few weeks later
Abu 'Afak, a Jewish poet whose verses had
similarly offended, was likewise murdered. It
is said that Mohammed had expressed a
desire to be rid of him. These were single
instances. The prophet soon found a pretext
for attacking in a body the Banu Qainuqga',
one of the three influential Jewish tribes at
Medina. They were  besieged in  their
stronghold  for fifteen days, and finally
surrendered. Mohammed was prevented from
putting them all to death only by the insistent
pleading in their behalf of Abdallah b. Ubai,
the influential leader of the opposition whom
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Mohammed did not dare offend. Instead, the
whole tribe was banished, and its goods were
confiscated. The prophet was thus enabled to
give material benefits to his followers.

Death to Jewish Poets:

Medina now enjoyed a few months of
comparative quiet, disturbed only by a few
unimportant marauding expeditions. The
third year of the Hegira was marked by the
assassination of a third Jewish poet, Ka'b b.
al-Ashraf, who by his verses had stirred
up the Quraish at Mecca  against
Mohammed. The prophet prayed to be
delivered from him; and there was no lack of
men eager to execute his wishes. The
circumstances  attending the murder were
particularly revolting. At about the same time
a Jewish merchant, Abu Sanina by name,
was murdered, and the Jews complained to
Mohammed of such treacherous dealing. A
new treaty was concluded with them, which,
however, did not greatly allay their fears.
Some months after these events (Jan., 625)

occurred the battle of Uhud, in which the
Meccans took revenge for their defeat at
Badr. Seventy-four Moslems were killed in
the fight; Mohammed himself was Dbadly
wounded; and the prophet's prestige was
seriously affected. The Jews were especially
jubilant, declaring that if he had claimed

Badr to be a mark of divine favor, Uhud, by
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the same process of reasoning, must be a
proof of disfavor. Various answers to these
doubts and arguments may be found in the
Koran, sura iii.

Attacks the Banu al-Nadir:

Mohammed now needed some opportunity
to recover his prestige and to make up for the
disappointment of Uhud. He found it the next
year in an attack upon the Banu al-Nadir,
another of the influential Jewish tribes in the
vicinity of Medina. A pretext was easily
invented. Mohammed had visited the
settlement of the tribe to discuss the amount
of blood-money to be paid for the murder of
two men by an ally of the Jews, when he
suddenly left the gathering and went home.
He is said by some to have declared that the
angel Gabriel had revealed to him a plot of
the Banu al-Nadir to kill him as he sat among
them. The latter were immediately informed
that they must leave the wvicinity. They
refused to obey; and Mohammed attacked
their stronghold. After a siege lasting more
than a fortnight, and after their date-trees had
been cut down—contrary to Arabian ethics
of war—the Jewish tribe surrendered and
was allowed to emigrate with all its
possessions, on condition of leaving its arms
behind (Sprenger, "Das Leben des

Mohammad," iii. 162; "Allg. Zeit. des Jud."
pp. 58, 92). The rich lands thus Ileft vacant
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were distributed among the refugees who had
fled with Mohammed from Mecca and who
had hitherto been more or less of a burden on
the hospitality of the people of Medina. The
prophet was thus able both to satisfy his
hatred against the Jews and materially to
strengthen his position.

Destroys the Banu Quraiza:

In the fifth year of the Hegira the Banu
Quraiza, the last Jewish tribe remaining in
the neighborhood of Medina, were disposed
of. Again the direct cause for attack was a
matter of policy. The Quraish of Mecca,
whose caravans were constantly  being
harassed by the Moslems and by other
disaffected tribes including the Jews, had
formed the project of uniting their forces
against Mohammed. The Ileader of this
enterprise was the able and vigorous Abu
Sufyan of Mecca. The allies encamped
before Medina and engaged in what is known
as "the battle of the trenches," so called from
the manner in which Medina was protected
from attack. The Moslems succeeded in
keeping the Banu Quraiza out of the fight by
making them and the allies mutually
suspicious, and the allies finally withdrew
without having accomplished their purpose.
The Moslems also were disappointed in
having no plunder, so that Mohammed felt
called upon to provide a diversion. The allies
had scarcely departed, the Moslems had not
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yet laid down their arms, when the prophet
claimed to have received a communication
from Gabriel bidding him march
instantly against the Banu Quraiza. The
last-named, who had no time to prepare for
a long siege, retired to their castles, and
surrendered  after two  weeks, trusting to
escape as their kinsmen of the Banu
Qainuga’ and the Banu al-Nadir had
done. Their fate was left to the decision of
Sa'ad b. Mu'adh, who, although of the tribe
of Aus, the allies ofthe Quraiza, felt bitter
toward them on account of their supposed
treachery toward the Moslems. He decided
that all the men should be killed, the women
and children sold as slaves, and the property
divided among the army. The carnage began
the next morning, and between 600 and 700
victims were beheaded beside the trenches in
which they were to be buried. Mohammed
refers to the siege of Medina and the
massacre of the Jews in sura xxxiii.

Attacks Jews of Khaibar:

There were now no more Jews in the
vicinity of Medina, but those at Khaibar
continued to annoy the prophet. Abu al-
Hugaiq of the Banu al-Nadir, who had settled
at Khaibar, was suspected of inciting the
Bedouins to plunder the Moslems.
Accordingly five men of the Banu Khazraj
were sent secretly and murdered him. Usair,
who succeeded him as chief of Khaibar, was
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likewise assassinated at Mohammed's
command. In the sixth year of the Hegira
Mohammed made a treaty with the
Quraish, at Hudaibiyah, whither he had
proceeded with some of his followers with
the intention of making the pilgrimage to
Mecca. The Quraish objected to his entering
the city, and this treaty was made instead. It
provided for a cessation of hostilities for ten
years. In the same year Mohammed sent
embassies to the rulers of the six surrounding
states inviting them to embrace Islam, but the
King of Abyssinia was the only one who sent
a favorable reply. In the next year the
prophet attacked the Jews of Khaibar in order
to reward with the rich plunder of that place
the followers who had accompanied him to
Hudaibiyah. The Jews were conquered after
a brave resistance, and their leader, Kinanah,
was killed. Mohammed married the chief's
young wife on the battle-field; and a very
rich booty fell into the hands of the Moslems.
Some Jews were still left at Khaibar, but
merely as tillers of the soil, and on condition
of giving up one-half the produce. They
remained until Omar banished all Jews from
the country. The Jews of the Wadi al-Qura,
of Fadak, and of Taima were still left; but
they surrendered before the end of the year.
An attempt on the life of Mohammed was
made at Khaibar by a Jewish woman named
Zainab, who, in revenge for the death of her
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male relatives in battle, put poison in a dish
prepared by her for the prophet. One of
Mohammed's followers who par-took of the
food died almost immediately afterward; but
the prophet, who had eaten more sparingly,
escaped. He, however, complained of the
effects of the poison to the end of his life.

His Domestic Life:

During the twenty-five years of his union
with  Khadijah Mohammed had no other
wife; but scarcely two months had elapsed
after her death (619) when he married Sauda,
the widow of Sakran, who, with her husband,
had become an early convert to Islam and
who was one of the emigrants to Abyssinia.
At about the same time  Mohammed
contracted an engagement with 'A'ishah, the
six-year-old  daughter of Abu Bakr, and
married her shortly after his arrival at
Medina. 'A'ishah was the only one of his
wives who had not been previously married,;
and she remained his favorite to the end.
After his death she exercised great influence
over the Moslems. In his married life, as well
as in his religious life, a change seems to
have come over Mohammed after his
removal to Medina. In the space of ten years
he took twelve or thirteen wives and had
several concubines: even the faithful were
scandalized, and the prophet had to resort to
alleged special revelations from God to
justify his conduct. Such was the case when
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he wished to marry Zainab, the wife of his
adopted son Zaid. Two of his wives were
Jewesses: one was the beautiful Rihanah
of the Banu Quraiza, whom he married
immediately  after the massacre of her
husband and other relatives; the other was
Safya, the wife of Kinanah, whom, as stated
above, Mohammed married on the Dbattle-
field of Khaibar. None of these wives bore
him any children. Mohammed built little huts
for his wives adjoining the mosque at

Medina, each  wife having her own
apartment. At his death there were nine of
these apartments, corresponding  to  the

number of his wives living at that time.
Mohammed's daughter Fatimah, by
Khadijah, married Ali and became the
mother of Hasan and Husain.

The last three years of Mohammed's life
were marked by a steady increase of power.
In the eighth year of the Hegira (630) he
entered the city of Mecca as a conqueror,
showing great forbearance toward his old
enemies. This event decided his eventual
supremacy over the whole of Arabia. Other
conquests extended his authority to the
Syrian frontier and as far south as Ta'if, and
in the following years embassies poured in
from the different parts of the peninsula
bringing the submission of the wvarious tribes.
Mohammed's death occurred in the eleventh
year of the Hegira, after he had been ill with
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a fever for over a week. He was buried where
he died, in the apartment of 'A'ishah; and the

spot

1S

now

a place of pilgrimage.
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Qur’anic Language and
Grammatical Mistakes

Our Muslim brethren say that the eloquence
of the Qur’an, the supremacy of its language
and the Dbeauty of its expression are
conclusive evidence that the Qur’an is the
Word of God because the inimitability of the
Qur’an lies in its beautiful style of the Arabic
language. We acknowledge that the Qur’an
(in some of its parts and chapters) has been
written in an eloquent style and impressive
words. This fact is beyond any doubt and
anyone who denies that does not have any
taste for the Arabic language. Yet, on the
other hand, we say that there are many clear
language errors in other parts of the Qur’an
pertaining to the simplest principles of style,
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literary  expression and  the  well-known
grammatical rules of the Arabic language
and its expression.

We even find in the Qur’an many words
which do not have any meaning and are not
found in any language. There is also a great
deal of vocabulary which no one can
understand. Muhammad’s companions
themselves have acknowledged that, as we
will see, but before we examine all these
issues, I would like to clarify two important
points.

First, from a linguistic point of view, the
eloquence of any book cannot be an evidence
of the greatness of the book and proof that it
was revealed by God, because what is
important to God 1s not to manifest His
power in the eloquence of style and the
expressive forcefulness of  the classical
Arabic language, but rather to embody His
power in the sublime spiritual meaning
contained in that book which will lead the
people to a high spiritual level which enables
them to live together in peace and love. It
helps them to enjoy an internal profound joy
and spiritual, psychological fullness—
abundant life. God does not care to teach the
people of the Earth the rules and the
principles of the Arabic language. God is not
a teacher of a fading classical Arabic
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language, but the true Iliving God is our
spiritual leader in life of love and joy.

Is the content of the Qur’an properly fit to

be ascribed to God? All that we intend to do
here is to determine that eloquence of style is
not always an evidence that the words uttered
come from heaven or that the one who has
spoken them is a prophet. The German poet
Schiller is not a prophet, and the Iliad and the
Odessa are not composed by a prophet but
rather by a Greek poet. The masterpieces of
Shakespeare’s poems and plays in English
literature which are translated and published
more than the Qur’an by ten fold have not
compelled the British to say that the angel
Gabriel is the one who revealed them to
Shakespeare.

The second very significant point is that the
eloquence of the Qur’an and the supremacy
of the classical Arabic language in which the
Qur’an is written have created difficulty in
reading and understanding, even for the
Arabs themselves. So what would we say
about the non-Arabs even if they learn the
Arabic language? The Qur’an will continue
to be a problem for them because it is not
sufficient for a person to learn the Arabic
language to be able to read the Qur’an. He
also has to study the literature of the Arabic
language thoroughly. Thus, we find that the
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majority of  Arabs  themselves do  not
understand the classical language of the
Qur’an which contains hundreds of words
which  confused = Muhammad’s  companions
who mastered the language but failed to
explain their meanings, along with many
other words  which even  Muhammad’s
companions could not comprehend.

Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti composed at least one
hundred pages in part II of his famous book,
"The Itqan", to explain the difficult words
included in the chapters of the Qur’an, under
the title "The Foreign words of the Qur’an".
The vocabulary of the classical Arabic
language and some of its expressions are not
in use anymore among the Arabs. The
language itself was so diversified that the
Shafi’i was led to say, "No one can have a
comprehensive  knowledge of the language
except a prophet" (Itqan II: p 106).

The question which imposes itself on us is:
What advantage do the people of the world
get out of the Book of God if it is written in a
difficult language which makes it impossible
for Arabs (even Muhammad’s companions
and his relatives) to comprehend it? Does
God write a book in which people do not
comprehend the meaning of many words
included in the text, especially when the
scholars insist that the Qur’an must be read
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only in Arabic? In his book al-Itgan, Al
Suyuti says,

"It is utterly inadmissible for the Qur’an to
be read in languages other than Arabic,
whether the reader masters the language or
not, during the prayer time or at other times,
lest the inimitability of the Qur’an is lost. On
the authority of the Qaffal (one of the most
famous scholars of jurisprudence,
fundamentals and  exposition), reading the
Qur’an in Persian cannot be imagined. But it
was said to him, ‘Then no one will be able to
interpret the Qur’an.” He said, ‘It is not so,
because he will bring forth some of God’s
purposes and will fail to reveal others, but if
somebody wants to read it in Persian he will
never bring forth (any) of God’s purposes."’

This is why non-Arabs repeat the Qur’anic
text without understanding it, because they
utter it in Arabic. The same words have been
repeated in Dr. Shalabi’s book (p. 97), "The
History of Islamic Law". He also adds,

"If the Qur’an is translated into a non-
Arabic language, it will lose its eloquent
inimitability. The inimitability is intended for
itself. It is permissible to translate the
meaning without being literal."
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The same principle is followed by those
who worked on the English authorized
translation. They said (page iii),

"The Qur’an cannot be translated—that is
the belief of traditional Sheikhs (religious
leaders). The Arabic Qur’an is an inimitable
symphony, the very sounds of which move
men to tears and ecstasy."

This is true. If the Qur’an were translated
literally into English, for example, it would
lose its linguistic beauty, and could not then
be compared to any other book in English,
French, or German literature. In addition, a
person  might wonder how the  many
incomprehensible  Arabic  words could be
translated.

The other question which confronts us is
this, Does God belong to the Arabs only? If
His book can only be in Arabic, then it is
written only to the Arabs and it should not be
read except in Arabic as the scholars claim as
if God were an Arabic God. Thus, the
scholars prohibit praying to God in any other
language than Arabic in all mosques. It is
also required that the call for prayers and the
confession of faith which attests that the man
is a Muslim must be uttered in Arabic
because Muhammad (the prophet of Islam)
said that Arabic is the language of paradise
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and the Arabs are the best nation created
among peoples.

Among the famous  prophetic traditions
which Muhammad said to the Muslims is,
"Love the Arabs for three (things): Because I
am an Arab, the Qur’an is in Arabic and the
language of the people of the paradise is
Arabic" (refer to al-Mustadrak by the Hakim,
and Fayd al-Ghadir).

Let us now examine the failure of the
Arabic language in which the Qur’an is
written, and limit ourselves to the following
points:

The Original Qur’anic Text Was Without
Diacritical Points, Vocalization, And Some
Of Its Letters Are Omitted.

We will attempt to explain this problem to
the English reader as plainly as possible. We
hope he will find it exciting and interesting.
The Arabic reader knows fairly well that the
meanings of the words require the use of
diacritical points above or below the letters,
otherwise it becomes very difficult (if not
impossible) to comprehend their meanings.
Vocalization also 1is very significant in the
field of desinential inflection, along with
writing all the letters of the word without
omitting any of them. Thus, the reader of the
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Arabic language cannot believe or 1magine
that the Qur'an was  written  originally
without these significant requirements, but
let us assure you that this is a historical fact,
well-known and acknowledged by all
Muslim scholars without any exception.

We will also see that there is a large
number of words about which the scholars
could not agree as to their meanings. One
simple example helps us to visualize the
nature of the problem. Let us take the Arabic
letter "ba". By changing the diacritical
points, we get three different letters—"ta",
"ba", and "tha". So when these Iletters are
written  without the diacritical points, it
becomes difficult for the reader to know the
word that is intended.

Examine the following word. Look
thoroughly at the diacritical points (I repent),
(plant),  (house), (girl)  (abided). = Another
example (rich), (stupid), and so on. Without
these diacritical points it is very hard to
distinguish the words from each other. Thus,
the meaning differs from one word to another
depending on the place of these diacritical
points. Many of the Arabic alphabets require
the presence of the diacritical point to
differentiate between one alphabet and
another and hence between one word and
another.
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Now let us quote the Muslim scholars who
have the final word in these matters.

1) In his famous book, "The History of
Islamic Law" (p.43), Dr. Ahmad Shalabi,
professor of Islamic history and civilization
remarks,

"The Qur’an was written in the Kufi script

without  diacritical  points,  vocalization or
literary  productions. @ No  distinction  was
made between such words as ‘slaves’, ‘a
slave’, and ‘at’ or ‘to have’, or between ‘to
trick’ and ‘to deceive each other’, or between
‘to investigate’ or ‘to make sure’. Because of
the Arab skill in Arabic language their
reading was precise. Later when non-Arabs
embraced Islam, errors began to appear in
the reading of the Qur’an when those non-
Arabs and other Arabs whose language was
corrupted, read it. The incorrect reading
changed the meaning sometimes."

The same statement is made by Taha
Husayn in "Taha Husayn" (p. 143), by
Anwar al-Jundi.

Then Dr. Ahmad alluded to those who
mvented the vocalization and diacritical
points and applied them to the Qur’anic text

many years after Muhammad’s death such as
Abu al-Aswad al Du’ali, Nasr ibn ’Asim and



118

al-Khalil ibn Ahmad. He also added (on the
same page) that "without these diacritical
points, a man would believe that verse 3 of
the chapter, ‘The Repentance’, would mean
that God is done with the idolaters and His
apostle—  free  from  obligation to  the
idolaters and His apostle—while the real
meaning of the verse is that God and His
apostle are done with the idolaters—free
from further obligation to the idolaters.

Now the question we would like to ask Dr.

Ahmad and all those wise men: Why was not
the Qur’an revealed to Muhammad in a
perfect Arabic language complete with the
literary indicators and the diacritical points
lest a difference or change of meaning occur?
If a student of Arabic writes an essay In
Arabic without the diacritical points would
the teacher give him more than =zero? The
answer 1is known to two hundred million
Arabs.

The second question is: Did God inspire
those who added the diacritical points and
the  vocalization through an angel, for
example, to eliminate the different meanings
on which the scholars disagree? @ Who
instructed Nasr 1bn ’Asim, Abu al-Aswad al
Du’ali and Khalil ibn Ahmad to undertake
this serious task and create the diacritical
points and the vocalization for the Qur’anic
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text? Was it not more appropriate that
Muhammad  himself or some of  his
successors or companions like ibn ’Abbas
and ibn Mas’ud should accomplish this
work? Yet al-Suyuti himself tells us that ibn
Mas’ud was not pleased with that (refer to
"Itqan", part 2, p. 160), nor were other
leading companions and scholars such as ibn
Sirin and the Nakha’i.

2) Ibn Timiyya, Sheik of the Muslims (vol.
XII, p. 101), tells us,

"The companions of Muhammad had never
used the diacritical points or the vocalization
for the Qur’an. For each word, there were
two readings—either to wuse (for instance)
‘ya’ or ‘tah’ in such words as ‘they do’ or
‘you do’. The companion did not forbid one
of the readings in favor of the other, then
some successor of the companions began to
use the diacritical points and vocalization for

the Qur’an."

On pp. 576 and 586, he adds,

"The  companions (Muhammad’s  friends)
did not vocalize or provide diacritical points
for the letters of the Qur’anic copies which
they wrote, but later during the last part of
the companions’ era, when reading errors
came into being, they began to provide
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diacritical points for the copies of the Qur’an
and to vocalize them. This was admissible by
the authority of the majority of the scholars,
though some of them disliked it. The truth is,
it should not be disliked because the situation
necessitated it, and the diacritical points
distinguish the letters from each other while
vocalization explains the grammatical
inflection."

There is a candid acknowledgment from
ibn  Timiyya that diacritical points are
required, but did not God and His angel
Gabriel along with Muhammad and his
successors know about this problem? The
simplest principles of sound Arabic language
demand that words should have diacritical
points and their letters should be written in
complete form. Didn’t they know  that
disagreements among Muslim scholars
would take place and that they would fight
among themselves and that even death would
result from the differences in reading the
Qur’anic text? Didn’t they know also that the
differences in meaning of the Qur’anic
vocabulary  would be  decisive in  the
interpretation and judgments of Islamic law?

It is surprising that such things had not
occurred to the mind of God, Gabriel,
Muhammad, and the companions and the
caliphs; then, three persons come later and
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insert these changes into the Qur’anic text.
Yet, what is really more surprising is that
when the companions discovered the
differences in the readings of the Qur’anic
text (as Ibn Timiyya says), they did not have
any objection against any of the different
readings and they did not prohibit either one.
The justification for that was that
Muhammad himself had acknowledged the
presence of seven different readings, not just
two readings as was clearly stated in the
Sahih al-Bukhari, (vol. 6, p. 227). This fact is
common knowledge among all the scholars.

3) Jalal-al-Din al-Suyuti

In his famous book, "al-Itqan Fi Ulum al-
Qur’an" ("Adjusted Qur’anic Science"), al-
Suyuti reiterates (part four, p. 160) the same
words of ibn Timiyya which had been quoted
by Dr. Ahmad Shalabi about those who
invented the  diacritical points and the
vocalization of the words. He also said that
some of the scholars detested that, as we
mentioned before. There the Suyuti presents
(part four, pp. 156,157) a list of words which
could be read differently. One of them is the
reading by which the Qur’an was written,
though Muhammad himself had accepted and
acknowledged both readings.
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In part one, p. 226 of "The Itgan", the
Suyuti makes an important declaration in
which he says that the difference in reading
has led to differences in Islamic law. He
illustrated that by the following example: He
indicated that some scholars demanded of the
worshipper that he wash himself again (the
ablution) before he prays if he shook hands
with a woman. Yet other scholars require
him to do so only in case of sexual
intercourse and not just because he shook
hands with her or touched her hand.

The reason for this disagreement is ascribed
to one word found in the Chapter of Women
(verse 43) and whether it has a long vowel a
or not. The Jalalan (p. 70) and the Baydawi
(p. 113) record for us that both ibn ’Umar
and al-Shafi’i  seriously disagree with ibn
’Abbas in the way they interpret this verse
because ibn ’Abbas insisted that the meaning
intended here is actual intercourse while the
former said no, it is enough for a man to
touch the skin of a woman or her hand to
require having his ablution (washing)
repeated.

In four full pages (226-229), the Suyuti
stated that the many arguments and various
interpretations  pertaining to the above word
have  brought about different ordinances.
When we read the commentary of the Jalalan
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or the Baydawi, we realize that whenever
they come across certain words which could
be read in more than one form they say: This
word is read in two different forms.

Before conclude this part, let me call
attention to the following everyday story: A
man was asking about the place of two
verses in the Qur’an. He was told that he
could locate them in the Chapters of
Resurrection and the Hypocrites. He made
every effort to find these two chapters but in
vain. Then he was told that the Chapter of
Resurrection is number 75 and the chapter of
the Hypocrites is number 63. He told them
that chapter 75 1is named "The Value" and
chapter 63 is named or called "The
Spenders". They told him you say so because
you read them without the letter A (long
vowel A) His logical answer was: "I have
read them in exactly the form in which they
were written without the long vowel A. Why
should I add the long vowel A to the words
of the Qur’an which would change the
meaning?"

My  dear  English  reader  have  you
recognized the purpose of the above
paragraph? Is the word "reply" the same as
"replay"? There are dozens of words like that
in the Qur’an, even some of the titles of the
Qur’anic chapters have been written without
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the long vowel A. For example, the word
"masajid" (mosques) 1is written "masjid" (a
mosque), and "sadagat" (charities) as
"sadaqta" (you said the truth). The meaning
(as you see) has been completely changed, as
Dr. Ahmad Shalabi and Suyuti remarked.

Meaningless Qur’anic words:

All Muslim scholars acknowledge that the
Qur’an contains words which even
Muhammad’s relatives and companions have
failed to understand. In his book, "The Itgan"
(part 2, p. 4), the Suyuti states clearly,

"Muhammad’s companions, who are
genuine  Arabs, eloquent in language, 1n
whose dialect the Qur’an was given to them,
have stopped short in front of some words
and failed to know their meanings, thus they
said nothing about them. When Abu Bakr
was asked about the Qur’anic statement ‘and
fruits and fodder’ (8:31), he said, ‘What sky
would cover me or what land would carry me
if I say what I do not know about the book of
God?” ’Umar ibn al-Khattab read the same
text from the rostrum, then he said, ‘This
fruit we know, but what is fodder?” Sa’id ibn
Jubair was asked about the Qur’anic text in
chapter 13 of Mary. He said, ‘I asked ibn
’Abbas about it, but he kept silent."’
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Then the Suyuti indicated that ibn ’Abbas
said that he does not know the meanings of

some of the Qur’anic verses (like these in
Chapter 69:36, 9:114 and 18:9).

I have quoted the Suyuti’s text word for
word, and stated the confession of ibn
’Abbas who is interpreter of the Qur’an and
legal jurist of the caliphs for whom
Muhammad pleaded with God to enlighten
his mind to comprehend the meaning of the
Qur’an. Also, who was closer to Muhammad,
my dear Muslim, than Abu Bakr and Umar,
the first two caliphs along with ibn ’Abbas?
All of them failed to comprehend many of
the Qur’anic verses. Therefore, the Suyuti
warns that anyone who attempts to conceive
the meanings of these words will suffer
complete failure. Then he mentions that the
caliphs and ibn ’Abbas, themselves, did not
know their meanings.

Of course, he was right, because if those
great leaders had failed to know their
meanings, who  would?  Certainly, those
intimate  companions of Muhammad asked
him about the meanings of those obscure
words, but it is clear enough that Muhammad
himself failed to know their = meanings,
otherwise he would have explained them to
his companions as he did on several other
occasions.
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In addition to these ambiguous words there
are at least 14 other words or symbols which
are recorded at the introductory part of 29
Qur’anic chapter. These codes are entirely
ambiguous. Also four of these codes are
titles for four chapters; therefore, four
Qur’anic  chapters have meaningless titles.
These chapters are chapter Taha, ya sin, Sad,
and Qaf. When the Jalalan attempted to
expound the meanings of these 14 obscure
words and the titles of these chapters, they
said, "God alone knows His own intention."

I am stating these words for the benefit of

the reader as they are recorded in the
authorized English translation of the Qur’an.
"Aim-Alr-Almus-Hm" means nothing in any
language! Is it a characteristic of Arabic
eloquence to have meaningless words and
titles of complete chapters which no body
can comprehend?

The Qur’an says woe to anyone who asks
for the meaning!

The Qur’an acknowledges that there are
meaningless words. In chapter of Family of
"Umran: 7, it indicates that there are
allegorical verses which "no one knoweth
how to explain save God." The Qur’an does
not tell us why these words have been
recorded in the Qur’an if no one knows their
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meaning. In his book, "The Itqan" (part 3, p.
3), the Suyuti refers to the above verse, then
he remarks,

"The Qur’an is divided into  sound,
intelligible (verses) and obscure,
unintelligible  (verses). The obscure (verses)
are only known to God such as the detached
alphabets at the beginning of the chapters."

On pp. 5 and 6, the Suyuti asserts that the
majority of the  companions and  the
successors of the companions, especially the
Sunnis (among them ibn ’Abbas himself)
affirm that there are words of which no one
knows the interpretation save God only.

It is worthwhile mentioning here that
anyone who attempted to comprehend the
meaning of those words or any of the
obscured verses was severely punished. On
pp. 7 and 8 (part 3 of "The Itqan"), the
Suyuti records for us a moving episode about
a person called Sabigh who wanted to inquire
about these same Qur’anic interpretations
’Umar Ibn al-Khattab severely punished him
on successive days until he was almost killed
due to head injuries. This is "the just *Umar",
as they call him.

The Qur’an Gives The Antonym (opposite)
Meaning Of Words And Phrases
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This fact is well-known to all scholars. It
clearly reveals that the Arabic language of
the Qur’an is not always sound as some
believe. In the second part of "The Itgan",
the Suyuti speaks explicitly about things
which no one expected to find in the Qur’an.
Actually, these defects are not supposed to
occur in any standard Arabic book which
complies with the rules and characteristics of
the Arabic language. On page 135, the Suyuti
says,

"The word ‘after” has been mentioned
twice in the Qur’an so as to mean ‘before’, as
in this saying, ‘We have written in the
psalms (the scripture) "after the reminder"
(21:105) while He meant "before."” Also in
this saying, ‘The earth '"after" that He has
extended (79:30) while he meant "before"
and not "after" because the earth was created
first "before" and not "after" He created the
heavens,” as Abu Musa indicated."

These are the actual words of Suyuti. The
question now is: Does this linguistic defect
conform to any language in the world? Does
this comply with the characteristics of
writing and the artistic, eloquent style of
Arabic language? Is it proper, in the Qur’anic
style to write "after" when you mean
"before"? How can the reader know the
correct  meaning since it s common
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knowledge that "after" and '"before" are
opposite words? Is it sensible that the angel
Gabriel meant to say ‘"before" but he
instructed Muhammad to write "after"? It is
difficult for us to believe that.

This problem is not confined to one word
because the Suyuti provides us with eight
pages (Itgan, part 2, pp. 132-139) full of
similar examples found in the Qur’an in
which, according to the interpreters of the
texts, the Qur’an meant the opposite meaning
than the literal meaning of the expression.
There is no connection between the literal
meaning and the meaning intended by the
Qur’an.

Let us examine together some of the
examples the Suyuti presented to us in his
book, the Itqan, part 2,

(A) "The Qur’an means, ‘Do not those who

believe know that had Allah willed, He could
have guided all mankind’, but he said, ‘Do
not those who Dbelieve despair!” instead of
writing ‘know’ as he meant" (see Thunder:
31). Is "despair" the same as "know"?

(B) "The Qur’an says in chapter 2:23, ..
your martyrs’, but it means here, ¢ ... your
partners’ (p. 133). After the Suyuti made this

remark, he commented,
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"The martyr is supposed to be the person
who 1s killed, or the one who testifies
concerning people’s matters, but here it
means ‘your partners.'’

(C) "In chapter Joseph: 20 the word
‘Bakhs’ (too little) is meant to be ‘haram’
(forbidden, sacred) contrary to the usual
meaning" (p. 132).

(D) "In chapter Mariam (Mary):46 the
phrase, ‘I  certainly will stone you’ s
interpreted to mean, ‘I certainly will curse
you’, and not, ‘I certainly will kill you’ as its
literal meaning suggests" (p. 133).

Let the reader decide for himself as he
examines these illustrations.

Why the Qur’an did not say: "Do not know

those who believe.. " instead of "do not the
believers give up all hope..." Is "despair" the
same as knowledge? And if the Qur’an
intended to say, "Did not ... know" would it
be recorded as to mean "to give up all hope?"
The same thing could be said about "too
little" and "martyrs " Does not each word
have a different meaning than the meaning
indicated by the Qur’an? Is it one of the
prerogatives of the language to use a word
which has a different connotation than the
intended meaning?
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Let us state another illustration from "The
Itqan" (part 3, p. 251) where the Suyuti says,

"In chapter the (Rahman):6, The Qur’an
says: ‘The "Nagm" stars and the trees bow
themselves.” Here the Qur’an does not mean
by ‘the stars’ the heavenly stars but the
plants which do not have trunk. This is the
far-fetched intended meaning."

We would like to state here that there is no

one who would imagine or expect this
meaning. Even the Saudi scholars who
translated the Qur’an into English (p. 590)
understood the word ‘Nagm’ ("star") to mean
a heavenly star—and stated it as such. Thus,
even the Saudi translators of the Qur’an
could not imagine that the Qur’an has meant
by the word "Nagm" ("star"), the plants
which do not have trunks.

I, myself had some doubts about the
Suyuti’s explanation and thought maybe it
was the Suyuti’s fault and not the Qur’an’s,
or the Saudi scholars. Why should we attack
the Qur’an and blame it for the Suyuti’s
error? Therefore, as a candid researcher, I
decided to examine the interpretations of the
former Muslim scholars to be sure of the
proper  interpretation. I referred to the
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Baydawi’s commentary (p. 705) and found
him in full harmony with the Suyuti’s
interpretation who  stressed that this word
alludes to the plants which sprang from the
earth without a trunk. The same
interpretation is found in the Jalalan (p. 450).
In  Al-Kash-shaf (part 4, p. 443), the
Zamakh-Shari  agreed with the mentioned
scholars and remarks,

"And the “‘star’ which is a plant which
springs from the earth without a trunk such
as the herbs, for the trees do have trunks."

Thus, let the Saudi scholars correct the
translation errors of the Qur’an, along with
another error (as the Suyuti comprehended it)
though they are right in their interpretation of
it: The word "amid most" (chapter 2:143)
means - according to Suyuti - righteous or
just people (p. 251 also refer to the Baydawi
p. 29 and Tabari 24). Thus Suyuti says,

"The conspicuous meaning of the word
suggests the (idea) of intermediary, while the
intended meaning is ‘righteous’ and this s
the far-fetched meaning."

Another example in which the English
translator was proper.
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The Qur’an says in chapter 57:29: "Lest the

people of the book may know." This is the
literal translation of the phrase. The word
means (in both Arabic and English) "lest"
while the intended meaning is that they may
know (refer to the commentary of Jalalan p.
459). The translators of the Qur’an correctly
translated it as "that they may know" which
is opposite to the literal meaning of the word
in Arabic.

Yet, before we conclude the discussion of
this point, I would like to share with the
readers another strange phrase which
illustrates the above mentioned point even
more clearly.

In chapters 75: 1,2 and 90:1, the Qur’an
repeats the phrase: "I do not swear..." This is
the literal translation of the phrase, but the
interpreters and the translators of the Qur’an
insist that the meaning is: "I do «call..," or
"No, I swear" indicating that the word "do
not" is redundant, and when He said, "I do
not swear", he meant, "I swear" (refer to the
Jalalan, p. 493, 511; Al-Kash-shaf, part 4, p.
658, 753; and Baydawi, pp. 772, 799). The
Qur’an says,

" 'do not swear by the Day of
Resurrection"
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"I do not swear by the reproachful soul"
"I do not swear by this city"

While he meant (according to all Muslim
scholars) that He does swear by the above
three things. The Zamakhshari noted that
some had objected to that, and they have the
right to object to this confusion, but others
said that the pre-Islamic, great poet Emro Al-
Qays used to do so.

In the Qur’an There Are Omitted Words,
Incomplete  Phrases, and Errors In  The
Structure Of Sentences

This is strange and unjustifiable. Why

should many words or even completed
phrases be omitted confusing the meaning?
In his book, "The Itqan", the Suyuti has
discussed this matter and pointed to many
omitted letters or words and sentences. He
devoted ten pages of part 3, (pp. 181-192) to
listing ample examples of which I quote but
a few of them.

A) "We read in chapter (Surah) 22:32:
‘It is from the piety of hearts.’

The Suyuti says it should have been written
this way,
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‘Its glorification comes from the deeds of
those of piety of hearts."’

B) "Also, in chapter 20:96, the Qur’an says,

‘So I took a handful (of dust) from the
footprint of the apostle.’

The Suyuti says: It is supposed to be
written as such:

‘..from the footprint of the hoof of the
apostle’s mare"’ (refer to p. 191)

C) Among the many striking examples of
the omission of various sentences is what we
read in  chapter  8:45,46. The  Suyuti
comments in p. 192,

"The wverse: ‘Send ye me oh righteous
Joseph...” means, ‘Send ye me to Joseph to
ask him for the interpretation of the dream.’
So he did. He came to him and said, ‘O,
righteous Joseph...."’

In the Qur’an just two words at the
beginning are written and two words at the
end and all the words in-between are
omitted!

Let the reader decide for himself if it is
possible to comprehend the intended
meaning, having all these words omitted
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from the wverse wuntil it becomes entirely
meaningless.

Other Language Errors In Sentence
Structure

It is appropriate to refer to Muslim scholars

when a person wants to study and
comprehend the Qur’an. They are well
acquainted with the principles of the Arabic
language and the Qur’an. There is none
better than the Suyuti, Baydawi, Tabari,
Jalalan, and Zamakh-Shari who are great,
recognized scholars and linguists quoted by
the Azhar scholars in Egypt as well as the
Saudi scholars. The American, European and
Orientalist, with all due respect, do not
understand the Qur’anic language like those
great Muslim scholars. The Suyuti (part 3, p.
33), quoting several great Muslim scholars,
says,

"The Qur’anic verse: ‘Let not their wealth
nor their children astonish thee!  Allah
purposeth only to punish them in the world’
(chapter 9:85). It actually means: ‘Let not
their properties and children astonish you on
this Earth because God purposes to torment
them in eternity."’
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Let the reader notice that there is no
mention of eternity in the verse. In pp. 34
and 35, the Suyuti remarks:

"The intended original word order of (the
Qur’anic) text: ‘Have you seen the one who
made his God (the object of) his
compassion?” (25:34) is to be read, ‘... who
made his compassion his God’ and not, ¢

his God (the object of) his compassion’,
because ‘who made his God (the object) of
his compassion’ is not blame- worthy."

In page 328, the Suyuti says that,

"There are many verses in the Qur’an
which were revealed without any connection
to the verses which proceeded or preceded
them, such as what we read in chapter 75:13-
19 because the entire chapter talks about the
states of resurrection. But these verses were
revealed because Muhammad used to hastily
move his tongue when dictating the Qur’anic
revelation. Some Muslims said that part of
the chapter has been dropped, because these
verses are not relevant to this chapter at all."

We conclude our discussion of this part by
pointing to the boring repetition of certain
phrases by which the Qur’an is characterized.
The phrase, "O which of your Lord’s
bounties will you deny?" is repeated thirty-
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one times in a chapter in which there are no
more than 78 verses (chapter 75). The story
of Noah is repeated in 12  chapters.
Abraham’s story is repeated in 8 chapters
along with the episode of Lot. Moses’ story
is repeated in 7 chapters, Adam’s in 4
chapters, and John’s in 4 chapters. Moses’
conversation with pharaoh is repeated in 12
chapters. Certainly these stories differ
drastically from the stories recorded in the
Old Testament.

There are approximately 15-20

grammatical errors found in the Qur’an
which cannot be denied by those who master
Arabic grammar This has created a heated
argument because these grammatical errors
are not expected in a book which Muslims
claim is dictated by God and its inimitability
lies in its perfect Arabic language. Thus, how
can the Qur’an include grammatical mistakes
which a junior high school student who has a
basic background in Arabic would not make?
If anyone of the Arab readers wishes to
expand his knowledge of these errors, we
would like to refer him to the following
Qur’anic Verses: Chapters 2:177, 3:39;
4:162; 5:69; 7:16; 20:63; 21:3; 22:19; 499
and 63:10. As an illustration, we refer to one
example which is found in chapter 20:63.
The Qur’an says,
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"These two are certainly magicians"—Inna
Hazan Sahiran. The correct grammar must
say, Inna Hazyn Sahiran.

According to Arabic grammar, these two
must be in the accusative case after "Inna",
but they are stated in the nominative case
which is completely wrong.
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The Myth of "The Myth of
Moderate Islam"

Vincenzo Olivetti

In a recent article in The Spectator
magazine in the UK, the evangelical
leader Patrick Sookhdeo takes a swipe at
Muslims and their religion. Does his case
stand up to scrutiny?

Patrick Sookhdeo’s Article (July 30,
2005) in London’s The Spectator , “The
Myth of a Moderate Islam” reflects a
dangerous trend in the war on terror.
Under the guise of informing Westerners
about Islam, he is in fact spreading the
very same  disinformation that anti-
Islamic polemics have been based upon
for over 1,000 years. This plays directly
into the hands of Osama bin Laden, Abu
Musab al-Zarqgawi and others, for it
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encourages the “clash of civilizations”
they so appallingly desire. It is indeed of
the wutmost importance that we learn
more about Islam and fight the scourge
of extremism with all the tools possible.
But Sookhdeo and those like him corrupt
this process, seeking to advance their
own agenda by turning the war on terror
into an ideological war against Islam.

Muslim Violence:

Sookhdeo’s bias is evident from the
outset. He argues that terrorists truly
represent Islam, writing: “If they say
they do it in the name of Islam, we must
believe them. Is it not the height of
illiberalism and arrogance to deny them
the right to define themselves?” The
remainder of the essay, however, is an
extensive effort to deny other Muslims
the right to define themselves by
rejecting extremist interpretations of
Islam. In fact, less than 5 % of Muslims
could be classified as fundamentalist in
outlook, and of that 5 %, less than 0.01 %
have shown any  tendency  toward
enacting terrorism or “religious
violence.” It is thus “the height of
illiberalism” to define as terrorists over
1.3 billion Muslims who have nothing to
do with “religious violence” because of
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the misdeeds of a fringe minority of
0.005 %. At most, one in every 200,000
Muslims can be accused of terrorism.
That is to say there are a maximum of
about 65,000 terrorists worldwide—
roughly the same figure as the number of
murderers on the loose in the U.S. alone,
with over 20,000 homicides a year and a
population of only 300 million.

Sookhdeo claims that Muslims “must
with honesty recognize the violence that
has existed in their history.” However,
given that the majority of books that
record the transgressions of Muslims
have been written by Muslims, it is
difficult to argue that Muslims have
chosen en masse to ignore the atrocities
of their past. Of course, there are
Muslims who deny many parts of this
past, just as there are British people who
stil deny the atrocities of colonialism;
Americans who deny the massacre of the
Native  Americans; and Germans who
deny the Holocaust of 6 million Jews.
But the fact remains that Christian
civilization has given rise to many more
atrocities than has Islamic civilization,
even relative to its greater population
and longer age.

Christian Violence:
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Nowhere in Islamic history can one
find a  doctrine similar to  Saint
Augustine’s cognite intrare (“lead them
in”—i.e. “force them to convert”). In fact
the Qur’an says the exact opposite: There
iS no compulsion in religion ( 2:256 ).
Augustine’s frightening idea that all must
be compelled to “conform” to the “true
Christian faith” has wunleashed centuries
of unparalleled bloodshed. Indeed,
Christians have suffered more under the
rule of Christian civilization than under
pre- Christian Roman rule or any other
rule in history. Millions were tortured
and  slaughtered in the name  of
Christianity during the periods of the
Arian, Donatist and Albigensian
heresies, to say mnothing of the various
Inquisitions, or the Crusades, when the
European armies were saying, as they
slaughtered both Christian and Muslim
Arabs: “Kill them all, God will know his
own.” Needless to say, these
transgressions— and indeed all the
transgressions of  Christians throughout
the ages—have absolutely nothing to do
with Jesus Christ and or even the New
Testament as such. Indeed, no Muslim
by definition would ever or will ever
blame this on Jesus Christ (the Word
made Flesh, for Christians and Muslims).
So how is it that Sookhdeo blames
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Muslim transgressions (even though far
less than “Christian” ones) on the Qur’an
(the Word made Book, for Muslims)?

By no means was such indiscriminate
violence limited to Europe’s “Dark Ages”
or to one period of Christian history. The
Reformation and Counter Reformation
took inter- Christian slaughter to new
extremes; two thirds of the Christian
population of Europe being slaughtered
during this time. Then there were
(among many others wars, pogroms,
revolutions and genocides) the
Napoleonic Wars ( 1792-1815 ); the
African slave trade that claimed the lives
of 10 million; and the Colonial
Conquests. Estimates for the number of
Native  Americans slaughtered by the
Europeans in North, Central and South
America run as high as 20 million within
three generations.

Despite the ravages of Europe’s violent
past, in the 20 th century, Western
Civilization took warfare to new
extremes. A conservative estimate puts
the total number of brutal deaths in the
20 th century at more than 250 million.
Of these, Muslims are responsible for
less than 10 million deaths. Christians, or
those coming from Christian
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backgrounds account for more than 200
million of these! The greatest death
totals come from World War I (about 20
million, at least 90 % of which were
inflicted by “Christians”) and World War
I ( 90 million, at least 50% of which
were inflicted by  “Christians,”  the
majority of the rest occurring in the Far
East). Given this grim history, it appears
that we Europeans must all come to grips
with the fact that Islamic civilization has
actually been incomparably less brutal
than  Christian  civilization. Did the
Holocaust of over 6 million Jews occur
out of the background of a Muslim
Civilization?

In the 20th century alone, Western
and/or  Christian powers have been
responsible for at least twenty times
more deaths than have Muslim powers.
In this most brutal of centuries, we
created incomparably more civilian
casualties than have Muslims in the
whole of Islamic history. This continues
even in our day—witness the slaughter of
900,000 Rwandans in 1994 in a
population that was over 9o % Christian;
or the genocide of over 300,000 Muslims
and systematic rape of over 100,000
Muslim women by Christian Serbs in
Bosnia between 1992 and 1995. The
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horrible truth is that, numerically and
statistically speaking, Christian
Civilization 1is the bloodiest and most
violent of all civilizations in all of history,
and is responsible for hundreds of
millions of deaths.

The production and wuse of nuclear
weapons alone should be enough to
make the West stand in shame before the
rest of the world. America created
nuclear weapons. America is the only
country ever to have used nuclear
weapons, and Western countries strive to
maintain a monopoly over them. As the
record stands, we have no moral grounds
for objecting to the acquisition of such
weapons until we prove willing to forfeit
them entirely.

It should also be mentioned that
although Islam has the concept of
legitimate war in self-defense (as does
Christianity, and even Buddhism),
nowhere in Islamic culture (or in other
cultures that survive today) is there
latent the idealization, and  perhaps
idolization, of violence that exists in
Western  Culture. Westerners think of
themselves as peaceful, but in fact the
gentleness and sublimity of the New
Testament, and the peace-loving nature
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of the principles of democracy, are
scarcely reflected in Western popular
culture. Rather, the entire inclination of
popular culture— Hollywood  movies,
Western television, video games, popular
music and sports entertainment—is to
glorify and inculcate violence.
Accordingly, the relative rates of murder
(especially random and serial murder)
are higher in the Western World
(particularly in the U.S., but even in
Europe, taken as a whole) than they are
in the Islamic world in counties that are
not suffering civil wars, and this true
despite the much greater wealth of the
West. So has Sookhdeo ever read the
following words?:

Judge not, that ye be not judged. For
with what judgement ye judge, ye shall
be judged: and with what measure ye
mete, it shall be measured to you again.
And why beholdest thou the mote in thy
brother’s eye, but considerest not the
beam that is in thine own eye? Or how
wilt thou say to thy brother, Let me pull
out the mote out of thine eye; and,
behold, a beam is in thine own eye? Thou
hypocrite, first cast out the beam out of
thine own eye; and then shalt thou see
clearly to cast the mote out of thy
brother’s eye. (Matthew 7:1-5 )
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The Qura'an And the Use of Force:

Like most anti-Islamic polemics, the
rest of Sookhdeo’s article is a mix of fact
and fiction. For example, he argues that
many of the Quranic verses that
advocate peace were abrogated by later
verses. It is true that many Muslim
scholars  claim later verses abrogate
earlier  verses, but the extent of
abrogation is greatly debated. @ Some
scholars say that only five verses have
ever been abrogated. Some say that over
150 have been abrogated. Sookhdeo’s
claim that “wherever contradictions are
found, the later-dated text abrogates the
earlier one” is thus a gross simplification.
To claim that all of the peaceful verses
are earlier revelations that have been
abrogated by later militant verses is
simply  false. For example, verses
revealed in the last two years of
Muhammad’s mission enjoin Muslims to
not seek vengeance against those who
had driven them from their homes:

Let not the hatred of the people—
because they hindered you from the
Sacred Mosque—incite you to transgress.
Help one another in goodness and
reverence, and do not help one another
in sin and aggression (Qur’an 5:2).
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O ye who believe, be upright for God
witnesses injustice; and let not hatred of
a people cause you to be unjust. Be just
— that is closer to piety. (Qur’an 5:8).

One can hardly imagine a more
emphatic message of justice, forgiveness
and reconciliation.

Moreover, many highly qualified
Muslim scholars have cited the earlier
verses advocating peace to  dissuade
young Muslims from answering the call
of the extremists. Would Sookhdeo
prefer that these young Muslims listen to
those who explain these verses away by
applying his truncated  version of
abrogation?

Significantly enough, like extremist
interpreters of Islam, Sookhdeo
misrepresents Qur’anic verses by citing
them out of context. He claims that
Qu’ranic verses 8:59-60 condone
terrorism.  Verse 8:60 does indeed
condone fighting one’s enemies, but it is
followed by verse 8:61 : And if they
incline unto peace then incline unto it —
another later revelation. In this context,
verse 8:60 1is advocating that one not
take the course of passivism when
threatened by an enemy, but 8:61 then
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limits  the  application.  This  hardly
constitutes terrorism. Perhaps if
Sookhdeo  knew  Arabic  properly, he
would have the -capacity to read the
Quran more clearly. But he does not.
This makes it difficult to accept him as
an  authority on  Islamic  teachings,
whatever may be his post or title.

Sookhdeo goes on to claim that one can
pick  between  Qur’anic = verses  that
support violence and those that support
peace. This is true, but one would be
hard pressed to demonstrate that the
Qur’an condones violence more than the
Old Testament (say, for example, the
Book of Leviticus or the Book of Joshua).
And if we say that the Qur'an condones
violence, what are we to think of the
passages of the Bible that directly
command slaughter and genocide? In
Numbers 31:17 Moses says (of the
Midianite captives, whose menfolk the
Israelites have already slaughtered):
Now therefore kill every male among the
little ones, and every woman who has
known a man intimately . I Samuel 15:1-
9 tells the story of the Prophet Samuel
commanding King Saul to eradicate the
Amalekites as follows: Slay both men and
women, infant and suckling, ox and
sheep, camel and donkey. Such extremes
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were forbidden by the Prophet
Muhammad who ordered his community
( Tafsir Ibn Kathir , on Vv.2:190-193):
Fight in the way of God against those
who disbelieve in God! Do not act
brutally! Do not exceed the proper
bounds! Do not mutilate! Do not Kkill
children and hermits! And likewise (Al-
Waqidi, Kitab al- Maghazi, vol. II, pp.
1117-1118): Attack in the Name of God,
but do not revert to treachery; do not Kkill
a child; neither kill a woman; do not wish
to confront the enemy .

To claim that the warfare advocated in
some Qur’anic verses is a justification for
wanton acts of  violence fails to
acknowledge that classical
interpretations have always limited the
scope of such verses. For example, a
verse that is often misinterpreted in the
modern era is 2:191-92 : Slay the
polytheists wherever you find them, and
capture them and blockade them, and
watch for them at every lookout. But if
they repent and establish the prayer and
give alms, then let them go their way. On
the one hand, extremists employ this
verse to sanction shedding innocent
blood. On the other hand, it is employed
by non-Muslim polemicists to portray
the Quran as a bellicose declaration of
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perpetual warfare. But according to the
classical Islamic tradition, this verse
cannot be taken as a carte blanche to
fight non-Muslims. It can only be applied
to the specific polytheists who opposed
the early  Muslim community and
threatened the very survival of Islam. As
one authoritative jurisprudent (Qadi Abu
Bakr Ibn Al-‘Arabi, 11 th-12th century
AD) writes:

This verse is general regarding the
polytheists, but is restricted by the
Prophet’s prohibition of the killing of
women, children, religious  adherents,
and  non-combatants. But  understood
also are those who do not fight you nor
are preparing to fight you or harm you.
The verse actually means, “Slay the
polytheists who are attempting to slay
you.”

Such interpretations could be cited ad
infinitum . They -clearly demonstrate that
Sookhdeo’s equation of “radical
Muslims” with  “medieval jurists” who
claim that “Islam is war” is not only
unfounded, but an  utter distortion.
Either Sookhdeo is mnot qualified to
analyze the classical Islamic tradition
and compare it to modern deviations, or
he is intentionally distorting Islamic
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teachings. Either way, he proves himself
to be completely unreliable.

Dubious Scholarship:

Sookhdeo’s dubious scholarship is on
display throughout this article,
particularly when he wuses the hackneyed
distinction between Dar al-Islam (the
abode of Islam) and Dar al-Harb (the
abode of war) to argue that Muslims
accept nothing but war or triumph.
These are important classical terms, but
Muslim scholars also wrote of many
other = abodes between them. Some
classifications include three abodes,
some five, and some seven. In the
modern era, Europe and America have
been regarded by the vast majority of
Muslim scholars as the Dar al-Sulh , or
“the abode of treaty.” This means that a
Muslim can engage with this world on
many levels and should abide by the laws
of the land if he or she chooses to live
there or to visit. Using this distinction,
Muslim scholars have even declared that
Muslims can serve in the U.S. Army,
even when combating other Muslim
countries. Only those who seek conflict
continue to misinform the public by
limiting the world to Dar al-Islam and
Dar al-Harb



244

Islamic Scholarship:

Sookhdeo’s  miscomprehension is also
revealed when he discusses the recent
conference of Islamic scholars in Jordan,
which issued a final declaration that
opposed the practice of calling other
Muslims non-believers and clarified the
qualifications for issuing fatwas . He
argues that this has “negated a very
helpful fatwa which had been issued in
March by the Spanish Islamic scholars
declaring Osama bin Laden an apostate.”
However, a war of words wherein
Muslims  begin calling other Muslims
unbelievers is precisely what Al-Qaida
and other extremists desire. This way
they can brand as apostate and Kkill
everyone who disagrees with them. Let
us not forget how two days before 9/11 ,
Al-Qaida assassinated Ahmed Shah
Massoud. This was no mere -coincidence;
it was a strategic imperative. By
removing the most charismatic
representative  of traditional Islam in
Afghanistan, Al-Qaida removed the
greatest obstacle to their distortions of
Islam, a credible leader who would
expose the spurious nature of their claim
to represent Islam.
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In order to avoid people being killed
over even petty faults or sins, -classical
Islamic law does not allow one to
“excommunicate”  another = Muslim  for
sinning nor to declare him or her to be a
non-believer. By reaffirming this and
removing the possibility of takfir (calling
someone an apostate) in our age, King
Abdullah’s  conference @ has made the
world a safer place. This is true not just
for traditional, “moderate” Muslims—the
only ones in fact who can effectively
isolate the extremists and thus protect
non-Muslims—but also for others, such
as Jews and Christians whom the Qur’an
(and the greatest classical scholars of
Islam, such as the famous al-Ghazali)
regards as “fellow Dbelievers.” Sookhdeo
desires to keep this “door” open so that
Muslims he does not like can be
“excommunicated.” He wants to keep
this “sword”—in effect—unsheathed,
completely forgetting that all they that
take the sword shall perish with the
sword (Matthew 26:52 ).

Sookhdeo further displays a complete
lack of understanding of Islamic law
when he asks: “Could not the King
reconvene his conference and ask them
to issue a fatwa banning violence against
non-Muslims also?” In fact this is exactly
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what did happen by the scholars
declaring that the fatwas issued in
support of wanton violence are
illegitimate. For everyone who commits
an act of terrorism in the name of Islam
attempts to first justify that act through
the issuance— and misuse—of a fatwa |,
and no one commits terrorist acts
without being convinced that terrorism is
justified. The conference reaffirmed that
all fatwa s must necessarily be bound by
a triple system of internal “checks and
balances”: all those issuing fatwa s must
have certain, stringent personal and
educational credentials; they must all
follow the methodology of the eight
Madhahib or tradional schools of Islamic
jurisprudence; and no fatwa may go
outside = the bounds of what the
traditional Madhahib allow—precisely
what the extremist fatwa s attempt to do.
The conference assembled over 180
major scholars from 45 countries, and
garnered 17 major fatwa s from the
greatest Islamic Authorities in the world
(including the Sheikh Al-Azhar,
Ayatollah Sistani, and Sheikh Yusuf al-
Qardawi) to declare this. The conference
thus not only de-legitimized the
extremists de jure , but, to quote Fareed
Zakaria in Newsweek (July 18,2005 ),

[13

constituted a frontal attack on Al-
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Qaida’s  theological methods.” This is
surely a vital tool in the war against
extremism, and so the King and his
conference are very much to be
commended.

Eradicating Extremism:

Isolating and  eradicating  extremists
does not, however, appear to be
Sookhdeo’s agenda. Rather he wishes to
misrepresent the Qur’an, history, and
contemporary  Muslims in  order to
substantiate his own claim that terrorism
and extremism are inherent to Islam.
Following this approach is exactly how
we will lose the war on terrorism. The
true war is the war of ideas. The lynch-
pin in the arguments of Bin Laden,
Zarqawi and others is that they think
they represent Islam. Traditional Muslim
scholars from around the world have
confirmed that such deviant ideologies
and actions violate the very principles of
Islam. By working with such scholars we
can help them to consolidate the
traditional middle ground of Islam and
further expose the extremists for being
just that. This is the most efficient, most
peaceful and most effective weapon in
the war against extremist interpretations
of Islam. If we do not use it, we will have
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surrendered the higher ground in the
war of ideas. By responding with
extremism of another kind, Sookhdeo
and those like him allow the extremists
to determine the general inter-religious
ambiance and thus the course of events.
Rather than providing a realistic
presentation of the challenges we face
and their possible peaceful solutions,
they take advantage of the situation to
advance their own hidden polemical
agenda and prejudices. In doing so they
work not only against Muslims and
Islam, but against the whole of
humanity, Christians included (or
perhaps  especially). Onward  Christian
soldiers, Reverend Sookhdeo?

B B ga Bl Jusall a0l J 4l
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Radical New Views of Islam
and the Origins of the Koran

Alexander Stille

(Note from the editors of RIM.ORG: this
article is reproduced here as printed in the
New York Times, for non-profit educational
purposes; it presents insight into ongoing
academic studies of Quranic manuscripts by
Western scholars; it is written from a secular
perspective. Biblical manuscripts and
parchments have been studied critically with
great freedom for centuries of the history of
the West, and the enormous number of
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manuscripts, and manuscript families up to
the recent Dead Sea Scrolls attest to the
unique veracity of the Bible. Openess and
critical ~ scholarship, debate and discussion
are a part of Western tradition-- and as
Christians in the West realize, present
nothing to fear, for God's truth will stand
firm and sure. Islam by contrast has
maintained  the image of the  Quran's
indubitability  through fear and intimidation,
a tradition dating back to the work of caliph
Uthman who by the power of the sword
sought to eliminate variant forms of the
Quran.)

To Muslims the Koran is the very word of

God, who spoke through the Angel Gabriel
to Muhammad: "This book is not to be
doubted," the Koran declares unequivocally
at its beginning. Scholars and writers in
Islamic  countries who have ignored that
warning have sometimes found themselves
the target of death threats and violence,
sending a chill through wuniversities around
the world.

Yet despite the fear, a handful of experts
have been quietly investigating the origins of
the Koran, offering radically new theories
about the text's meaning and the rise of
Islam.
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Christoph Luxenberg, a scholar of ancient
Semitic languages in Germany, argues that
the Koran has been misread and
mistranslated for centuries. His work, based
on the earliest copies of the Koran, maintains
that parts of Islam's holy book are derived
from pre-existing  Christian  Aramaic  texts
that were misinterpreted by later Islamic
scholars who prepared the editions of the
Koran commonly read today.

So, for example, the wvirgins who are
supposedly awaiting good Islamic martyrs as
their reward in paradise are in reality "white
raisins" of crystal clarity rather than fair
maidens.

Christoph Luxenberg, however, is a
pseudonym, and his scholarly tome ""The
Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran" had
trouble finding a publisher, although it is
considered a major new work by several
leading scholars in the field. Verlag Das
Arabische Buch n Berlin ultimately
published the book.

The caution is not surprising. Salman
Rushdie's "Satanic Verses" received a fatwa
because it appeared to mock Muhammad.
The Egyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz was
stabbed because one of his books was
thought to be irreligious. And when the Arab
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scholar Suliman Bashear argued that Islam
developed as a religion gradually rather than
emerging fully formed from the mouth of the
Prophet, he was injured after being thrown
from a second- story window by his students
at the University of Nablus in the West Bank.
Even many broad-minded liberal Muslims
become upset when the historical veracity
and authenticity of the Koran is questioned.

The  reverberations  have  affected  non-
Muslim  scholars in  Western  countries.
"Between fear and political correctness, it's
not possible to say anything other than
sugary nonsense about Islam," said one
scholar at an American university who asked
not to be named, referring to the threatened
violence as well as the widespread reluctance
on United States college campuses to
criticize other cultures.

While scriptural interpretation may seem
like a remote and innocuous activity, close
textual study of Jewish and  Christian
scripture played no small role in loosening
the Church's domination on the intellectual
and cultural life of Europe, and paving the
way for unfettered secular thought. "The
Muslims have the benefit of hindsight of the
European experience, and they know very
well that once you start questioning the holy
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scriptures, you don't know where it will
stop," the scholar explained.

The  touchiness  about  questioning  the
Koran predates the latest rise of Islamic
militancy. As long ago as 1977, John
Wansbrough of the School of Oriental and
African  Studies in  London  wrote  that
subjecting the Koran to "analysis by the
instruments and techniques of  biblical
criticism is virtually unknown."

Mr. Wansbrough insisted that the text of
the Koran appeared to be a composite of
different voices or texts compiled over
dozens if not hundreds of years. After all,
scholars agree that there is no evidence of the
Koran  until 691 - 59  years after
Muhammad's death - when the Dome of the
Rock  mosque in Jerusalem was  built,
carrying several Koranic mscriptions.

These inscriptions differ to some degree
from the version of the Koran that has been
handed down through the centuries,
suggesting, scholars say, that the Koran may
have still been evolving in the last decade of
the seventh century. Moreover, much of what
we know as Islam - the lives and sayings of
the Prophet - is based on texts from between
130 and 300 years after Muhammad's death.
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In 1977 two other scholars from the School
for Oriental and African Studies at London
University- Patricia Crone (a professor of
history at the Institute for Advanced Study in
Princeton) and Michael Cook (a professor of
Near Eastern history at Princeton University)
- suggested a radically new approach in their
book "Hagarism: The Making of the Islamic
World."

Since there are no Arabic chronicles from
the first century of Islam, the two looked at
several non-Muslim, seventh-century
accounts  that suggested Muhammad  was
perceived not as the founder of a new
religion but as a preacher in the Old
Testament tradition, hailing the coming of a
Messiah. Many of the early documents refer
to the followers of  Muhammad as
"hagarenes," and the "tribe of Ishmael," in
other words as descendants of Hagar, the
servant  girl that the  Jewish  patriarch
Abraham used to father his son Ishmael.

In 1ts earliest form, Ms. Crone and Mr.
Cook argued, the followers of Muhammad
may have seen themselves as retaking their
place in the Holy Land alongside their
Jewish cousins. (And many Jews appear to
have welcomed the Arabs as liberators when
they entered Jerusalem in 638.)
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The idea that Jewish messianism animated
the early followers of the Prophet is not
widely accepted in the field, but "Hagarism"
is credited with opening up the field. "Crone
and Cook came wup with some very
interesting revisionist ideas," says Fred M.
Donner of the University of Chicago and
author of the recent book "Narratives of
Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of Islamic
Historical Writing." "I think in trying to
reconstruct what happened, they went off the
deep end, but they were asking the right
questions."

The revisionist school of early Islam has
quietly picked up momentum in the last few
years as historians began to apply rational
standards of proof to this material.

Mr. Cook and Ms. Crone have revised
some of their early hypotheses while sticking
to others. "We were certainly wrong about
quite a lot of things," Ms. Crone said. "But I
stick to the basic point we made: that Islamic
history did not arise as the classic tradition
says it does."

Ms. Crone insists that the Koran and the
Islamic  tradition  present a  fundamental
paradox. The Koran is a text soaked in
monotheistic thinking, filled with stories and
references to Abraham, Isaac, Joseph and
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Jesus, and yet the official history insists that
Muhammad, an illiterate camel merchant,
received the revelation in Mecca, a remote,
sparsely populated part of Arabia, far from
the centers of monotheistic thought, in an
environment of idol-worshiping Arab
Bedouins. Unless one accepts the idea of the
angel Gabriel, Ms. Crone says, historians
must  somehow  explain how all these
monotheistic  stories and ideas found their
way into the Koran.

"There are only two possibilities,” Ms.
Crone said. "Either there had to be
substantial numbers of Jews and Christians
in Mecca or the Koran had to have been
composed somewhere else."

Indeed, many scholars who are not
revisionists agree that Islam must be placed
back into the wider historical context of the
religions of the Middle East rather than
seeing it as the spontanecous product of the
pristine  Arabian desert. "I think there is
increasing acceptance, even on the part of
many Muslims, that Islam emerged out of the
wider monotheistic soup of the Middle East,"
says Roy Mottahedeh, a professor of Islamic
history at Harvard University.

Scholars like Mr. Luxenberg and Gerd- R.
Puin, who teaches at Saarland University in
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Germany, have returned to the earliest
known copies of the Koran in order to grasp
what it says about the document's origins and
composition. Mr. Luxenberg explains these
copies are  written without vowels and
diacritical dots that modern Arabic uses to
make it clear what letter is intended. In the
eighth and ninth centuries, more than a
century after the death of Muhammad,
Islamic commentators added diacritical
marks to clear up the ambiguities of the text,
giving precise meanings to passages based
on what they considered to be their proper
context. Mr. Luxenberg's radical theory is
that many of the text's difficulties can be
clarified when it is seen as closely related to
Aramaic, the language group of most Middle
Eastern Jews and Christians at the time.

For example, the famous passage about the
virgins is based on the word hur, which is an
adjective in the feminine plural meaning
simply "white." Islamic tradition insists the
term hur stands for "houri," which means
virgin, but Mr. Luxenberg insists that this is
a forced misreading of the text. In both
ancient Aramaic and in at least one respected
dictionary of early Arabic, hur means "white
raisin."

Mr. Luxenberg has traced the passages
dealing with paradise to a Christian text
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called Hymns of Paradise by a fourth-century
author. Mr.  Luxenberg said the  word
paradise was derived from the Aramaic word
for garden and all the descriptions of
paradise described it as a garden of flowing
waters, abundant fruits and white raisins, a
prized delicacy in the ancient Near East. In
this context, white raisins, mentioned often
as hur, Mr. Luxenberg said, makes more
sense than a reward of sexual favors.

In many cases, the differences can be quite
significant. Mr. Puin points out that in the
early archaic copies of the Koran, it is
impossible to distinguish between the words
"to fight" and "to kill." In many cases, he
said, Islamic  exegetes added  diacritical
marks that yielded the harsher meaning,
perhaps reflecting a period in which the
Islamic Empire was often at war.

A return to the earliest Koran, Mr. Puin and

others suggest, might lead to a more tolerant
brand of Islam, as well as one that is more
conscious of its close ties to both Judaism
and Christianity.

"It 1is serious and exciting work," Ms.
Crone said of Mr. Luxenberg's work. Jane
McAuliffe, a professor of Islamic studies at
Georgetown  University, @ has  asked  Mr.
Luxenberg to contribute an essay to the



273

Encyclopedia of the Koran, which she is
editing.

Mr. Puin would love to see a ‘"critical
edition" of the Koran produced, one based on
recent philological work, but, he says, "the
word critical is misunderstood in the Islamic
world - it is seen as criticizing or attacking
the text."

Some  Muslim authors have begun to
publish  skeptical, revisionist work on the
Koran as well. Several new volumes of
revisionist scholarship, "The Origins of the
Koran," and "The Quest for the Historical
Muhammad," have been edited by a former
Muslim who writes under the pen name Ibn
Warrag. Mr. Warragq, who heads a group
called the Institute for the Secularization of
Islamic ~ Society, makes no bones about
having a political agenda. "Biblical
scholarship has made people less dogmatic,
more open,” he said, "and I hope that
happens to Muslim society as well."

But many Muslims find the tone and claims
of revisionism offensive. "I think the broader
implications of some of the revisionist
scholarship is to say that the Koran is not an
authentic book, that it was fabricated 150
years later," says Ebrahim  Moosa, a
professor  of  religious studies at Duke
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University, as well as a Muslim cleric whose
liberal theological leanings earned him the
animosity of  fundamentalists n South
Africa, which he left after his house was
firebombed.

Andrew  Rippin, an Islamicist at the
University of Victoria in British Columbia,
Canada, says that freedom of speech in the
Islamic world is more likely to evolve from
within  the Islamic interpretative  tradition
than from outside attacks on it. Approaches
to the Koran that are now branded as
heretical - interpreting the text
metaphorically rather than literally - were
widely practiced in  mainstream Islam a
thousand years ago.

"When I teach the  history of the
interpretation it is eye-opening to students
the amount of independent thought and
diversity of interpretation that existed in the
early centuries of Islam,” Mr. Rippin says.
"It was only in more recent centuries that
there was a need for limiting interpretation."
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"For example, the famous passage about
the virgins is based on the word hur,
which is an adjective in the feminine
plural meaning simply '"white." Islamic
tradition insists the term hur stands for
"houri," which means virgin, but Mr.

Luxenberg insists that this is a forced
misreading of the text. In both ancient
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Aramaic and in at least one respected
dictionary of early Arabic, hur means
"white raisin."

Mr. Luxenberg has traced the passages
dealing with paradise to a Christian text
called Hymns of Paradise by a fourth-
century author. Mr. Luxenberg said the
word paradise was derived from the
Aramaic word for garden and all the
descriptions of paradise described it as a
garden of flowing waters, abundant fruits
and white raisins, a prized delicacy in the
ancient Near East. In this context, white
raisins, mentioned often as hur, Mr.
Luxenberg said, makes more sense than a
reward of sexual favors''.

Beith Drasha Discussion "3 & Su—>)L S

Giving the Koran a "0 s——a Y% "Forum
A sy s J g JIm  Quilty s> U "history
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""Another more contentious conclusion
was picked up by journalists at the New
York Times and the Guardian after Sept.
11, 2001, because it seems to have direct
implications for the aspirations of those
hijackers, and Muslim suicide bombers
generally. It concerns the houris, the

angels or virgins whom, it is written, await
those = who attain paradise. Luxenberg
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argues that “hur” are not virgins but
grapes or raisins, specifically white grapes
at delicacy which were considered a great
time. Luxenberg’s restored version of the
the houris lines thus reads: “We will let
them (the blessed in  Paradise) be
refreshed with white (grapes), (like) jewels
(of crystal).” It is a less sensual notion of
everlasting life to be sure, but, given that
the virgins have always been said to be

female, a less patriarchal one as well".
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